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Introduction

In 2020, and in light of the beginning of the third decade, the current situation in
the world seems increasingly shaped by anxiety, mistrust and a cutback in inter-
national cooperation between nation states and political and economic associa-
tions. This reminds one of the situation of the Cold War, when the atmosphere
was heavily loaded with mutual accusations and suspicion. Oppositional groups
were often blamed for secretly supporting the political enemy on the other side
of the Iron Curtain, be it the United States or the Soviet Union.

A very similar constellation can be discerned today: the Russian government
accuses non-governmental organizations of being sponsored by foreign powers
and hinders their activities. Since 2012, organizations that pursue, or are consid-
ered to be pursuing, “political activities” and which receive funding from abroad
are required to be registered and labelled as “foreign agents.” Although the Rus-
sian legislation rejects any comparison of this administrative term with Soviet
times, its semantics sufficiently suggest that the “foreign agent” organisation
does not act out of an intrinsic motivation, but for another interest, one that
“stands” behind and supports it.

On the other side, supporters of the opposition tend to claim that anybody
who holds a more or less prominent position and openly expresses an under-
standing of the Russian government’s viewpoints “is on Putin’s payroll.” The
underlying concept of such legal arrangements or rhetorical figures of speech is
pertinent to the idea of conspiracy which implies that actions or utterances are
not simply performed straightforwardly; instead, real or relevant interests are
concealed “behind” them. The mode of conspiracy-thinking is shaped by funda-
mental dualities, which may be characterized by oppositions such as open/secret,
overt/covert, official/unofficial, simulated/real, dissimulating/sincere, phenome-
nological/ontological, illusive/real or even fictitious/factual.

With respect to conspiracies and conspiracy thinking (i.e., conspiracy theo-
ry), though, these distinctions are made in the world of human action and behav-
iour or, to put it more generally, in the world of culture. Its roots reach into the
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fundamental human condition of the opacity of minds and the restrictions of em-
bodied knowledge. Humans neither never fully know what others have in mind
nor are they able to obtain knowledge about actions that happened in another
time and in another place. This is especially evident in drama and tragedy—to
name but a few: Corneille’s Cinna, Shakespeare’s Julius Cesar, Goethe’s Tor-
quato Tasso, Pushkin’s Boris Godunov—have drawn on this irreducible insecu-
rity about the intentionality of others which is the precondition that, firstly, con-
spiracies can be planned and carried out, and that, secondly, a conspiratorial state
of mind can speculate endlessly about the “real” meaning of other people’s ac-
tions.

Conspiratorial thinking comes close to paranoia:' Although this way of
thinking often seems highly irrational and “mad” in the truest sense of the
word—especially in severe clinical cases of individual psychopathology—its
manifestations in the world of culture are often not that easy to rebut, for reasons
of a lack of clear evidence. Think about the most notorious conspiracy theory
emanated in Eastern Europe: for ordinary people it was impossible to determine
whether or not the Protocols of the Elders of Zion® were authentic. Even after
their unambiguous falsification, there are still people nowadays—especially in
Arabic countries—who believe in the probability of a Jewish plot to obtain con-
trol over the world. These convictions are most likely grounded in deep anti-Se-
mitic attitudes that are present in these cultures, but the impossibility of an in-
spection of the situation described—i.e., the blatantly absurd, but at the same
time unverifiable assumption that once, in days gone by, a world-council of Jews
met secretly to discuss matters of how to seize power and control mankind—
significantly contributes to the persistence of such beliefs.

Other than conspiracy theories, conspiracies themselves are also a means of
struggle against an adversary and are conducted secretly. The deployment of
conspiracies often indicates an imbalance in power-relations in the social sphere

1 The concatenation of ideology, conspiracy theory and paranoia was introduced in the
analysis of political culture by Richard Hofstadter in essays written as early as the
1950s and which were published cumulatively in Hofstadter 1965. For a recent critical
appraisal of Hofstadter’s assessments see Boltanski 2012: 266—73.

2 Although it has long been proven that the Protocols are not authentic, the accounts of
their fabrication and dissemination are not yet fully known and themselves rely on in-
vention and imagination — see the critical account in Hagemeister 2008. There are also
other English translations of the title of the Protocols such as The Protocols of the
Meetings of the Learned Elders of Zion or The Protocols of the Learned Elders of Zi-

on; in this volume, though, Protocols of the Elders of Zion is used.
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in which the conspiratorial plot takes place; at the same time, their secrecy im-
plies that either the sought-for goal, or the means applied, will not be met with
broad acceptance, especially not from the side which is the target of the conspir-
acy. Partitioned Poland is a prominent example of a culture of conspiracy. Polish
anticolonial insurgency discourse developed on the basis of the question of con-
spiracy, particularly in the years after the Napoleonic Wars and until the early
1860s: Is plotting a feasible, effective and morally justified means of political ac-
tion? Would the use of conspiracy in the political struggle leave a moral stain on
Polish society and, therefore, would overt insurrection—although this was prob-
ably more easy to subdue—not be a more noble means of pursuing the interests
of the nation?

When one takes a look at history, especially at the history of Eastern Europe,
one may be tempted to see a correlation between societies’ political constitution
and the implementation of conspiratorial strategies in the political struggle: the
more restrictive the access to power and to the throne, and the more despotic the
exercise of power on the society, the more likely people are to resort to plotting
and to conspiratorial activities. Examples extend back to the reign of Ivan IV
(“the Terrible”) in the sixteenth century, to the political upheaval in the Russian
and Ottoman empires throughout the nineteenth century until the end of World
War [: the Decembrists in the aftermath of the Russian war against Napoleon,
the insurrections in Poland in 1830-31 and 1863—64. The Poles invented wallen-
rodism, based on a poem by Mickiewicz, as a strategy of undermining Russia’s
overwhelming power. The Russian administration, for its part, discovered harm-
less associations of young scholars like the Vilnius “Philomates and Philarets” of
1823 or the Kievan “Cyril and Methodius Brotherhood” of 1847 to be politically
dangerous conspirations. The revolutionary terrorism under the tsars Alexander
II, Alexander III and Nicholas II and the movements of the Black Hand and
Young Bosnia would not have been possible without clandestine forms of organ-
ization that could be considered conspiratorial. As soon as the political system
allows for legal access to power, then conspiratorial activities often lose their
relevance and recede from the political scene.

Along with conspiracy itself, conspiracy theory can serve as a political
means as well. The relation of the former to the latter corresponds to the opposi-
tion of secrecy and plainness or concealment and bluntness. Whereas conspira-
cies have to be prepared secretly for the sake of them not being revealed, con-
spiracy theories are discourses that strive for acceptance and social dissemina-
tion. Their realm is publicity, rather than secrecy—conspiracy theories take aim
at mass-media in order to be spread more swiftly. Communication is necessary
for conspiring, certainly, but it still has to remain undercover and must not es-
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cape the control of the conspirators who anxiously avoid publicity by applying
techniques of encryption and exclusivity.

The strong reliance on publicity and significant dissemination leads to an
analogy that might seem surprising at first glance—historically, conspiracy theo-
ries were an important tool in the struggle against the authorities, the church, the
court and against other powerful institutions in late modern Europe.3 In a way,
the exposure of conspiracies—i.e., the elaboration of theories serving to bring
real intentions and concealed interests behind political actions to light—was a
crucial goal of the Enlightenment. It is no accident that many conspirational ide-
as that persist to this very day (the struggle against alleged plots organized by the
Tlluminati, the Jesuits, the Freemasons, the Jews, or the Judeo-Masons...)
emerged at a time at which the legitimacy of the political and religious author-
ities of ancient regime Europa were being questioned.

Conversely, the French Revolution itself was seen as the work of a conspir-
acy by many traditionalist intellectuals. The printing press was certainly a pow-
erful instrument in this context. It allowed for campaigns to be launched that
reached large audiences. However, one crucial feature of conspiracy theories
made itself felt: the high productivity of the conspiratorial mode of thought and
its inability to limit itself. More often than not, the conspiracies one could read
about in brochures, pamphlets or newspapers or hear about in gossip and talk of
the town were not real, but made up—these were no longer real conspiracies, but
“conspiracy theories” in the contemporary, pejorative and disqualifying sense of
the term.’

The conceptual link between conspiracy and conspiracy theories is, there-
fore, not just substantiated by the fact of real conspiracies that boost the sus-
picion that secret forces lurk behind any social phenomenon and influence its
trajectory.® Moreover, conspiracies and conspiracy discourse are closely en-
twined: for instance, many people were accused of taking part in huge anti-
Soviet activities during the ill-famed Stalinist trials of the late 1920s and the
1930s: these charges were deliberately disseminated by the authorities and sig-
nificantly contributed to a Soviet culture of conspiracy that pervaded all spheres

3 See the chapter “Verschworungstheorien der Aufklirung” in Klausnitzer 2007: 179—
249.

4 Cf. Hofman 1993.
Cf. “Une théorie du complot est une théorie non seulement fausse mais dangereuse.
Une théorie paranoiaque” — Boltanski 2012: 274.

6  This connection is too narrow and does not fully capture the differences between con-

spiracies and conspiracy theories — see Johannsen/Rohl 2010.
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of society.” Openly encouraged suspicion of ubiquitous conspiracy was expected
to contribute to the reduction of privacy and secrecy, which is vital for real con-
spiration. Conspiracy discourse was systematically introduced in order to raise
anxiety and cautiousness, on the one hand, and to strengthen belief in revealed
conspiracies (no matter how far-fetched and absurd the accusations might have
been) on the other. So, by virtue of the necessary publicity, conspiracy theories
are closer to the official sphere, even being endorsed thereby, whereas conspira-
cies are never organized before anybody’s eyes (or they are dissimulated if they
are carried out openly).®

Conspiracy theories can be considered in terms of a specific version of the
“world” (or at least, of some social phenomenon) and as manifestations of dis-
course (understood here in its Foucauldian sense as socially relevant utterances
which bear a close relation to institutions of knowledge and power and with par-
ticular truth claims). As such, they are highly indicative of issues and conditions
in societies and cultures. The political situation in contemporary Poland, for ex-
ample, significantly relates to interpretations and versions of the airplane disaster
that took place in Smolensk in April 2010, when a Polish Air Force aircraft
crashed due to a failed landing attempt. 96 people, among them the president and
his wife, alongside other representatives of Poland’s elite, fell victim to the
crash. Many people in Poland adhere to the opinion that the crash was concocted
by Russian secret service; some even suspect Donald Tusk, then prime-minister,
to have had a hand in it. Cultural memory is particularly relevant in the emer-
gence of this belief: manifold historical experiences, many of them lieing not
that far in the past as the time of the partitions, seem to have led to an almost en-
demic mistrust of Russia among the Polish people. The plane’s passengers were
on the way to a remembrance ceremony in Katyn, a place where the NKVD had
killed about 4,000 detained Polish officers, representatives of the military elite of
inter-war Poland in early 1940. The truth about what had happened in Katyn was
carefully hidden from the public, a fact that probably paved the way for the im-
mediate emergence of conspiracy theories after the fatal event and during the pe-
riod of communist rule in Poland. Although the speculations about a malicious
Russian attack constantly point out some more or less astonishing details in the
accounts of the crash, they lack either substantial factual evidence or a convinc-
ing motive for such a violent operation on the part of Russia’s secret services. It

7 For a convincing functionalist analysis of the officially endorsed conspiracy thinking
in the Soviet Union, see Rittersporn 2001 and as well Dentith 2014: 85-90.

8 For a typology based on the opposition of secrecy/non-secrecy; see also Barkun 2003:
4-5.
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is safe to say that the suspicion fell on Russia for historical reasons. Given the
complicated history of Polish-Russian relations and the symbolic density of the
circumstances—members of the Polish elite fall victim to a catastrophe in the
immediate vicinity of the spot where thousands of Polish prisoners of war had
been executed seven decades ago, a crime ordered by Soviet authorities that had
been officially abnegated for decades—it would, in fact, have been rather sur-
prising had this event not given rise to conspiracy theories.

Both conspiracies and conspiracy discourse induce remarkable mistrust in
social and political communication. When one takes for granted that other peo-
ple are substantially non-transparent, at least in their intentions and private
thoughts, then the mere idea of hidden motives and aspirations easily leads into
cautious reservations, disbelief and distrust. Over time the other person easily
falls under the general suspicion of harbouring evil intentions. One extreme con-
sequence of this insecurity and mistrust is that it can lead to paranoia, a mental
disorder which significantly correlates with social circumstances and positions.
Those occupying leading positions within a group or society often guess the en-
viousness of the people that surround them and suspect latent conspiracy which
is directed against them (most peculiarly, historical drama develops this motif).
At lower positions, people who have some knowledge of secret services and
their practices are more inclined to fear falseness on behalf of others or to fear
their uncandid treason.

A frequent topos that is encountered in the analysis of conspiracy theories is
information complexity: one might feel inclined to resort to “easy” models of
explanation when confronted with the impossibility of establishing causal rela-
tions or sound explanations for particular events. A more or less common model
is the identification of someone who might be—in the long run—responsible for
the social explicandum. This desire for an explanation is understandable; it fuels
scientific or scholarly accounts of reality as well as conspiracy thinking. Reduc-
tiveness is not a feature to be encountered solely in conspiracy thinking. Given
the complexity of the world, any explanation cannot but reduce this complexity
in relation to the principles of methodology and disciplinary practice.

Conspiracy theories do not significantly differ from other modes of explana-
tion, be they scientific or not, with regard to complexity and its necessary reduc-
tion. Therefore, the difference cannot be discerned either in the motives—the
urge to make sense of an event or a sequence of events—or simply in the propo-
sitions given as explanations. A cardinal feature that allows for the discrimina-
tion of conspiracy theories lies in another direction: whereas scientific explana-
tions should be congruent with methods and a disciplinary framework, conspira-
cy theories usually do not dwell on principles and methodology; instead, they put
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their explanations at the fore. Whereas science is—with regard to its objects—
highly self-referential, conspiracy thinking is nothing but hetero-referential. Its
truth is always “out there” as something more or less obvious: conspiracy theo-
ries usually only refer to data, co-occurrences, causal relations and “revealed”
links, thereby creating the illusion of careful empirical examination and rational
judging, where the necessity of elaborating on the methodology is concerned.
Apart from that, the discourse of conspiracy theory refrains from revealing the
theoretical framework informing it. Scholarly explanations do not usually hesi-
tate to pay tribute to their sources and inspirations, something which would often
be too embarrassing for the promoters of conspiracy-thinking (‘As our premise
we have taken an evil force behind many phenomena’). The basic assumptions
behind the “theory” are not reflected upon at all; instead, the “investigation” al-
ways arrives at the detection of conspiracies.

Contrary to its name, a conspiracy theory is not a theory in a scientific or
even scholarly sense, but rather a sort of story or narrative pretending to explain
certain affairs in another way than official accounts do. On behalf of their narra-
tedness, conspiracy theories (manifesting themselves in—nowadays often multi-
media—narratives) are greatly interesting to literary scholars, especially for nar-
ratology. The relevancy of conspiracy theory for scholars of literature must not
be confused with fictionality as a cardinal feature of literary texts. Conspiracy
theories claim to be truthful and authentic; it would be misleading, therefore, to
classify them as fictitious from the outset. The problem resides rather in finding
a “demarcation line permitting to distinguish ... real conspiracies”—and their re-
spective description or “theory”—from “imaginary” ones.” One may arrive at
such a distinction after an examination of the conspiracy story narrated.'® How-
ever, immediately qualifying conspiracy narratives as a kind of fiction is hardly a
proper approach to such an astonishing and manifold cultural phenomenon.
Moreover, proving or disproving an account of events often demands meticulous
work and deliberation; in many cases it is impossible to definitively determine
whether a given conspiracy theory is true or not.

Beyond a rigid discrimination of true and false (resp. fictitious) “stories,” the
examination of conspiracy narratives provides access to a society’s problems,
expectations and worries. Although their factual basis is most often rather ques-
tionable, if not outright nonexistent, conspiracy narratives remain a highly in-
structive indicator for the state of public discourse and collective imagination in

9  Boltanski 2012: 280.
10 Most likely, a part of the conspiracy story indeed refers to reals persons and events

whereas a more or less great part of the story is fictitious.
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a given society. In this respect they are similar to literature and the literary imag-
ination which, free from the constraints of referentiality and truth, can still refer
to real historical events and real social conditions. At least this would be the case
for the mimetically oriented poetics of “realist” fiction—the events narrated have
to be “probable.” “Probability,” whether we like it or not, is also a prerequisite
for the success of conspiracy theories.

Literary fiction, in particular, qualifies for the depiction and deployment of
both conspiracies and conspiracy discourse: discharged from the constraints of
many other genres of discourse, literary discourse can also construct and repre-
sent plots (e.g., in drama or narratives). Literature can demonstrate ways of hu-
man reasoning and its appropriateness to the “world” (through fictitious intro-
spection into the character’s minds and by describing an entire situation from a
distanced and omniscient vantage point as well). Furthermore, the act of reading
literary fiction, or even poetry, generally bears some similarities to reading and
interpreting the world in a conspiratological way: there is some obvious “first-
hand” meaning, but is there also not another hidden second (or third) meaning
behind these erratic signifiers? Just as readers of a (literary) text often speculate
about its more or less plausible interpretations, so too do people often wonder
about whether particular phenomena could also be assessed in other ways than
from the ordinary viewpoint.

For these reasons, this volume contains theoretical texts on conspiracies as it
deals with accounts of Eastern European social and political issues that usually
pass for conspiracy narratives. Although the textuality of conspiracy theories and
narrative accounts of conspiracies converge in some respects, they must not be
confounded, given that in the first case truth claims are made, whereas literary
discourse generally refrains from the pretention of explaining the states of affairs
in the “real” world. The chapters of this book shed some light on a few more or
less prominent cases of conspiracies and conspiracy thinking in Eastern Europe.
They do so from a point of view that does not generally aim to solve the puzzles
of a fragmented reality, but instead by observing the people who are (pre-)occu-
pied with the puzzles and the texts produced thereby.

Peter Deutschmann/Jens Herlth/Alois Woldan
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Conspiracy Theories, Discourse Analysis
and Narratology

Peter Deutschmann
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One very common and understandable approach can be discerned when talking
about conspiracy theories in terms of the following questions: how can it be that
so many conspiracy theories swirl around? Why do so many people believe in
them? Aren’t there any means through which to confine their influence in mod-
ern societies? In itself, this approach already presupposes that it is possible to de-
lineate between factual accounts of events that take place in the world and erro-
neous versions spread through conspiracy theories. Although it is highly desira-
ble to distinguish between true and false statements, it is not at all easy to do so.
This is why conspiracy versions of events arouse so much interest. Conspiracy
theories propose alternative versions which also vie for plausibility in relation to
already existing versions of how certain phenomena or events probably hap-
pened.' Popular books on conspiracy theories are often structured by juxtaposing
different stories: widely-accepted official accounts are confronted with conspira-
cy versions of the same phenomena.” More or less complex chains of events are
represented in the form of “tellable” stories for the general public, making the
different accounts of events resemble a contest of stories. The narrative nature of

1 As Eva Horn and Anson Rabinbach put it, in a short introduction to the proximity of
conspiracy theories and fiction, “[c]onspiracy theories take the opacity of reality as a
point of departure to venture on an alternative interpretation about the order of
things.” — Horn/Rabinbach 2008: 6.

2 E.g., Southwell/Twist 2004.
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the discourse on conspiracies therefore allows for a narratological approach
which discusses both the most important aspects of the conspiracy narratives and
their discursive environment.

Two Case Stories

According to a binary dichotomy of conspiracy theories,’ there are two kinds of
theory: cynical and kynical ones (the former being actively directed at certain
groups which are being blamed for an evil, while the latter are musings about the
possible reasons for the deplorable state of affairs).* For instance, speculations
about the erratic oscillations of prices belong to the group of kynical theories,
given that they seek explanations for an economic misery. Yet the distinction is
not as sharp as it might first appear. Take, for example, the linking of the oil
price development and international politics which Aleksandr Etkind and Ilya
Yablokov have referred to in a paper on the contemporary Russian adminis-
tration’s inclination towards conspiratological thinking.” Russia’s economic de-
pendency on oil and gas exports provides fertile soil for conspiracy theories. The
ruble exchange rate’s obvious dependency on the international price of a barrel
of oil inevitably leads to readily voiced speculations about secret agreements be-
tween international stakeholders who might want to weaken Russia’s economy
by deliberately keeping oil and gas prices low. When representatives of the Rus-
sian political elite speculate about the reasons for low prices on oil and gas, it is
often difficult to determine whether they take a cynical or a kynical stance. For a
classification as cynical one must qualify the fact that official statements by po-
litical leaders are always ideological (given that they not only yield an explana-
tion alone, but also strive to hold onto power).6 Although the same speculations
about oil prices can also be made by an ordinary Russian citizen idly wondering

Cf. Raab/Carbon/Muth 2017: 179-80 and 186-87.

4 The distinction goes back to Slavoj Zizek’s use of a distinction made in Peter Sloter-
dijk’s Critique of Cynical Reason (1983). Zizek considers that someone in power who
knows that his ideological explanations are wrong, but stills applies them without ad-
mitting their falsity, is a cynical person. A kynical person instead ironically points out
the false ideology of the powers that be; cf. Zizek 1989: 29.

5 Etkind/Yablokov 2017.

6 Among the many different meanings of “ideology,” I am referring here to a concept of
ideology as a complex of uttered ideas serving the legitimization of the powers that
be; cf. Eagleton 1993: 7.
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about the decline of his salary’s purchasing power (which would justify a classi-
fication as kynical), the simple fact that a high-ranked person spreads such spec-
ulations via the media (and, in so doing, at the same time denies any responsibil-
ity for Russia’s economic development) makes it a cynical form of conspiracy
theory.

The fluctuations and oscillations of the prices of important goods are always
subject to certain erratic elements. Economic theory can describe some basic in-
terrelations and influences, but it cannot reliably forecast price developments.
The opacity of markets excites fantasies about forces operating in the dark, ex-
erting secret influence and bargaining for the sake of personal gain.” The most
curious fantasy pertaining to power and influence on the world economy, one
which Etkind and Yablokov mention in their article, was the one propagated by
Vladimir Yakunin, a former director of the Russian Railways who now holds a
chair at the Department of State Policy at MGU, the Moscow State University."
In a lecture he gave there in 2012, Yakunin retold the already retold story of an
unnamed leading European politician’ who maintains that he had a meeting with
eight people on the top floor of the Empire State Building during which he was
asked for his evaluation of the economic perspectives of various European coun-
tries. They then had dinner and the anonymous politician claimed that after this
dinner he witnessed how the people he had been speaking to contacted 150 fi-

7  One should keep in mind that Karl Popper refutes a “conspiracy theory of society” (in
his understanding this is a theory which explains historical phenomena mainly by re-
ferring to the intentions of persons involved) by describing simple market mecha-
nisms: If someone demands an item, he/she inevitably and unwillingly raises the price
of the demanded good; if someone offers an item, then he/she lowers the market value
of it (cf. Popper 2006: 14). Popper suggests that the intentions of individuals cannot
significantly exercise influence on the prices—he discusses simple small markets (sel-
ling and buying real estate in one village), but his idea can be extended to complicated
markets based on the circumstances that it would be even more difficult to realize
one’s intentions on complex markets. Popper’s criticism of the idea that history is the
result of the realization of purposeful intentions is also resumed in Butter 2018:
40-42.

Etkind/Yablokov 2017: 79-80.

The sequence of narrators is as follows: the leader (“premier”) of a large European
state spoke about his experience at the top of the Empire State Building to a diplomat
and the diplomat told it to Yakunin who tells it to the audience at Moscow University

and on the internet.
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nancial institutions and ordered manipulative transactions amounting to 200 bil-
lion dollars.

To substantiate the story he has just retold, Vladimir Yakunin added that he
himself had also once been to this location at the top of the Empire State Build-
ing, “admittedly on another occasion.”'® This homodiegetic addition to a very
curious story, of course, makes it more authentic than a mere repetition of a story
about the meeting of the high-finance elite.

While Yakunin’s tale about the central hub of international financial power
being located at the top of the Empire State Building is remarkable, for indicat-
ing that conspiracy stories are told and spread by people very close to Russia’s
political elite, another reference in Etkind and Yablokov’s paper is even closer to
the subject of conspiracy discourse and narratology. This “amazing case,” as Et-
kind/Yablokov describe it,"" is related to mind reading. In 2006, one major of the
Russian secret service, the FSB, stated in an interview that the unit he command-
ed at the FSB possessed a new technology which made it possible to read other
people’s minds and ideas. The technology is said to have been applied to George
Bush Sr., as well as to former Secretary of State Madeleine Albright. Probing in-
to Mrs. Albright’s mind, the FSB claimed to have read that she thoroughly dis-
liked Russia’s ownership of territories so exorbitantly rich in natural resources.

Three Dimensions of Stories

In pursuing a discussion of stories told within conspiracy discourses, one should
refrain from judging conspiracy narratives as totally wrong or misleading, but
instead simply treat them as narratives whose ontological status—true, false, or
fictitious—is often unclear, at least initially when confronted with such a story.
The two stories about Russia’s political elite not only indicate a certain bias
amongst Russian politicians towards conspiracy theories, they also allow some
insight into the close relationship between conspiracy narratives and literary dis-
course.

This proximity can be illustrated from three different perspectives which will
each be discussed in detail in the following sections:

10 «mpaBma, mo apyromy moBoxy» — “Novyi mirovoi klass i vyzovy chelovechestva,”
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=30vqfkCyMMc (ca. 8:00-11:30).

11 Cf. Etkind/Yablokov 2017: 63.

12 https://www.novayagazeta.ru/articles/2015/06/22/64636-patrushev-i-olbrayt-kak-

fraza-kremlevskih-trolley-stala-simvolom-very-kremlevskoy-elity
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+ textual-narratological/syntactical/formal;
« referential/semantic;
+ pragmatic (encompassing social aspects of communication and discourse).

Textual-Narratological/Syntactical/Formal Perspectives

Conspiracy narratives usually do not have obvious textual-narratological mark-
ers that would allow for them to be identified as fiction;'" their authors avoid
markers of fictionality, instead they prefer text types which are typical for factual
(world-imaging) texts. The textual-narratological perspective is not particularly
relevant to conspiracy narratives, but the following two perspectives—referential
and pragmatic—are.

Referential/Semantic Perspectives

Usually, conspiracy narratives claim to be factual narratives and, as such, they
are to be considered in terms of the distinction between truth and falsehood."
Whereas fiction or fictitious narratives can be described as explicitly and delib-
erately conveying untrue statements without any deceptive intention, factual nar-
ratives can be seen as world-imaging narratives, which is to say that they are as-
certained to be true or false with direct reference to the real world."

Factual discourse necessarily involves truth claims consisting, as it does, of
statements about the world. However, due to their very nature, conspiracy narra-
tives which are not true cannot simply be dismissed as lies, especially when we
take into consideration the extent to which the narrators seem to believe in them;

13 According to Nickel-Bacon/Groeben/Schreier, some textual markers indicating fic-
tionality include, e.g., reported inner speech or an obvious literary (‘“overstructured”)
organization of the text; cf. Nickel-Bacon/Groeben/Schreier 2000: 396.

14 The case of conspiracy narratives that are clearly paratextually marked as fiction is not
of interest here.

15 “World-imaging texts as representations of the actual world are subject to truth-valua-
tion; their statements can be judged true or false. Fictional texts are outside truth-valu-
ation; their sentences are neither true nor false.” — Dolezel 1998: 24, cf. as well
Gorman 2005: 163.
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they ought, in fact, to be judged as erroneous statements.'® Usually, the mental
state of the person supplying the text should not be decisive when judging upon
the fictionality or factuality of a text (given that it cannot be accessed in an ob-
jective way). Similarly, after considering a narrative as a world-imaging text,
one should better concentrate on the measure of accuracy and leave speculations
about the mental states of the narrators aside. However, the promulgations of
truthfulness and degree of sincerity which accompany the narration remain rele-
vant.

With world-imaging stories, people assume that the narrator believes what he
or she is saying and that he/she bears responsibility for the accuracy or truth of
the story told. An argument may arise pertaining to the truth claims of the specif-
ic narrative in question, of course.

What exactly are the semantic criteria according to which narratives can be
classified as either fact or fiction? Promulgators of conspiracy narratives strive to
prove the story in question with recourse to all kinds of material and references.
On the semantic level, it is not easy to distinguish proper accounts of events
from the false ones.'’ Conspiracy narratives do not usually venture too far into

16 Due to their truth claims, conspiracy stories should best not be compared with fiction.
Because of this wrong conception Horn/Rabinbach suggest that “conspiracy theory,
like novels, is a form of fiction [sic! my emphasis], but unlike most serious fiction, it is
devoid of any reflexive insight into its own fictionality.” — Horn/Rabinbach 2008: 6. If
one treats conspiracy stories not as fictional, but as factual discourse, such specifica-
tions are not necessary at all. More accurate distinctions also outline the differences
between fiction and factual discourse: “The conditions for satisfying the criteria of
factual narrative are semantic: a factual narrative is either true or false. Even if it is
willfully false (as is the case if it is a lie), what determines its truth or its untruth is not
its hidden pragmatic intention, but that which is in fact the case. The conditions for
satisfying the criteria of fictional narrative are pragmatic: the truth claims a text would
make if it (the same text, from the syntactic point of view) were a factual text (be the
claims true or false) must be bracketed out.” — Schaeffer 2014: 191. The distinction
factual/fictional, thus, is decisive for the attitude towards a represented narrative, but
the distinction itself is usually neither made from the perspective of formal/syntactical
considerations, nor is it made from the semantic perspective, but it is guided by prag-
matic decisions which can take both the formal and the semantical perspectives into
account.

17 There are only very few, rather marginal, narratives in which it is more or less obvious

that the story told must be fictional or wrong, such as David Icke’s assertion that pow-
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the world of fantasy, which makes it far harder to determine their truth. Yaku-
nin’s story about the top floor of the Empire State Building, as the hub of inter-
national financial power, is hard to disprove; on the basis of probability, it would
be difficult to either verify or falsify the possible truth of his account. Yet the
very notion of mind reading already pushes the story of the FSB major into the
realms of the untruthful, to the extent that the Novaia Gazeta, which printed the
interview, treats the story sarcastically.

One should also take into account that people usually inform each other
about factual events: an expectation of “true” messages is the “default” attitude
towards communication; deviations are usually explicitly marked (as dreams,
possibilities, fiction and the like). '® On the level of “semantics,” then, one usual-
ly needs a more thorough and detailed knowledge of what actually happened.
One solution to this problem would be to gather further information through in-
tense research and deeper inquiry. This solution, however, often leads to further
problems, such as a surplus of data and a mass of information being open to a
wide range of interpretations and, as such, not able to help to clarify anything.
Don DeLillo’s Kennedy-assassination novel, Libra, provides a good depiction of
the notion of data surplus and the ensuing impossibility of solving the puzzle at
hand. The fictitious character Nicolas Branch is overwhelmed by the amount of
information that he has to deal with when examining the case of JFK’s murder. "

Interesting conspiracy stories usually have some element of credible proba-
bility. The general public cannot indulge in minute verification processes on the
amount of their truthfulness, so the “ordinary reader” of a story—which is to say,
average persons not directly involved in the events, but informed by the media—
cannot do anything but compare the story to their own knowledge of the world;
this often consists not only of direct or firsthand information, but also of works
of fiction, such as crime novels, films and the like.”® The interpretation and clas-
sification of narratives—whether they are truthful or not, or whether they are on-
ly possible or actually real—rest partly on the recipient’s experience with literary
texts or “realistic” fiction in general. With respect to this, modes of reception
which have been acquired from fictional texts might also play a significant role,
e.g., a predisposition for believing in fictional representations—one should think
of the capability of imagining that one thing is, at the same time, something dif-

erful reptiles from outer space live in the caverns inside the Earth and transform their
shape from reptilian to human and back again.

18 Zipfel 2014: 100-01.

19 Cf. DeLillo 1988: 30001 and 442—43.

20 Cf. Boltanski 2013: 392-95.
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ferent (a special form of a cloud is an animal or a face). The subsequent immer-
sion into fictional worlds enhances the belief in the stories told, no matter
whether they are fictional or factual. When “make believe” can be regarded as an
essential operation for the production and reception of fiction,” then the famili-
arity with this operation makes it easier to believe stories towards which disbe-
lief should better not be suspended willingly.

In the interesting cases of conspiracy narrative, then, there are not usually
any obvious semantic traits which would enable the recipient to categorize the
postulated narrative as false or fictitious. Analyses that could verify or falsify the
narrative are usually complex; these analyses cannot normally be conducted by
the general public. As a result of these obstacles, the general public can only, ul-
timately, either believe or not believe the proffered story.”

Pragmatic Perspectives

As we have seen in the case of conspiracy theories, textual-narratological and se-
mantic perspectives on conspiracy narratives tend not to provide sufficient evi-
dence for ascertaining the truthfulness or fictionality of a story. This is no great
surprise insofar as the texts in question are not intended to be unequivocally
qualifiable. Instead, they always contain a level of intentional ambiguity. There-
fore, the pragmatic level is of major importance when it comes to judging a text
and when delineating factual and fictional texts. In combination with aspects of
the textual-narratological and the semantic levels, it is the pragmatic level at
which the relevant decisions about the text’s character are made.” The partici-
pants engaging in a given communicative exchange have to take various aspects
into account when trying to ascertain the truth or falsity of a given text, including
both general aspects of the text and the message it conveys, as well as the situa-
tive context more generally. The recipient is confronted with paratextual infor-
mation and with questions pertaining to the narrator and his reliability. Luc

21 Cf. Bareis 2014: 51.

22 This position shall not deny the heroic educational efforts of authors who have worked
on methods of how to dismantle conspiracy theories, such as Hepfer 2015 and Raab/
Carbon/Muth 2017. Their mostly instructive suggestions serve as a remedy against
many conspiracy stories; nevertheless, their main problem rests in the necessity of
special training. Only then can the situation of “exposure” to stories, of various relia-
bility, be tackled.

23 Cf. Nickel-Bacon/Groeben/Schreier 2000: 290.
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Boltanski has analyzed letters to the editor of Le Monde with respect to particu-
lar markers of conspiracy postulations or markers of insanity. His analysis re-
vealed that there were indeed pragmatic markers that allowed a more or less con-
sensual identification of paranoid writers of conspiracy fantasies: e.g., when peo-
ple described themselves as victims of a powerful group of conspirators that
even went so far as to have recruited their close relatives, or when they boasted
of their status using dubious titles,” there was usually hardly any doubt about
the fantastic character of the stories told.”

By far the most intriguing aspects of conspiracies lie in their cultural embed-
dedness and in their potential to shape interpretative groups, cultures or subcul-
tures. Conspiracy theories create a type of imagined communities comprised of
all of the people who subscribe to a given narrative. This social process of creat-
ing groups that are united by their shared interpretation of a narrative helps to
sharpen some important distinctions. Whereas conspiracies are clandestine ac-
tions directed against an enemy, conspiracy narratives are overt speech acts
which create at least two groups: those who believe in the narrative and those
skeptical non-believers who do not, whereby the very notion of a conspiracy
theory implies that the plausibility of the narrative is inevitably hard to ascertain.
As has been stated previously in relation to the interplay of fictional texts in the
reception of world-imaging narratives, belief is of central importance when it
comes to describing the reception of conspiracy stories because the interpretative
process involves a significant amount of trust and belief: the addressees decide
whether or not to believe a particular narrative. In most cases, it is hardly possi-
ble to verify the truth of the facts presented, so one simply has to rely on the nar-
rator or on the media sources disseminating the narratives; pragmatic aspects,
thus, are highly relevant in this respect.

This is where the problem of knowledge enters the field. Following Anton/
Schetsche/Walter, societies contain both official/orthodox and heterodox “know-
ledge.” Orthodox knowledge is widely accepted and confirmed by the authorities
and among leading media companies, whereas heterodox knowledge dwells in
subcultures and in their media.*® Conspiracy theories, in the ordinary sense,
therefore belong to heterodox knowledge, which is rejected, discarded and dis-
qualified by the official position. The position that conspiracy narratives take up

24 When authors make pretentious use of academic titles, they try to obtain more accept-
ance; however, academic titles on book covers can often provoke suspicion and skep-
ticism in people who are engaged in the academic field.

25 Cf. Boltanski 2013: 386—-89.

26 Cf. Anton/Schetsche/Walter 2014: 14.
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along the sliding scale between orthodox and heterodox can vary; heterodox
knowledge may even become orthodox knowledge and vice versa.”’

As has been stated previously, conspiracy narratives belong to factual dis-
course; to that end, they are closely intertwined with the various dimensions of
discourse in general, especially with power relations on the one hand and with
claims to truth on the other.” Conspiracy narratives often explicitly refer to both
real and imagined power relations in societies; at the same time, though, they are
also informed by these power relations, even though this is often overlooked, ig-
nored or denied. Instead, the narrative claims to “tell the truth.” How can one
best understand this denied relationship between discourse and power? First, it is
worth noting that discourse always governs the scope of possible utterances: that
which can be said in a given discourse does not always have to be true. The no-
torious Protocols of the Elders of Zion, for example, are still regarded by many
people as proof of a Jewish conspiracy, even though their inauthenticity has been
well known since 1921, when The Times published a series of articles proving
that the Protocols were a forgery constructed on the basis of a fictitious French
dialogue. This shows that the power of anti-Semitic-discourse is sometimes
stronger than clearly proven sound argumentation, as was evident in Hitler’s de-
claration that even if the Protocols were a forgery, they were true insofar as they
expressed the sinister aims of the Jews as he saw them.”

So, when there are two opposing or antagonistic narratives, which both de-
scribe an important event or a particular state of affairs, it is not advisable to be
too optimistic about one’s ability to make a rational choice between them on the
basis of deliberate reasoning in the sense meant by Habermas. Instead, the dis-
cursive environment that people are embedded in often exerts quite a strong co-
ercive force, and people choose options that go against widely accepted and con-
firmed knowledge.

27 This does not happen very often, but see the chapter written by Alois Streicher on the
possibilities of varying assessments of the plane crash of Lech Kaczynski and other
representatives of the Polish authorities.

28 Michel Foucault developed his idea of discourse in many writings on different sub-
jects in such a manner that is not at all easy to determine central passages in which the
main ideas are expressed. Some commentaries, though, provide a concise and helpful
overview of the Foucaultian notion of discourse and its interrelation with truth, power
and knowledge. For our purposes, Mills 1997: 60—-76, proves helpful.

29 Cf. Benz 2011: 107-08, see also Marmura 2014: 2382.
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Mediated Reality

However, the possibility that truth might be overruled by the sheer power of dis-
cursive conditions need not lead to an impasse amounting to an equivalence of
orthodox and heterodox interpretations of narratives. Instead of denying the pos-
sibility of distinguishing between true and false narratives, or of right and wrong
ones, considerations about the role and function of the mass media in contempo-
rary societies might be helpful in a situation in which examining the truthfulness
of stories is hardly possible. The media work in terms of distinguishing between
information and non-information.”® It is clearly evident that any account of an
extraordinary event fulfills the condition of providing information, but a hetero-
dox view participates as a parasite feeding on the orthodox account. The differ-
ences between the orthodox account and the heterodox one is, in itself, a new
piece of information, its truth or falsehood notwithstanding. The media, accord-
ing to Niklas Luhmann, do not disseminate true accounts of what happens in the
world:

Although truth or at least the presupposition of truthfulness is indispensable for news and
reports, the mass media do not follow the code true/not true, but even in their cognitive
realm of programming they follow the code information/non-information. One can discern
this on the circumstance, that untruthfulness is not used as a value worthy reflection. For
news and reports it is not important (or at most during inquiries which are not conveyed to
the public) that untruthfulness can be excluded. Differently than in science, information is
not examined in a way that a truthful way allows for excluding untruthfulness before

truthful statements can be proclaimed.'

30 This statement refers to Niklas Luhmann’s analysis of the functioning of mass media
— cf. Luhmann 2017: 28.

31 “Obwohl Wahrheit oder doch Wahrheitsvermutung fiir Nachrichten und Berichte un-
erlaBlich sind, folgen die Massenmedien nicht dem Code wahr/unwahr, sondern selbst
in ihrem kognitiven Programmbereich dem Code Information/Nichtinformation. Das
erkennt man daran, dal Unwahrheit nicht als Reflexionswert benutzt wird. Fiir Nach-
richten und Berichte ist es nicht (oder allenfalls im Zuge von nicht mitgemeldeten Re-
cherchen) wichtig, dafl die Unwahrheit ausgeschlossen werden kann. Anders als in der
Wissenschaft wird die Information nicht derart durchreflektiert, dal auf wahre Weise
festgestellt werden muf, dal Unwahrheit ausgeschlossen werden kann, bevor Wahr-
heit behauptet wird.” — ibid.: 52-53.
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Mass media provide information about society, for society. Like any other sys-
tem in the modern world, the media reduces the complexity of the world accord-
ing to principles pertaining to their respective system. The media’s governing
system (or “code,” as Luhmann puts it) is the distinction between information
and non-information. This difference alone does not enable us to distinguish be-
tween true and false information, because anything “new,” regardless of whether
or not it is correct, still counts as information.

The point is that much of our knowledge of the world stems from the media
system, and that this system has two sides: its thematic side, which is oriented
towards the world and provides information about it, and its operative side,
which usually remains concealed and is not generally visible in media-based
communication. Any mediated information is selected and reworked by the me-
dia system. This gives rise to the general suspicion that the news is always some-
how manipulated and that “certain interests” underpin the functioning of media
system.”® This suspicion itself is also interesting and informative and would
make a good subject for media communication. The idea that our knowledge of
the world is manipulated to our detriment is a side effect of the media system be-
cause it is easy to understand that information is always necessarily processed by
people who cannot be totally neutral or objective.

In contrast to the information selected and spread via the media, it is some-
times tempting to consider “what is left out,” or “what is not said,” that is: the al-
ternative side of the information selected. This is a current issue regarding con-
temporary politics and diplomacy in relation to Russia: any information that is
spread is said to be motivated by self-interest. One need only think of “news”
about current affairs: something is communicated by the media and, as a stand-
ard reaction, the audience and political commentators focus in on the source,
thus questioning its bias and in so doing already unwillingly casting a shadow of
doubt. This happens symmetrically: if the Russian media report something, then
people who are critical of the Russian government tend to treat the information
skeptically (something is left out, the report is not accurate...), but the same
thing takes place when a Russian audience judges reports (preferably about Rus-
sia) issued by “Western” media. Both audiences assume some influence on the
part of politics on the media system in their respective countries (“or spheres of

32 Boris Groys has generalized this idea of suspicion and extended it from the world of
media to a philosophical description of the interrelation of subjects in the modern
world, cf. Groys 2000: 19-54. This general suspicion of manipulation, though, is irre-
ducible—a media company can by no means prove that no manipulation is going on

and this stimulates further communication; cf. Luhmann 2017: 56-57.
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influence”) and question the “objectivity” of that media. This general suspicion
towards mediated information is entertained not only towards state-controlled
media (the general attitude towards Russian news), but also towards media
which are not overtly under the tutelage of the state apparatus. “Manufactured
consent” inevitably arouses suspicion and provokes conspiracy speculations.33

Because of how the media system functions, any information communicated
can be accounted for by the vested interests of the source, as well as the catena-
tion of orthodox and heterodox narratives that are pertinent to the media as our
main source of cultural knowledge. If the media contribute to the dissemination
of orthodox narratives, then any heterodox version already counts as “infor-
mation” (as something new and “interesting”) and can, therefore, be communi-
cated in the media system.

Nevertheless, even though the media significantly construct our reality and
contribute to our knowledge of the world,** the fundamental rules and nature of
the media system preclude false information in the long run. To put it bluntly: if
heterodox narratives were more than merely interesting versions of the world, if
their truth claims could be taken seriously, then these alternative narratives
would be of too great a value to the media to remain neglected. Instead, the me-
dia would pounce on the narrative in question and appropriate it, because it
would be a “breaking news” story in the true and literal sense of those words.
This inherent self-correction of the media system precludes that overtly false
narratives can, in the long term, spread via the media system.

It is in this respect that “traditional” mass media differ from the “new” social
media: via the latter, not only can anything be stated and communicated, there is
often also no social responsibility for the communication in the sense that the
sender represents a media enterprise (broadcasting company, media house, news
agency and the like). This lack of responsibility corresponds to the annulment of
self-reference on the part of the sender (which manifests itself in the use of ava-
tars, nicknames and pseudonyms). If there is no “palpable” self-reference, one
cannot even speak of a sys'[em.35 In contrast, the traditional media count as rather
complex systems™® operating in the real-world and are, therefore, intrinsically

33 Cf. the analysis of right- and left-wing conspiracy thinking in the U.S. in Marmura
2014.

34 Cf. Luhmann 2017: 83.

35 Or only of an “odd” system in which the established link between sender and receiver
significantly differs from face-to-face interactions, due to the circumstance that one
does not know the identity of the disguised interlocutors.

36 Their complexity even corresponds to the amount of self-reference in the system.
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tied thereto. Therefore, media companies—no matter which interests lurk in the
background—must be distinguished from internet “troll armies”: although these
armies might have a great influence in reality, their lack of transparency and
their anonymity, at the same time, devaluate the messages spread.’’

Conclusion

Why conspiracy theories “flourish” can easily be explained by way of how the
media system functions. It prefers complex and mysterious cases because they
easily attract publicity over an extended period of time, particularly if it seems
that there is still something left unsolved.

Unresolved events (“mysterious cases”) are not just interesting to the media.
The history of conspiracy theories very clearly shows that the political system
can also make good use of them. If something unusual or harmful simply hap-
pens by chance, then nobody can be blamed for it. Conspiracy narratives, on the
other hand, imbue a given story with suspected responsibilities which are diffi-
cult to rebut, for example when European and American politicians are accused
of influencing the price of oil and gas, as mentioned previously. In the field of
politics, thus, conspiracy narratives serve to identify a scapegoat who can be
blamed for undesirable effects or events.

Conspiracy narratives, like factual narratives, must not be confused with ex-
plicit lies to the extent that, in many cases, the person professing believes in
them and, moreover, he/she does not primarily aim to deceive the audience. The
amount of truth in them is generally difficult to examine, so that it is very diffi-
cult to ascertain their ontological status on the vertical axis—the relationship of a
given text to the world. The horizontal axis of the narrative situation links the
narrative discourse with discourses pertinent to societies and cultures. The ex-
ample of the Protocols of the Elders of Zion shows that these horizontal relation-
ships between narratives and cultural discourses can sometimes even outweigh
the vertical referential axis, so that a narrative is held to be true even though its
falsehood has been proven comprehensively.

When viewed from a systems theory perspective, conspiracy narratives fit
the media system and provide a certain degree of mediated “knowledge” of the

37 The moment at which social media are used by media companies, they, of course be-
long to the social system of the companies, whereas state-sponsored troll armies do
not belong to the system of mass media, but rather to the political system or to an or-

ganization.
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world, their truth or falsehood notwithstanding. Conspiracy narratives should al-
so be regarded as an inevitable side effect of contemporary society in its depend-
ency on the media as a pervasive system—not because of the conspiracy itself,
but because of the way the media work. Whenever information is provided, it is
to be expected that someone will always question the “completeness” of the in-
formation and suspect that something is being withheld. In this way, conspiracy
narratives fill in the gaps, occupying up the shady side of our contemporary, me-
dia-based society and modern culture.
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Abstract

Conspiracy theories are often considered as being a danger to modern societies;
they weaken trust in institutions by spreading dangerously false information.
Apart from such a pessimistic view on the phenomena, this chapter tries to show
that conspiracy theories are an irreducible side effect of the mass media. Due to
their intrinsic entwinedness with the media system, one should not put great
hope in the possibility of eliminating conspiracy theories but rather regard them
as an interesting cultural phenomenon. This chapter votes to not qualify conspi-
racy theories automatically as fictional discourse, but as factual discourse whose
truth claims are difficult to verify. Different perspectives of conspiracy narra-
tions—syntactic, semantic and pragmatic—are discussed. Pragmatic aspects and
considerations from media theory can be deemed of primary importance for an
analysis of conspiracy theories which does not lend itself to alarmism.
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“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. «Jlnst 4eqoBeUecKOro yma HEIOCTYIHAa COBOKYIHOCTh HPUYUH
siBieHni. Ho moTpeGHOCTh OTHICKMBATH MPHUYMHBI BIIOKEHA B JIyIIy YenoBekay. — 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.

5 Bulgarin 1831: 17. «Beuepowm sBisuicst Mocens, JXKun, apeHnaTop MeIbHUIl X KOpUEM
BO BceM nMeHuH. D1oT Mocenb Obl1 BCEOOIIUM CTPSITYUM EJIOro JI0Ma, TAWHBIM T10-
BEPEHHBIM TOCIIOZ U CIIYT, OJUIETBOPEHHOIO Ta3eTol0, UM UCTOYHUKOM BCEX IOJIHU-
THYECKUX CHOIICHUH, COOIa3HUTENBHBIX aHEKI0TOB, B OKPYKHOCTH JIBaJIIaTH MUJIb,

U MePEeCKa34uuKoM Bcero 1ooporo u xynoro». — 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

. . B oyt 7
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 HOCPEACTBOM BOJKH BBIBEIBIBACT y KPECThSH H CIyXHUTeNed Bce
TaiHbI, BCE HYX/bI, BCE CBS3M U OTHOLICHHS UX TOCIIOJ, YTO JEJaeT JKUJOB HACTOS-
LIMMH BIaJEbLAMH TOMEIINKOB U OTYHHSCT )KUIOBCKOMY BIMSHUIO BCE Jiea U BCE
obcrositenscTBay. — Bulgarin 1829: 98-99.

7 Bulgarin 1831: 62. «[Tomemuku B TeX cTpaHax BOOOIE HE UMEIOT HUKAKOTO TOHSTHUS
0 TOPrOBBIX JIeJIaX, U MOJIy4atoT KOMMEpUYECKHe U3BECTHS TOJIbKO upe3 JKunos. B ne-
JI0i ryOepHUH €/1Ba HECKOJIbKO YEJIOBEK BBIMHCBHIBAIOT ra3eThl, U TO €IMHCTBEHHO IS
TSDKEOHBIX OOBSBICHUI M JUIs 3amaca K HeENeNbIM TOJIKaM O HOJMTHKe». — Bulgarin
1829: 108-09.

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

9 Bulgarin 1831: 66. «Boo0mie 60sblas 4acTh MEJNKHUX OMEUIMKOB MOYUTAIOT KHUIOB

CBCAYLIMMH BO BCEX [CIaX, AaXKC B ITIOJIMTUKE, 1 BMECTO TOTO, YTOOBI IOAIMHUCBIBATbCSA
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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
eighteenth 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, ICHbIH, KOTOPbIe HA/UIEKAJIO OBl 3aIUIATHTH 32 HUX, OHM YIOTPEOIIAIOT Ha
IyHII ¥ BUHO, @ BpeMs, KOTOPOE JOKHO O OBUIO TepsATh Ha YTEHHE, NPOBOJIAT B pa3-
roBopax ¢ JKuaamu o BCeMHUpPHBIX poucIecTBUsiX». — 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” («/{peBiie nmpemonpeneaeHHbIi Hapo/| BIaIbIYeCTBOBATH, HbI-
HE YHIKEH JI0 KPaifHOCTH, U B TO CaMoe BpeMs, KOT/Ia IPECMbIKAETCs, IO UTOM YYK-
IIbIM, 110 GOJIBIIOI YacTh ernacmeyem HAI TEMH, MEXIY KOTOPBIMH obuTaeT». — Der-
zhavin 1878: 276). Derzhavin is equally fascinated and frightened by the Jews’ pur-
ported ability to “instantly communicate everything among them” («rotuac Bce
coo0uIaroT 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. 1 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. «Yutan ITuénky. Dka raynsii Hapox ¢panmysst! Hy, gero xorar
onu? B3sin Obl, eii Oory, ux Bcex J1a 1 nepernopoi posramu! Tam ke yntan o4eHb npu-
ATHOE H300paxkeHue Oaja, OMMCaHHOE KypcKMM moMemukoM. Kypckue momeruku
xopouro nuuryt». — Gogol® 1938: 196.

16 «Ywmran ... 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'oBopsiT, B AHINIMH BBIIIbUIA PbIOa, KOTOpAsi CKa3aya JiBa CJOoBa
Ha TAKOM CTPAHHOM S3BIKE, YTO y4EHBIE YKe TPH T0Jia CTapAOTCS OLPEIEIIUTh U eI
JI0 CHX IIOp HHYETro He OTKpbuI». — Gogol” 1938: 195.

18 Ibid.

19 Gogol 2005: 176. «/la 4yT00 51 He MoMy4nI KanoBaHbs! 5 elle B )KU3HHU HE CIIBIXUBAJI,
4T00BI cobaka Moria nucatk. [IpaBUIBHO MHUCATh MOXKET TOJIBKO BOpsiHUH. OHO KO-
HEYHO, HEKOTOPbIE U KYMYUKH-KOHTOPIUUKU U JaXKe KPEHOCTHOH HApOJ IOMUCHIBACT
MHOT/Ia; HO MX IHCaHUE OOJIBIICIO YaCThI0 MEXaHUUECKOE: HU 3aISATHIX, HU TOYEK, HU
ciora». — Gogol’ 1938: 195.

20 Gogol 2005: 179. «1 pa3Be u3 KaKuX-HUOYIb Pa3HOUHMHIEB, 3 MOPTHBIX, WX U3 YH-
tep-ounepckux gereit? S npopsuun». — 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 3HAIO, KTO S TakoB. Bexb CKOIBKO
IIPUMEPOB II0 UCTOPHU: KaKOW-HUOYAb IIPOCTOH, HE TO YK€ YTOOBI JBOPSIHHUH, a IIPOC-
TO KaKOH-HUOYIb MEIIAHUH WIN JaXKe KPECThIHUH — M BAPYT OTKPHIBACTCS, YTO OH
KaKoH-HUOY/b BEIBMO’KA, a MHOI/A Jake U rocyaaps. Korjga us Myxuka a uHOraa
BBIXOJIUT 371aKO€, YTO K€ U3 JBOPSHMHA MOXET BhIITH? Bapyr, Hanpumep, s BXOXKY B
reHepaJbCKOM MyHIUpPE: Y MEHS M Ha IPaBOM ILIede 3M0JIeTa U Ha JIEBOM IUIede 3I10-
JeTa, 4epes IIedo rofrybas JeHTa — 4T0? KaK TOI/a 3all0eT KpacaBuna Most? 4To CKa-
KET W caM Iama, aupexrop Ham? O, 3o Gonbmoil yectomoben! DTo MacoH, Hempe-
MEHHO MAacCOH, XOTS OH H IIPUKHUABIBACTCS TAKIM H 3JaKHM, HO s TOTYAC 3aMETHUII, 9TO
OH MAacOH: OH €CJIM JIaCT KOMY PyKy, TO BBICOBBIBAET TOJBKO JBa Naibla. Jla passe s
HE MOTy OBITh CHIO K€ MUHYTY MOXKaJIOBaH I'eHepa-ry0epHaToOpOM, WM UHTEHAAH-
TOM, WM TaM JIPYyrUM KakuM-HUOyab? MHe Obl XOTENoCh 3HaTh, OTYErO S TUTYJISAP-

HBI coBeTHUK? [loueMy HMEHHO THTYISApHBIHA coBeTHUK?» — 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,”29 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-

%% This formula matches the psychosemiotic core of Poprishchin’s problem

ing
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 Ucnanuu ectb kopoib. OH OThICKaICsA. DTOT KOPOJb 5. IMeHHO
TOJIBKO CerofHs 00 3ToM y3Hal si. [Ipu3Hatock, MeHs BAPYT Kak OyATO MOJHHEI OcBe-
tIi0». — Gogol” 1938: 207.

29 Gogol 2005: 195. «opynue anrnmuganuHay — Gogol” 1938: 214.

30 Gogol 2005: 181. «pacckaxu MHe Bc€, 4To 3Haeub» — Gogol” 1938: 200.

31 Gogol 2005: 181. «Ona [cobaka] upe3BbIUAIHBINA TOJUTHK: BCE 3aMEUYaeT, BCE IIaru
yesnoBeka». — 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 cymacuiequmnx Bce MOHSTHS, BCE YyBCTBa, COOMpAlOTCs B OOMH (DOKYC; Y HHUX
YacTHas CHJIA OTHON KaKOH-HUOYIb MBICIH BTSATHBACT B ceOst BCe, MPHHAICKALIEE K
9TOW MBICIIH, W30 BCETO MHPA; MOJTy4YaeT CIIOCOOHOCTh, TaK CKa3aTh, OTPHIBATh YaCTH
OT TIPEIMETOB, TECHO COSIMHEHHBIX MEXIY COOO0 JUIS 3[I0POBOTO YEIOBEKa, U CO-
CPEeNOTOYHBATh UX B KAKOW-TO CHMBOJ... MBI Ha3pIBaeM YEOBEKA CYMACIIC/IIINM,
KOTJla BUIUM, YTO OH HAXOAUT TAKHE COOTHOLICHUS MEKIY IPEAMETaMH, KOTOPBIC
HaM KaxyTcsi HeBO3MOXKHbIMI». — Odoevskii 1836: 61-62.

34 Cf. Mann 2012: 358-59. Cf. Gogol’s letter to 1. 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 BpeMmsi Bce HAIIM MOMEUIMKH, YAHOBHHUKH, KYIIIIbI, CHICIIbIIBI
U BCSKUI IpaMOTHBIN U Jlayke HErpaMOTHBIH Hapo[ CAeNaluch, 110 KpaiHel Mepe Ha
LIEJIbI€ BOCEMB JIET, 3aKIATBIMM MMONMTHKAMH. ‘MockoBckue Benomoctu’ u ‘Coin OTe-
4ecTBa’ 3aUUTBHIBAIMCH HEMUJIOCEPIHO U JOXOMMIM K OCIEHEMY YTelly B KyCOUKax,
HE TO/IHBIX HM Ha Kakoe yrnorpeOieHue. Bmecto Bonpocos: ‘[lodewm, Gatromika, mpo-
JIaJIl MEpKy oBca? Kak BOCIIOJIB30BAJIMCH BUEpALIHEH moporeii?” ropopmwm: ‘A 4ro
MUILIYT B ra3eTrax, He BBIIYCTHIM JIM onsaTh Hamoneona u3 octpoBa?’ Kymipl 9T0r0
CHJIBHO OHACallNCh, MO0 COBEPIICHHO BEPHJIM NPEICKA3aHUIO OJHOIO MPOPOKa, yKe
TPU TOJla CHIEBILEr0 B OCTPOre; IMPOPOK INPHUILET HEU3BECTHO OTKYyHa, B JIANTAX M
HaroJILHOM TYJIyIle, CTPAIIHO OT3bIBaBIIEMCS TyXJIOH pbIOOH, 1 Bo3BecTHII, uTo Harmo-
JIGOH €CTh AaHTHXPUCT M JEPHKUTCSA Ha KAMEHHOMH LIeIH, 32 IECThbI0 CTEHAMU U CEMbIO

MOPSIMH, HO IIOCIIE Pa30pBeT LeTb ¥ OBIIageeT 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.36

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-
lutely 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” (“npomycka-
na”) 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 texts 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. «3t0 camas oOHakeHHas1, camasi IPOCTOYIIIHAs, camasi KOpO-
TeHbKas IIIynocTh, — c’est la bétise dans son essence la plus pure, quelque chose
comme un simple chimique. Bynp 3T0 XOTb KaIUII0O yMHEe BBICKA3aHO, U BCSAK YBUJAT
OBl TOTYAC BCIO HUIIETY 3TOH KOPOTEHBbKOM Tiymoctu. Ho Temeps Bce ocTaHaBiu-
BAIOTCS B HEOYMCHHH: HUKTO HE BEPUT, 4TOO 3TO OBLIO Tak IEPBOHAYAIBHO IJIYyIIO.
‘He mMoxeT ObITh, 4TOO TyT HUYEro OoJblle HE OBbLIO’, TOBOPUT ceOe BCSIKUM U HILET
CEeKpeTa, BUAUT TallHY, XOYET MPOYECTh MEKAY CTPOUYKAMH, — SPPEKT JOCTUTHYT!» —
Dostoevskii 1974: 371-72.

39 «wmexmy ctpok» — Skabichevskii 1892: 344.

40 Petr A. Viazemskii: [Zapiska o tsenzure]. «CMbICI 3TUX [3anpemieHHBIX]| CIIOB ... MO-
KET IPUTANTCS MOJ APYTHMH CJI0oBaMH ... Ha kaxmoe ClIOBO ecTh OOMHSK», Viazem-
skii pointed out, «JIuTeparypa Hamia 1 0COOEHHO HEKOTOPBIE U3 METEPOYPICKUX KYp-
HAJIOB HCIOJHEHBI 3THX OOMHSIKOB M HAMEK<OB>, NMPO3PAyYHBIX IS CMBILIICHHBIX

ypTareei». — in Gillel’son 1969: 324.



Social Disorder and Conspirational Reading in Russian Literature | 49

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.). «Hukorga st He Mor mpencTaBuTh cebe, YTOOBI 3TO
OBIJIO TaK HECJIOXKHO, TaK OJHOJMHEWHO riymo. Her, mpu3Haroch, s 10 caMoro Io-
CIICIHETO MOMEHTA JyMall, YTO BCE-TaKH €CThb YTO-HHUOYOb MEXAY CTPOUYKAMI». —
Dostoevskii 1975: 205.

42 Dostoevskii 1974: 19.

43 Dostoevsky 1995: 311; Dostoevskii 1974: 244.

44 Dostoevsky 1995: 502. «Cam[as] Tspken[ast] yacth Moel XpoHHKH» — Dostoevskii
1974: 385.

45 Dostoevsky 1995: 508. «Tpyano Obuto OBl IpeAcTaBHTH OoJiee JKaJKywo, Ooiee
HOLUTYIO, 6oJiee Oe31apHyI0 U IPECHYIO aJUIETOPHIO, KaK 3Ta ‘KaApWJIb 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 pecked 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
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

the crowd

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 «Coctosiyia U3 IIECTH Map JKAJIKUX MACOK ... YECTHas pycckast MbICiby. — Dostoevskii
1974: 389.

47 Dostoevsky 1995: 508. «‘UecTHast pycckas MBICIIb” H300pakanach B BHIE FOCIONMHA
CpeIHUX JIeT, B OYKax, BO ()pake, B mepyaTkax ¥ — B KaHJajdax (HACTOSIIMX KaHIa-
nax). [TogMeinikoit 3Toi Mbiciu ObUT HOPTQENTs ¢ KaKUM-TO ‘AenoM’. 13 kapmaHa BbI-
IJISIBIBAJIO PAcIeyaTaHHOE MUChMO W3-3a TPaHMIIbI, 3aKiIo4aBluee B cebe yaocToBe-
peHue, I BCeX COMHEBAIOIIMXCS, B YECTHOCTH ‘4ECTHOM pycckod Meiciu’. Bee ato
JIOCKA3bIBAJIOCH PACIIOPSITUTEISIMU YXKE U3YCTHO, TOTOMY YTO TOpYAaBLIee U3 KapMaHa
THCHEMO HeJb3s JKe ObLIo mpovecTby. — Dostoevskii 1974: 389.

48 Dostoevsky 1995: 509. «Oto uro x Takoe? ... ‘['mymocts kakasg-to’ ... ‘Kakag-to
nureparypa’» — Dostoevskii 1974: 390.

49 Dostoevsky 1995: 518. «I'openun Hecipocta» — Dostoevskii 1974: 397.

50 Dostoevsky 1995: 511. «Tynas ynbiOka mokasanack Ha ero rybax, — Kak OyATO OH

YTO-TO BAPYT MOHSUT ¥ BCHOMHMI». — 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 U3/10KEHUU YCTHOM ... UCIIPaBUTh OLIMOKH 3TOW 3aMeya-
TeNbHON KHUrMY». — 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.”>> Dostoevsky’s narrator does not participate in this double affirma-
tion; his chronicle is a sober account of events; he relates actions and reveals
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 1Ibid.: 97.
56 «osmox[a] pa3zobnauenus Bcex TaiiH» — 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.”*
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.””

According to Pierre, the problem was not conspiracy itself, but the fact

‘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. «Oanoro obmiectBa, kotoporo IIbep ObLT OJHHUM M3 TJIIABHBIX
ocHoBarenei». — Tolstoi 1940: 270.

58 Tolstoy 2010: 1255. «ApakyeeB u ['onuublH — 3TO Tenepb BCE mpaBUTENbCTBO. U
kakoe! Bo BceM BHIAT 3aroBopsl, Bcero dosrcs». — Tolstoi 1940: 280.

59 Tolstoy 2010: 1267. «EMy Ka3a10Ch ..., YTO OH OBLI IPU3BaH JaTh HOBOE HAIIPABIIE-
HHE BCEMY PyCCKOMY 00LIeCTBY U Bcemy MUpy». — Tolstoi 1940: 293.

60 Tolstoy 2010: 1267-68. «51 xoten cka3aTh TOJIbKO, YTO BCE MBICIH, KOTOPbIE HMEIOT
OrpOMHBIE MOCIECTBUS, — BCErla NPOCThL. BCsl MOst MBIC/IB B TOM, YTO €XKEJU JIOAU
MOPOYHBIE CBSA3aHBI MEXKIY COO0H U COCTABIISIOT CHITY, TO JIOISAM YECTHBIM HAJIO Clie-

JIaTh TO ke camoe. Benp Tak mpocto». — 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 cka3aTts?’ — ‘S Tak, rmynoctu.” — ‘Her, Bce-
taku.” — ‘Jla Hu4ero, mycTsku’, — ckazana Harama ... ‘5 Tonpko XoTena cka3arhb Ipo
Iletio: HBIHYE HSHS MOAXOIUT B3STh €0 OT MEHS, OH 3aCMESUICS, 3AKMYPHIICS U NPU-
JKaJICsl KO MHE — BEPHO, TyMall, 4To crpsitaics. YxkacHo Muir’». — 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
[Pierre] spoke of existed only in his imagination™®*
mined to fight back against any secret society that will launch an assault on the

and declares that he is deter-

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’).” 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. «OOmIEeCTBO HACTOSIIUX KOHCEPBATOPOB ..., JKCHTJIHBMEHOB B
MIOJIHOM 3Ha4YeHHH 3Toro cioBay. — Tolstoi 1940: 284.

64 Tolstoy 2010: 1259. «Huxakoro mepeBopora He NPEABHIUTCS ... BCS ONACHOCTD ...
HaXOJUTCs TOIBKO B ero [IIsepa] BooOpaxenun». — 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. «Hukomnait
[MOYYBCTBOBAJI ce0s MOCTABJICHHBIM B TYNHUK. DTO eiie 0oJblie PaccepIuio ero, Tak
Kak OH B JyIlle CBOCH HE MO PacCyXACHHMIO, a 10 YeMY-TO CHJIbHEHILEeMy, YeM pac-
Cy)XKJIEHHE, 3HaJl HECOMHEHHYIO CHPaBEIIMBOCTh CBOEro MHeHHs». — Tolstoi 1940:
285.

67 Tolstoi 1940: 287, 289.

68 Cf. Trigos 2009: 33.

69 Tolstoy 2010: 1268. «Boiicko 3T0 OBUIO COCTaBICHO U3 OEINBIX, KOCHIX JIMHHUI, HAIOJI-

HsABIINX BO3OYX HOIIO6HO TEM IIayTUHaM, KOTOPBIE JIETAIOT OCCHBIO ... BI[pyT HHTH,
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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 I 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

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

KOTOpbIE IBUI'aJIM HX, CTaJU OciIadeBaTh, IyTaThCs; CTANO TsDKenoy. — 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 oten? Oren! Oten! [a, s caenaro To, uem Obl

la)ke OH ObUT T0BOJEH...». — 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
recognize a dependence of which we are not conscious.”’> 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
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—virtually 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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When we consider spies as fictional figures, we can readily agree that the most
suitable place for them is in detective narratives, in adventure literature, or per-
haps, in parodies. In fact, they initially also appeared in early Soviet art as char-
acters in action-focused, plot-driven novels and films, sometimes involving fan-
tastic or grotesque elements and slapstick comedy. One could mention Mariétta
Shaginian’s Mess-Mend, ili lanki v Petrograde (Mess-Mend, or Yankees in Pet-
rograd, 1924-1925), together with its screen adaptation Miss Mend (1926) by
Boris Barnet and Fedor Otsep, Aleksei Tolstoi’s Giperboloid inzhenera Garina
(The Hyperboloid of Engineer Garin, 1925-1926), Viktor Shklovskii’s and Vse-
volod Ivanov’s Iprit (Mustard Gas, 1925) and Lev Rubus’ Zapakh limona (The
Smell of Lemon, 1928). These novels are good examples of so-called “pinkerto-
novshchina,” a fiction written in the manner of Pinkerton’s detective stories
which, however, did not persist for long in the USSR.

By the end of the 1920s, adventure fiction and cinema had been ousted from
the center of the public sphere on the grounds that they were bourgeois and, con-

29

sequently, harmful. They were replaced by “serious,” “realistic” narratives about

The research was supported by a grant from the Russian Science Foundation, project
Ne 14-18-02952 (ONG-P). I am deeply grateful to Muireann Maguire (University of
Exeter) for her invaluable help with the English version of this chapter, of which a

Russian version has been published in Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie 2018/5.
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spies and saboteurs, which now moved into the limelight. The flexible and rela-
tively inexpensive theater system' played a significant role in the development
of this area of mass culture. Both dramatists, whose names were soon forgotten,
and prominent writers who held their high positions in the Soviet literary pan-
theon until the collapse of the USSR were involved in such “spy hunting.” These
sorts of plays were intended for professional theaters and amateur troupes alike.
Their authors focused primarily on the current situation and often expressly indi-
cated the exact time of the play’s action, which was either immediately contem-
poraneous or else pre-dated the audience’s present by a few years, at most.

Diverse theater productions of the 1920s and 1930s, all connected by their
exaggerated interest in spies and saboteurs, can be considered as a separate genre
named conspiracy drama.’

Conspiracy drama occupied a specific place in the Soviet official culture, re-
sponding to the authorities’ political demands and influencing public opinion in
its own rather unique way.’ Despite the fact that this genre had its functional
equivalents in prose, cinema and posters (not to mention official public dis-
course),4 it managed to preserve its individual character.’

1 In his speech, entitled “Zadachi sovetskogo teatra” (“The Aims of the Soviet Thea-
ter”) at the first All-Union Conference of Theater Directors in 1939, Stalin’s Prosecu-
tor-General, Andrei Vyshinskii, corrected Lenin by expanding his famous phrase,
“Concerning the struggle against all kinds of vestiges of private ownership, individu-
alistic psychology, ... the most powerful of the arts is—besides the cinema—the thea-
ter.” — Vyshinskii 1939: 4. And he was probably right. According to Soviet statistics,
“by 1 January 1940, in the RSFSR there were 387 theaters, including 95 for collective
farms and 36 for children.” In 1939, for the USSR as a whole, more than 86 million
people visited 825 theaters; see Zograf 1960: 8-9.

2 The attempt to define this sort of play as a genre does not, of course, exclude treating
them, in more general terms, as a form of conspiracy theory discourse or as “a power-
ful cultural narrative;” see Arnold 2008: VIII.

3 Critics certainly realized the integrity of drama focused on spies (none, of course, used
the term “conspiracy drama”). For example, in 1939, Boris Emel’ianov, a theater ob-
server, made the following diagnosis: “We have sufficient evidence to state the fact of
the existence of a remarkable trend in our drama which has accumulated all the pecu-
liarities of the detective genre, although, to all appearances, it has been burnished with
the intention of increasing vigilance and nurture patriotism.” — Emel’ianov 1939: 119.

4 In this chapter, in order not to drown in details and comparisons, I will exclude from
considering representations of the theme of “enemy within” in all of the other arts,

confining myself only to mentioning the fact that “conspiracy genres” could be found
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The origin of conspiracy drama can be ascribed less to aesthetic reasons than
to the paranoid character of state politics® in the late 1920s and 1930s, although
we should be aware that the inclination to search for “hidden enemies” charac-
terized Soviet art from its inception. Dramatists who dabbled in this genre were
stimulated by major political events (the series of public show trials, for exam-
ples) which provoked an escalation or a certain shift in the genre’s evolution
and, as a result, its re-evaluation by literary critics.

However, the “conspiracy dramatists” were guided by the political impulses
of the party and government, unofficially licensed to hunt imaginary foes, and
were permanently vulnerable to critical attacks. They were blamed for a wide
range of sins—from aesthetic defects in their writing to much more serious ideo-
logical mistakes. But when we remember that any artistic practitioner was by de-
finition at risk of persecution, under Stalin, the use of the stick instead of the car-
rot should not come as a surprise. Uneasy relations with the authorities could not
prevent the genre from remaining in demand until the 1950s,’ although by 1938
or 1939 the redundancy of spies on stage already provided a ready target for the
genre’s opponents. What the experts did not like, according to the press reports,
was popular success.

everywhere and were similar in many respects. By the same token, I will not discuss
plays intended for children, although there are many significant examples among
them: Leonid Makariev’s Timoshkin Rudnik (The Mine of a Boy Timoshka, 1926),
Daniil Del’s U lukomor’ia (By the Curved Seashore, 1938), Aleksandr Kron’s Nashe
oruzhie (Our Weapons, 1937), Georgii Gaidovskii’s lasno vizhu (I See Clearly, 1937),
etc.

5 Of course, the Soviet “conspiracy drama” cannot unreservedly be treated as a unique
phenomenon. Narratives prevalent in the Third Reich or in Hollywood’s anti-com-
munist films produced between 1947 and 1954, due to “recasting the familiar gangster
genre to fit the Communist conspiracy” (Goldberg 2001: 32), represented similar re-
sponses to more or less similar political factors, determined by the general strategies
of the central authorities.

6  Gabor Rittersporn in his article “The Soviet World as a Conspiracy” discussed the
“conspiracy” nature of the Soviet order under Stalin in detail; see Rittersporn 2001:
103-24. Even earlier, Popper, describing the Nazi project, pointed out the possibility
for conspiracy theorists to win political competition; see Popper 1962: 123. Pipes also
wrote about the period between two World Wars when adherents of conspiracy theo-
ries came to power in Germany and the USSR; see Pipes 1997: 11.

7 Aleksandr Shtein’s Zakon chesti (The Law of Honor, 1947), Konstantin Simonov’s
Chuzhaia ten’ (Alien’s Shadow, 1949), etc.



64 | Vyugin

These dramatists’ aspirations to produce plays about spies and saboteurs with
“realistic” plots,® apparently rooted in everyday life, show once again that “con-
spiracy drama” belongs among the many other discursive manifestations of gen-
eral conspiracy theory which, in the case of the USSR, was advocated and prop-
agandized by the authorities.” Although they were fictional statements about hid-
den enemies, these plays genuinely assumed the role of factual discourse. The
rhetoric upon which they were based aimed to persuade the audience that the im-
aginary, on-stage spies had real-life analogues, who were both numerous and
tangibly close. Like the show trials of the so-called “enemies of the people”
mounted by the government, these plays were an attempt to render fiction as re-
ality via aesthetic conceptualization.

What were the topics that the conspiracy drama tackled? What were the
boundaries of this near-forgotten genre? What were its ethical and ideological
agendas? What was conspiracy drama teaching, persuading, and imposing upon
audiences? In which forms, in conspiracy drama, did the project of mass art exist
that later succeeded it?'" These are the questions addressed in this chapter.

8 Peter Knight, who includes literature, cinema and other variations of entertainment
culture in his analysis of the circulation of conspiracy theories in the U.S. points to the
difference between “culture of conspiracy” and “culture about conspiracy;” — see
Knight 2000: 3. In practice, it is not often easy to draw the boundary between the first
category and the second, but I believe that Soviet “conspiracy dramatists,” like Soviet
politicians, wanted their fictional constructions to be accepted as reality (the politi-
cians) or as more or less “realistic” (the dramatists). In any case, this was a “commod-
ified” form of knowledge; see Birchall 2006: 39.

9 The idea that the government apparatus is the main center of the conspiracy theory in-
fluence does not contradict a more general premise about the naivety of the belief that
morbid attention to the “enemy within” arises from propaganda and manipulation of
public opinion (see, for example, Gudkov 2004: 558). I would like to stress that, in the
USSR, the media which expressed these social anxieties and hopes enjoyed unprece-
dented support from the state. This support was much more substantial than what the
experts dealing with conspiracy theories in the U.S. and Europe describe.

10 Of course, some of the plays I will mention have been analysed by other scholars,
more than once. A considerable amount of literature on several of them has already
been published in the USSR—mainly on Maksim Gorky’s and Leonid Leonov’s
plays, although not from the perspective of conspiracy specifically. After the collapse
of the USSR, narratives of this type immediately attracted attention as a subject for
revision. In 1993, Evgeny Dobrenko considered them in the context of “defensive-
patriotic” art; see Dobrenko 1993: 189-96. Violetta Gudkova in her monograph Rozh-
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Boundaries

At the end of the 1920s, Pavel lal’tsev (1904—1941), one of many authors who
joined the hunt for fictional spies, published a play with the not terribly original
title of Na granitse (On the Border,1928), which used a typical plot formula
about a failed attempt by masked enemies to enter Soviet territory. An attractive
Polish girl, Marina Zbrozhek, persuades a Soviet border guard, Vasilii, who has
fallen in love with her, to allow her relatives, including a former White army of-
ficer, to cross the Soviet border under cover of night. She claims that her rela-
tives, after much suffering abroad, long to return to Russia in order to start an
honest life under a new identity. The naturally kind Vasilii reluctantly agrees to
assist them, but a random accident disrupts their plans. Vasilii’s brother, a
staunch Communist, replaces him on patrol and is killed as a result. Regretting
his deviance from the rules, Vasilii helps to expose the nest of spies: without
compunction, he shoots his fiancée as she attempts to escape. '’

It is clear that the interest in spies taken by border guards or counter-intelli-
gence officers at the state border, however genuine, does not necessarily imply
any efflorescence of conspiracy theory or even transient spy-mania in the public
sphere. “Conspiracy culture” derived from the strong suspicions intensively cul-
tivated in society when the “rhetoric of distrust” extends beyond the limited
“frontier” zones into other territories and spheres of everyday life. Soviet art suc-
cessfully displayed this expansion.

In the new Soviet “conspiracy” landscape, spies were attracted to remote col-
lective farms in the borderlands, and dramatists took full advantage of this cir-
cumstance. For example, the plot of Eduard Samuilenok’s (1907—-1939) popular
play Gibel’ Volka (The Death of Wolf, 1939) revolved around the life of one
such spy. The play was written in Belarussian, first performed at Belarussian
Drama Theater and immediately translated into Russian. Apart from the lan-
guage of composition, the author’s nationality did not impinge upon the narra-
tive’s reception. However, Samuilenok’s case is intriguing precisely because it
does not differ from the prevailing Soviet formula of the time.

denie sovetskikh siuzhetov (The Origin of Soviet Storylines), an indispensable com-
mentary on Soviet pre-war drama, devoted quite a few pages to saboteurs and to other
enemies as well; see Gudkova 2008. But “spy drama” was not yet debated as a com-
plete and comprehensive whole, nor was it examined in sufficient detail.

11 Ten years later, another “conspiracy dramatist” Vladimir Bill’-Belotserkovskii was
inspired by the same idea and wrote his own piece with an almost identical plot. His
play had the title Pogranichniki (Border Guards, 1938).
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Samuilenok’s characters, Soviet peasants, are faced with gradually increas-
ing problems: a haystack starts to burn, grazing lands flood, barley fails to grow,
etc. These misfortunes make them suspect that an enemy has infiltrated their
community with his accomplices. One character reflects, “The man seems like
an ordinary fellow: a bright face, a cheery grin, a voice like a nightingale, but the
soul of a wolf.”'> Soon their suspicions are justified. A “spy-saboteur,” the ex-
landowner Shabinskii, who yearns “to re-install himself as the lawful master on
the backs... of his former slaves”" has illegally crossed the border. Helped by a
forester disguised as a loyal citizen and by a few other criminals, he plans to poi-
son horses intended for the Red Army and then to totally incinerate the collective
farm. However, border guards and local Komsomol members keep the whole ar-
ea under such strict control that he is reduced to hiding in a damp dugout at the
edge of the forest. Even a high-ranking official (also a secret saboteur) who ar-
rives from the local district capital is unable to help him. Both (as well as all oth-
er baddies) are ultimately arrested.

Apart from this official from the local authorities, another “big man” from
Moscow, to whom the spy Shabinskii has tried to forward coded messages from
abroad, is mentioned in Gibel’ Volka. From this point, independently of the au-
thor’s volition and irrespective of the “big man’s” ultimate unmasking, the narra-
tive begins to subvert the ideology that it serves. The point is that the play risks
persuading its audience that, despite solid barriers, the USSR remains vulnerable
to hidden enemies not only on the frontiers, but even in the heart of the state.
Meanwhile the author ignores the paradox that borders remain permeable despite
the officially impenetrable level of border protection; in fact, Soviet drama in the
1930s typically ignored this paradox."*

12 «Kaxercst — 4enoBeK, Kak YelIOBEeK: OOJMYbE CBETIIOE, YCMEIIKa Becenas, rojoc —
TOYHO y COJIOBBSI, a JIyllIa BOd4bs...». — Samuilenok 1939: 9.

13 «Ha cnuHax... ObIBIIMX pabOB BOCCTAHOBUTH CBOE MPABO 3aKOHHOT'O T'OCIOIMHAY». —
Samuilenok 1939: 26.

14 Though sometimes this paradox of permeable borders did inspire conscious doubt.
Thus, when in 1937, Evgenii Shvarts wrote his play Nashe gostepriimstvo (Our Hos-
pitality) about representatives of the Soviet young generation who suddenly met
saboteurs who landed by plane in the Russian steppes, the critic L. Maliugin from the

journal Teatr accused Shvarts’s work of appearing unnatural; see Maliugin 1938: 96.
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Expansion

Areas vulnerable to espionage were not limited to frontiers or to special military
enterprises and army structures, or even to the capital which could easily be im-
agined as an appealing place for enemy agents. In the Soviet “fictional reality,”
the interests of foreign aliens could affect the remotest, obscurest towns and vil-
lages; it could even affect people in the most peaceful professions.

In Semen Semenov-Polonskii’s" play Na otshibe (A Remote House, 1939),'°
a stranger comes to a lonely woman who lives in a house at a distance from a
collective farm village. At first she takes him on as a poultry-farming instructor,
but quickly identifies him as a masked foe; she locks him in the cellar.

Similarly, Ial’tsev’s Afiodita (Aphrodite, 1938)'" describes the everyday life
of an upcountry estate museum that is managed by an elderly intellectual. In this
conspiracy play, a young art expert from Moscow—a female character, appear-
ing unexpectedly but opportunely—immediately uncovers a plot between a for-
eigner named Frost, who is visiting the museum to study a canvas called Aphro-
dite, and the young director’s wife. Frost and the director’s wife have replaced
that valuable picture with a copy in order to sell the original abroad illegally.

The history of Soviet drama owes much to Nikolai Virta (1906-1976),
whose Zagovor (Conspiracy, 1939), is an outstanding example of “conspiracy
theory expansion” in the field of theater. The plot of Virta’s play covers 1936
and 1937, set at one of numerous land offices in central Russia, headed by a cer-
tain Ol’ga Petrovna Popova who courageously battles bureaucracy and so-called
“wreckers” (vrediteli). Everything is turned upside down when an important of-
ficial from Moscow, Balandin, arrives in order to assist Popova in her struggle.
As their conversation reveals, both Popova and Balandin are members of a clan-
destine group planning a coup d’état in the USSR. With this aim in mind, the
conspirators poison cattle, impose backbreaking grain taxes on peasants, com-
pelling the latter to hide their harvest from the authorities, and imprison hun-
dreds of loyal individuals while sending secret orders to shoot honest citizens.
The plotters are revealed to include the supporters and associates of real-life in-
dividuals such as Nikolai Bukharin, Leon Trotsky, Mikhail Tukhachevskii (who

15 According to Viacheslav Ogryzko, two authors, who were under close surveillance by
Soviet secret police since 1938, wrote under the pseudonyms “Semen Zakharovich”
and “Semenov-Polonskii.” They were Klavdiia Aleksandrovna Novikova (1913—
1984) and Leonid Vladimirovich Sobolevskii (1912—1942); cf. Ogryzko 2005: 20.

16 Semenov-Polonskii 1940.

17 Tal’tsev 1938b.
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has undertaken to seize the Kremlin shortly), as well as ordinary, lower-profile
spies.

Unsurprisingly, at the last moment and with Stalin’s moral support, these in-
ternal enemies’ plans are frustrated. Once again the spectator encounters an un-
resolved paradox: he or she sees on stage only a few thoroughly respectable par-
ty members and representatives of the state. By constructing his universe of infi-
nite conspiracy, Virta managed to populate his fictional USSR almost exclu-
sively with conspirators, leaving few roles for loyal citizens.

But espionage discourse spread beyond these purely territorial and pure the-
matic aspects. Ultimately, its expansion led to the corrosion and deformation of
the genre structure, even in traditionally “peaceful” forms of narration, such as
melodrama, family drama, domestic drama, and comedy.

The Corrosion of the Genre

The 1917 Revolution and the Civil War almost immediately gave birth to a new
(for Russian culture at least) narrative variation, focusing on the relations be-
tween spouses or pairs of lovers belonging to opposing political camps. Konstan-
tin Trenev’s play Liubov’ larovaia (1926) and Boris Lavrenev’s story Sorok per-
vyi (The Forty First, 1926) are the best examples of such literature. Meanwhile,
the political and military context also influenced traditional genres in which love
affairs and various aspects of family life traditionally constituted and, with some
exceptions, exhausted the content of narration. A new espionage/saboteur dis-
course began filtering through them as well.

Mikhail Zoshchenko’s play Opasnye sviazi (Dangerous Liaisons, 1939)"
exemplifies this new formula.

A married, high-ranking official, Bessonov, has a young mistress for whom
he is looking for a room to rent. Once the place of refuge has been found, the
protagonist acquires yet another love interest. She is the daughter of the owners
of the rented room, and her parents enthusiastically encourage Bessonov to win
her favor. They want him to leave his wife and to marry their daughter. The plot
thickens, but instead of ending with a denunciation of immorality and bourgeois
ideological legacy (as would have been typical for Zoshchenko’s writings of the
1920s), the play closes with the unexpected and unconvincingly motivated es-
cape and arrest of the protagonist, who turns out to be a former agent provoca-
teur of the tsarist secret police, now acting on behalf of members of the opposi-

18 Zoshchenko 1940.
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tion. The metamorphosis of a morally wicked person into a political enemy,
thereby shifting a romantic plot into the “conspiracy genre,” is so surprising that
one might well wonder if it was added to the plot exclusively in order to please
the authorities and critics.

Something similar happens in Leonid Leonov’s Volk (The Wolf, 1938).19 On
one level, the play tells the story of an individual trying to hide from the NKVD;
on another level, Leonov pays excessive attention to romantic and familial rela-
tions between his characters. Spectators spend most of their time following the
development of tension within a family. The author touches on all of the other
subjects only in passing until the end of the second act (the play has three acts),
when a certain Luka Sandukov appears. Luka Sandukov is, additionally, a rela-
tive who pretends to be a brave polar explorer who has just returned from an ex-
pedition. But in fact he is a “wolf” in the guise of a “hero” (“wolf as enemy” was
a popular metaphor), and this “beast” is now in a hopeless situation: he is trying
to flee both the police and his fellow conspirators.

Justifiably, another Leonov play Polovchanskie sady (The Gardens of Polov-
chansk, 1938)* can also be considered an example of generic ambivalence. The
same bias distinguishes one of the most prominent Soviet writers, Maksim Gor-
ky, in his conspiracy play Somov i drugie (Somov and Others, 1931),*' which
was (with perhaps a few exceptions) the only literary work in which the founder
of Soviet literature depicted life in the USSR. Curiously enough, Gorky did not
risk publishing it himself.

Semantic Transgression

The genre hybridization, which was intrinsic to “conspiracy drama,” correspond-
ed to the rhetoric and even perhaps to the pure linguistic fusion, which was pecu-
liar to Soviet public space under Stalin. Without introducing new elements, it
embodied the “logic of rhetoric” that was obvious in official discourse of the
1930s and which, on the one hand, related merely to terminology but, on the oth-
er, fruitfully participated in constructing the social phenomena that the terminol-

19 Leonov 1940.
20 Leonov 1938.
21 Gorky 1941.
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ogy addressed. Thanks to this logic any individual in the USSR, except for the
dictator, could be declared a spy.*

As observed previously, there were two major trends in Soviet art, motivated
by the aim of exposing spies and “conspiracy.” For example, the show trials held
in the 1920s and 1930s, accompanied by wide media campaigns, provided scru-
pulously detailed information about the networks of spies and saboteurs which
they revealed. It is not surprising that fiction, cinema, and theater often followed
the same formula, exhaustively presenting proofs of their characters’ criminal
activity: they described when, where, and who committed an offense or treason
in detail.

At the same time, the explicit “conspiracy” narration competed with a drasti-
cally different, obscurer way of presenting the topic. Maksim Gorky’s aforemen-
tioned Somov i drugie belongs to dramatic literature of this second kind. In his
play, Gorky preferred to focus rather on the indirect manner of undermining a
character than on an extended description of his illegal activity. So, the central
character Somov, an engineer and fascist agent, indirectly unmasked himself be-
fore the theater audience through his sexual habits: he seduces his wife in a
lighted room, and thus after arousing brute animal instincts in the unfortunate
woman, he inflicts severe psychological and moral suffering upon her. The sex
itself was, of course, not shown. In other words, thanks to an ad hominem argu-
ment, a character needed do nothing, at least before the spectators’ eyes, in order
to be exposed as a spy. Ethical deviations, together with hints about his double
life more than compensated for the absence of explicit demonstration and discus-
sion of character demolition. Zoshchenko’s Opasnye sviazi and Leonov’s Volk
resemble Gorky’s play in this respect, although Leonov’s case is not so obvious.
The invention of “passive espionage” fitted well with the image of Soviet “witch
hunting.”

But in advancing the idea of conspiracy, Soviet dramatists, of course, did not
always choose such sophisticated ways of writing. More often, the national con-
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text helped them to produce a similar effect. The terms “wrecker,” “saboteur,”
“spy,” etc., immediately became interchangeable after they were adopted by the
Soviet public discourse. Moreover, the set of lexical items denoting a “hidden
enemy” permanently expanded. The theater subordinated this more general pro-

cess and at the same time took part in “stoking” it.

22 The nationality of a character did not play a significant role in Soviet conspiracy dra-
ma. As Violetta Gudkova wrote, “The Jewish question, openly discussed in the earlier
Soviet drama, was later put out of sight and did not manifest itself in censored dra-
matic writings.” — Gudkova 2008: 300.



Soviet Conspiracy Drama of the 1920s and 1930s | 71

The identity between the political opposition and hostile intelligence services
was presented as self-evident. Thus, in Leonid Karasev’s play Ogni maiaka
(Lighthouse Signals, 1937),% which inspired its audience by showing how Sovi-
et individuals heroically fought Japanese secret agents on an island in the Pacific
Ocean, an unmasked saboteur confesses to being recruited straight away for this
work by a Trotskyist called Petrov.

Two more demonstrative texts utilize considerably different devices to pro-
duce essentially the same result. In Vladimir Bill’-Belotserkovskii’s (1885—
1970) play Golos nedr (The Voice of the Core, 1929), which depicts the recon-
struction of a derelict mine, only those enthusiasts ready to work selflessly and
unpaid for up to two years are recognized as loyal citizens. All the other workers
are portrayed either as unwitting saboteurs or as obvious spies’ accomplices.

However, in spite of the potentially unlimited set of synonyms referring to
the notion of “inner enemies,” one strong distinction between them and other law
breakers was established. Leonov stressed this particularity in his “quasi-conspi-
racy” play Metel’ (Snowstorm, 1939). 1 refer to Metel’ as a “quasi-conspiracy”
because it only superficially corresponds with the pattern of the “spy/saboteur”
plot. In fact, the author evidently plays with the audience’s expectations, provok-
ing spectators or readers to view it from the conspiracy perspective in order to
frustrate them at the end. Finally, it becomes clear that the key villain in Leo-
nov’s play, a factory director suspected of espionage and sabotage, is only guilty
of “accepting bribes from foreign companies when he offered them contracts.”*
A remark by his wife Catherine, an honest Soviet woman who (like the audi-
ence) expected much more severe misdeeds from her husband, is notable: “I
thought he was an enemy, but he turned out to be a mere thief.”*

Following this logic, we can conclude that, with minor exaggeration, only a
person who committed a common crime could avoid the accusation of espio-
nage.

Although it does not perfectly fulfil the requirements of the “conspiracy”
genre, Metel’ certainly belongs within it. Even after standing the conspiracy plot

23 Karasev’s play was permanently under critics’ attacks for its relatively, by the Soviet
standards, adventure bias, for the reason that “Karasev builds the intrigue of his play
specifically on the base of the audience’s unhealthy curiosity” («KapaceB unTpHTYy
CBOEH IbECHI CTPOUT UMEHHO Ha Pa3KMraHUH HE3JOPOBOrO JIOOOMBITCTBA 3PUTEIIS». );
cf. Mlodik 1938: 151.

24 «...Opaj KOMHCCHOHHBIE OT (hUPM, KOTIa pacipeaeisil COBETCKHE 3aka3bl». — Leonov
1940: 72.

25 Karepuna: «f nymana, oH Bpar, a OH IpocTo Bop...». — Leonov 1940: 72.
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on its head, it retains the pathos of the genre, its concern with revealing hidden
evil. In his play, Leonov has simply replaced spies and saboteurs with conspira-
tors and slanderers.

I doubt whether Aleksei Faiko’s (1893-1978) play Chelovek s portfelem (A4
Man with a Briefcase, 1928) can be numbered as conspiracy drama without res-
ervation. Instead, it marks the limitations of the genre when relocated beyond its
traditional territory. Faiko tells the story of a prominent academic at the so-called
State Institute for Culture and Revolution in Moscow who is trying to conceal
his participation in an anti-Soviet group named “Russia and Freedom™*® which
was uncovered by the NKVD several years previously. This protagonist is incon-
trovertibly alien to Soviet society; moreover, he is a genuine murderer. But now
his motives have gone beyond espionage and sabotage. His main aim is to sur-
vive his dangerous situation and to build a career as a respectable Soviet acade-
mic. He is teaching his son survival skills, following this agenda, “You will live
among wild animals and you must become the best of them.”*’ In this play, the
audience encounters neither scenes of sabotage nor signs of espionage. In addi-
tion, the protagonist’s extreme individualism in Faiko’s work resists the con-
struction of a story about conspiracy.

Vsevolod Rokk’s*® play Inzhener Sergeev (Engineer Sergeev, 1942),% about
spies who infiltrate a new Soviet electric power plant, represents a borderline ex-
ample of the opposite type. Its storyline fits the genre’s standards propagandiz-
ing vigilance against masked enemies, and the enemies it visualizes are typical
of this milieu. The only moment that violates the general scheme of conspiracy
drama is the time of action, set in the second part of 1941 when Germany had al-
ready begun attacking the USSR. Thus the reality of wartime has displaced im-
aginary espionage activity in the storyline.

But despite certain exceptions, it should be apparent that all these “transi-
tional” or “quasi-conspiracy” plays owe their existence to the pivotal corpus of
definitely “conspiracy” drama texts. They were written either with the intention
to fit perfectly within this canon or to depart from the most obvious specimens of
the genre.

26 «Pycob u Boms»

27 «Tbl Oyzelb KUTh CPEAU 3BEPEH U Thl JOIDKEH CTPEMHUTBCS CTATh JIYUIIUM 3BEPEM».
— Faiko 1929: 61.

28 Vsevolod Rokk was a pen name of Vsevolod Merkulov (1895-1953), a high-ranking
GPU officer, and a close associate of Lavrenty Beria.

29 Rokk 1942.
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Irrationality and Logic

A well-known approach to conspiracy theories, which involves treating them as
“a specific kind of irrationality associated with a stubborn, highly rational, and
highly operational logic,”* is easily applicable to the case of “spy theater” in the
USSR. Despite a diversity of dramatic realizations, Soviet plays about hidden
enemies generally suggested a rather coherent vision of reality.

If we consider the key ideas and notions that underpin this fictional construc-
tion, but which lack any direct connection with the fopos of espionage, then So-
viet “conspiracy dramatists” did not present anything new to their audience that
might have contrasted with the authorities’ official, factual discourse. Many
plays fixated on the conflicted questions of factory or collective farm labor;
therefore, the heroic enthusiasm of the masses naturally became one of their
most prominent themes for many of them. This effusion of enthusiasm was char-
acteristically expressed by chief engineer Nikolaev, a character from Iakov Ru-
binshtein’s (1891-1930)"' play Na raznykh putiakh (Upon Different Ways,
1930), who warns his colleagues: “If we don’t finish by the first of February, I’ll
shoot myself.”*?

The idea of the militarization of labor was vital for conspiracy drama. Im-
plicitly, the conspiracy dramatists inculcated the slogan “labor is war” as zeal-
ously as any other Soviet writers and artists; but in Rubinshtein’s play another
character, the chief engineer’s wife, explicitly expresses the same message. She
states: “We could not feel more enthusiasm if the war were about to start.””

The slogan “Vigilance!” (bditel 'nost’) also appears both natural and proper
in this atmosphere of “almost-war.” In the words of an aged and very experi-
enced member of the Communist Party, a female character from Aleksandr Afi-
nogenov’s (1904-1941) play Strakh (Fear, 1930): “If class enemies still dare to
make bureaucratic delays, burn collective farms, poison canned food and speak

30 Groh 1987: 4.

31 Ilakov L’vovich Rubinshtein was an influential manager in the fisheries industry as
well as a dramatist. He was shot in 1930, according to the information received from
Tat’iana Kukushkina (The Institute of Russian Literature of the Russian Academy of
Science/Pushkin House).

32 «Ecau Mbl He 3aKOHUUM K TiepBoMY (eBpajis, s 3acTpentoch». — Rubinshtein 1930: 13.

33 «OHTy3ma3M IpsAMO Kak Iepes BoiHo». — Rubinshtein 1930: 15.



74 | Vyugin

from this lectern, it means that they are not scared enough. It means that we must
redouble our vigilance.”**

In turn, this politics of vigilance, which purported the destruction of a hidden
enemy, linked to a revised notion of “humanism,” in a manner of speaking, to
the “merciless humanism” finds expression in, for example, Boris Voitekhov’s
(1911-1975) and Leonid Lench’s (1905-1991) play Pavel Grekov (The Com-
munist Pavel Grekov, 1939). Immediately before the curtain falls, one character
claims, “Don’t allow the enemy to strike you, strike him yourselves. ... Be mer-
ciless towards enemies. This is true humanism!”*’

The citations provided above are exceptionally bald and straightforward, but
“conspiracy drama” impressed the identical message on their audiences by every
available, sometimes very sophisticated and theatrical means.

The word “vigilance” (bditel 'nost’) normally carries positive connotations; at
the same time it relates semantically to a wide set of lexemes referring to the
field of sensory experience which, in contrast to “vigilance,” imply negative be-
haviors by the actor: “suspiciousness” (podozritel 'nost’), “distrustfulness” (mni-
tel’nost’), etc. But the “conspiracy” dramatists, like Soviet writers in general,
rarely fell into this trap of synonymy. They preferred to use an alternative term
popular in the 1920s and 1930s: “scent” (chut e).

Dramatists, like other Soviet public figures, regularly refer to chut’e in order
to stress that rational reasoning was insufficient to reveal an enemy. Here is only
one example to show how this mechanism worked in conspiracy drama.

In Ial’tsev’s play Katastrofa (A Railway Catastrophe, 1937), one of the posi-
tive characters, Engineer Novikov, doubts whether or not a railroad accident
which took place was really accidental; perhaps conspirators were responsible.
Novikov discusses his suspicions with a colleague, and the following exchange
of cues ensues:

34 «Korma xiaccoBblil Bpar emé OCMENUBACTCS Pa3BOJUTH BOJOKUTY, HOKUTATh KOJ-
X03bl, OTPABIISITH KOHCEPBBI M TOBOPUTH C 3TOI Kadeapsl, — 3HAYUT OH HEAOCTATOYHO
Ooutcs. 3HaYNUTh HAZIO YACCATEPUTH OanTEIbHOCTHY. — Afinogenov 1931: 69.

35 «He nonyckaiite, 4ro0sl Bpar 6un Bac. Belite ero camu. ... Byasre Oecriomansbl K

Bparam, B 9TOM IOJUIMHHBINA rymanu3m!» — Voitekhov/Lench 1939: 123.
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Barsov: But evidence! Where is the evidence?
Novikov: I don’t have direct evidence yet. But I scent something. Something stinks here,
Nikolai Vasil’evich.*®

It would seem that, while Soviet epistemology never dismissed the significance
of intuition, the fictional narratives vastly inflated its utility.

Normally a protagonist has an unerring ability to “scent” trouble and trusts
this feeling completely. If the character fails to trust his intuition, retribution is
inevitable. Thus, in Mikhail Shimkevich’s (1885-1942) drama V’iuga (Snow-
storm, 1931) depicting the construction of an hydroelectric power plant on a riv-
er, a selfless, almost ideal communist named Voronov generously orders the re-
lease of a suspicious monk who had been detained near the dam of the power
plant at night, as there is no direct evidence against him. “Of course, he isn’t one
of'us,” Voronov explains, ‘“but what more can we do? We cannot catch an empty
cassock.”” Voronov resists the emotional arguments of his more perspicacious
comrade-in-arms, a female character, who immediately identifies the monk as a
typical anti-Soviet White Guard sympathizer. As a result, a year later, the “pseu-
do-monk” kills Voronov’s comrade. On the one hand, her death is regarded as
the severest moral punishment of the protagonist; on the other, she becomes, in-
evitably, a sacrifice to the cult of vigilance. The last act of the play closes with a
symbolic scene in which workers standing on different banks of the river call out
to each other, “Be on the lookout! Be on the lookout! Be on the lookout!”**

Rational reasoning retained its importance for the investigation of conspi-
racies: not, however, as a tool for revealing the truth (which was already known
through intuition) but rather as an element of rhetorical arguments without which
no criminal could be denounced and punished.

From the perspective of the “sociology of the total conspiracy,” which was
suggested to Soviet audiences, ideas about kinship and family relationships lost
their traditional meaning. Or, to be more precise, conspiracy drama (and other
genres, too) implied that the natural human affection and trust for one’s relatives
had to be disregarded in a socialist society.

36 bapcos: «Ho nokazarensctBa! I'me moxasarenscrBal» — HoBukos: «IIpsmbIx moxasa-
TeNbCTB Y MeHs noka HeT. Ho s gyro. 3aecs nypHO naxuaer, Hukomnait BacumbeBra» —
Ial’tsev: 1938a: 16.

37 «KoneuHo, oH He Hail ... Hy, a nambmie yto? CXBaTUTh M B3STh MYCTYIO PACY?» —
Shimkevich 1931: 77.

38 «bynb Ha-ueky! Bynb Ha-ueky! Bynb Ha-ueky!» — Shimkevich 1931: 124.
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This substitution of older concepts of kinship and family relationships with
the idea of a single social organism perhaps came to a head in Georgii Mdivani’s
(1905-1981) play Chest’ (Honor, 1937) about the aged hunter Iagor. During an
action sequence, one of his sons, a border guard, is killed by spies. Another son,
revealed as an enemy agent, was killed by Iagor himself. As soon becomes clear,
a bosom friend of Iagor guides saboteurs across the border; lagor exposes him in
public. Prior to this revelation other people, including lagor’s border guard son,
had suspected lagor himself. Finally, lagor’s former friend’s daughter, who is
the widow of lagor’s honest son, repudiates her father.

The demolition of kinship and family relationships is topped off with a dia-
log between lagor’s son, the border guard, and this son’s platoon leader, which
contains the following statement:

Platoon leader: Aren’t you ashamed to hide your thoughts from me, Nadir? You have nev-
er done anything like that before. (He is drawing nearer to Nadir, embracing him.) The

two of us were like a single man, like a single heart...”

After an attempt by Nadir to separate from the “collective body,” his death is
predetermined. *°

The politics of vigilance, based on the identification of a peaceful life with
military action, also directly influenced more intimate (sexual) relations between
characters. Consequently, such relations were also considered criminal: let us re-
member here Pavel Ial’tsev’s Na granice (On the Border, 1929) or Gorky’s So-
mov i drugie.

If we focus on feelings and emotions in general, Afinogenov’s play Strakh
can serve as the best illustration of how an ideal positive character succeeds in
controlling his basic instincts and emotions. Afinogenov’s play persuades the
audience that “eternal unconditioned stimuli, such as love, hunger, rage, and

39 «Kak tebe He cThigHO, Haaup, ckpbiBaTh OT MeHs cBou Mbiciu? Pa3Be 3TO Koraa-Hu-
Oyap panbiie ObiBano? (Ilooxooum x Hadupy, obnumaem ezco 3a nieuu.) O6a Mbl
OBbUIM KaK OJIMH YENOBEK, KaK 0JHO cepaue...». — Mdivani 1938: 28.

40 At the same time we should note that, in the beginning, family relationships occasion-
ally contained the opposite meaning. For example, in Anatolii Lunacharskii’s (1875—
1933) play lad (Poison, 1925) it is affection for his close relative which awakes a
sense of responsibility in the 18-year-old son of a prominent member of the Soviet
government and which prevents this son from poisoning his father on the instructions

of a prostitute in the pay of foreign agents; cf. Lunacharskii 1926.
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fear™*' have been replaced in the Soviet individual with “collectivism, enthu-
siasm and the joy of life.”*
and politics in opposition to basic human instincts, keeping the leading role for
the former.

In other words, Afinogenov clearly puts social life

Adapting the almost paramilitary enthusiasm attributed to the New Soviet
Man, Soviet writers (“engineers of souls”) transform the meaning of the instinct
of self-preservation in a particular way. This is not to say that their characters
consciously control this instinct. Simply put, their instinct of self-preservation
turns off in certain situations which always coincides with a climactic narrative
event. If Soviet art normally cultivated the virtue of self-sacrifice, then conspi-
racy drama produced its own extreme form of this virtue.

In the simplest cases, which pre-date the plays of “conspiracy dramatists,” a
captured Soviet soldier prefers suicide to captivity. Conversely, spies choose life.
Let me mention in this connection Bill’-Belotserkovskii’s play Pogranichniki
(Border Guards, 1938). A negative character in lal’tsev’s play Na granitse
states: “Any man clings to life, Mr. Stenshinskii... .”*

Another, less widespread, more sophisticated and therefore more interesting
from a rhetorical perspective, representation of the idea of heroic self-sacrifice is
based on legal terminology and expresses itself in terms of the logic of “pre-
emptive justice.” Under these terms, a character who has failed to be vigilant
blames himself in advance and demands the death penalty.

In Ial’tsev’s play Na granitse, a guilty border guard first executes his fiancée
(a secret agent) and, still agonized by his mistake, insists on justice for himself
too:

Okunev: Comrade Strepetov! This is an illegal trial...
Vasilii: Yes, it is. This is an illegal trial. Take me away. I let this gang through... I allowed
them to cross the border... I did not stand firm. I let everyone down... There is no

place here for men like me!**

In the same manner, a character in lal’tsev’s Afrodita, a museum director, sen-

41 «BeuHble 6e3yCIIOBHBIC CTHMYIJBL: JIO0OBb, TONON, THEB M cTpax». — Afinogenov
1931: 7.

42 «KOoNIeKTUBHOCTD, 3HTY3Ha3M, PaJoCTh XKU3HIM» — Afinogenov 1931: 21.

43 «BcsKHii YeI0BEeK LEMIAETCS 3a KU3Hb, TaH CTeHIIUHCKUM...». — Ial’tsev 1929: 49,

44 Ockynes: «Tosapumy CtpeneroB! Oto camocya!» — Bacummii: «/la, camocyn... bepure
U MeHs. Sl OTKpbUl 3TOM Imaiike gopory... Sl mpomyctuna ux croga... He kpenko

crosun... [Ipockonb3nyicst... Takomy 3aech He Mecto!» — lal’tsev 1929: 52.
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tences himself to be shot after he allowed criminals to replace an original pain-
ting with a copy. “No! Put me up against the wall, me!,” the museum director in-
sists, “I was trusted to keep this painting safe. A brilliant creation, our pride...
Dear God!!”* We find similar scenes in plays mentioned previously, such as
Bill’-Belotserkovskii’s Golos nedr; or, for example, in Afinogenov’s Malinovoe
varen’e (Raspberry Jam, 1926),46 Boris Romashov’s (1895-1958) Konets Krivo-
ryl’ska (The End of The Town of Krivoryl’sk, 1925-26)."” The list goes on.

Thus, the meaning of the notion of bditel 'nost’ influenced the “deepest psy-
chology” of the Soviet “homo conspiratus” both metaphorically and actually,
acting on his basic needs and motives, sometimes simply refuting them. In so do-
ing, conspiracy drama mostly followed the mainstream of Soviet art. But, as I
have shown, it was also distinguished as a genre by specific variations, peculiar
premises, and certain poetic devices.

“Thematic Contraband”

In spite of their widely ranging fantasy, Soviet dramatists had to show the au-
dience a reality which at least partly resembled everyday life in the USSR. One
of the tasks which conspiracy drama sought to tackle was to draw the audience’s
attention away from various routine problems and dangerous themes or to give
the latter a more attractive appearance. Nevertheless, undesirable “thematic con-
traband” all too often entered these plays. Trips abroad, foreign life, and foreig-
ners as subjects of desire were the most popular “illegal” topics that the con-
spiracy drama dealt with. For example, in lakov Rubinshtein’s play Na raznykh
putiakh, Soviet girls are fascinated by an American engineer, knowing that his
mother wishes to see him get married in Russia. Thanks to this trick, the spy
gains the confidence of one of his vulnerable victims. The same motif appears in
Zoshchenko’s play Opasnye sviazi, Ial’tsev’s play Nenavist’ (Hate, 1928)," etc.
Another sort of implicit undesired content characteristic of this genre might
be called “a negative discourse of everyday Soviet reality.” Often, authors do not
direct particular attention to this content. It is incidental in the sense that authors

45 Jlupektop: «Her, 310 MeHs Hafo K cTeHKe, MeHs! Beap MHe e HOBEpUIH 3Ty Kap-
THHYy. Benuuaiimmee npousBeneHue, Hala TopaocTs... boxe moit!». — lal’tsev 1938:
240.

46 Afinogenov 1935.

47 Romashov 1935.

48 Ial’tsev 1929.
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are helpless before its power, in spite of their aspirations to paint a cheerful,
rose-colored life. Let us look at one example among many. Miners from Bill’-
Belotserkovskii’s Golos nedr complain to the chief engineer about the barracks
built for them: “We moved in only three months ago. And already the plaster has
come off, the walls have cracked, the window frames have sagged. ... In the bar-
racks bedbugs and fleas bite.”*

Helplessness before the everyday reality with which one is faced is typical
not only of the “conspiracy” genre, although the paranoid thinking which distin-
guishes it makes depictions of daily life even more absurd. The representations
of total state terror in conspiracy dramas are more specific. Afinogenov in his
Strach provides a lot of frightening images but the most disturbing of these plays
is perhaps Virta’s comedy Kleveta (Slander, 1939).

Virta’s play tells the story of a respectable Moscow official, Anton Ivanovich
Proskurovskii, about whom a rumor circulates that he is under suspicion and will
be soon arrested. After Proskurovskii’s wife Mar’ia Petrovna tries to reach her
son by telephone, who lives elsewhere, she is informed that her son never re-
sided at the address she knows to have been his, she does not doubt what has
happened to him. “Now it’s clear: my son Petia’s been arrested!,” she con-
cludes.”

When her husband reasonably remarks, “Mashen’ka, you are going crazy
from fear,””' Mar’ia Petrovna replies: “It is too easy to go crazy from what is go-
ing on around!... Say a word, and you will be jailed straight away!”** Moreover,
her paranoia is justified on every count. Before long, many of the neighbors stop
talking to Proskurovskii while others begin surreptitiously to sympathize with
his predicament. Suddenly, a young man who rents a room in their apartment
and is courting their daughter moves to another flat. Then, Proskurovskii’s
housekeeper asks him for money to buy some bread in order to put it in the oven
and make dried rusks for him to take to prison. After that, Proskurovskii (who
was about to make a business trip abroad as a trusted official) is fired without
notice, and his wife becomes disappointed in the fact that she is married to him.
Finally, a new person appears in the apartment intending to replace Proskurov-

49 «Tonbko TpH Mecsila Kak IMOXKWIH, a yX IITYKaTypKa OTBAJIMIIACK;, CTEHBI IIOTPECKa-
JIMCB, PaMbl CKOCHIIUCK. ... B ka3apMax KIIOIBI ea4T, 6oxu rpe3yT». — Bill’-Belotser-
kovskii 1930: 61.

50 «Tak, sicno: Ilerky nocamunu!» — Virta 1939b: 97.

51 «MareHbKa, Thl IPOCTO COLLIA C yMa OT cTpaxay. — ibid.

52 «CoWaéip ¢ yma, exead Kpyrom Takoe... Thl 4To-HHOY b CKaXelllb, a TeOs KaK Lar-

HyT!» — ibid.
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skii, who has apparently been “arrested”; and as a result the rearrangement of the
apartments begins. In other words, intentionally or unintentionally Virta presents
a detailed picture of the typical situation of an individual denounced as a sabo-
teur. The comic effect of the plot, according to Virta, is based on the fact that the
peripeteia the character undergoes arises not from “real” conspiracy, but from a
slander which is soon exposed.

If Virta’s play Conspiracy, the action of which took place in 1936 or 1937,
was over-saturated with spies and saboteurs, soon after, when Nikolai Ezhov was
denounced (which implied the end, or at least the suspension, of the Great Purg-
es), spies and saboteurs were replaced by slanderers and “paranoiacs.” In terms
of the “rhetoric of genre,” Virta suggested a very simple way of solving the
problem of the sudden shift in Stalin’s politics. He suggested transforming the
“spy discourse” into comedy.

Detective Genre

Although the discourse of total terror infiltrated the conspiracy drama in one way
or another, one subject related to this theme was placed under strict taboo. This
unspoken prohibition probably played a noticeable role in shaping the new form
of the fictional narratives about “enemies within” which appeared before World
War II but developed into a “genre factory” from isolated cases only after Sta-
lin’s death. The genre that I have in mind embraces various detective narratives
in their Soviet adaptations—within fiction, cinema, and drama. By taboo sub-
jects I mean representations of the common practice of intimidation and torture
of defendants and suspects.

The link between the prohibition on discussing tortures and the interest in de-
duction is easily explained. In this respect, art resembles real life: if violence is
not allowed, one should rely upon intellect instead. But some nuances that arise
here should be examined.

Such “humanity,” that is passing over in silence the matter of violence during
investigations, did not tacitly mean the victory of logic which, in conspiracy
drama as we have already observed, was opposed by “intuition.” It is not to say
that “torture” was substituted by the capacity of “scent” (chut’e), but this “scent”
definitely ousted the professional detective as a character from the center of the
dramatic narrative. It is not surprising, therefore, that in most cases the investiga-
tion itself did not attract a lot of authors’ attention in conspiracy drama.

Conspiracy drama contains some elements of poetics of the detective genre
but only isolated elements. More often than not, party officials, collective farm
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chairpersons, and ordinary vigilant citizens (but not GPU or police/militia) are
involved in the sort of spy hunting depicted by conspiracy dramatists. As a rule,
professionals appear only at the end and often only in order to escort a suspect to
jail. They sporadically act in Voitekhov’s and Lench’s Kommunist Pavel Gre-
kov, in Afinogenov’s Volch’ia tropa (The Wolf’s Path, 1927) and Strach. Their
activity is more noticeable than in others in Romashov’s play Konets Krivoryl’s-
ka. One of the main characters of Virta’s play Zagovor serves as a district prose-
cutor, but his investigation is rather slack: it seems that the conspirators are
ready to fall into his lap.

However, conspiracy drama directly relates to the development of the Soviet
spy detective genre, a genre which was consolidated only after Stalin’s death. It
was the environment into which one of the first and most important examples of
the latter type emerged. I am referring here to the Brothers Tur’s™ and Lev Shei-
nin’s (1906-1967)** play Ochnaia stavka (Confrontation, 1936), which was not
fully typical of this class of play.

This is not an attempt to explain the fact that the Brothers Tur and Sheinin
made the central character of their play an investigator only for aesthetic reasons.
But it is evident that they hoped to profit from the defamiliarization of genre
standards. Before the beginning of the main action, they make the following re-
mark:

Lartsev as an investigator is extremely different from the traditional figure of the inves-

tigator from other plays, in which characters of this kind played a minor role.*®

In this play, the Brothers Tur and Sheinin successfully combined the propaganda
of labor enthusiasm and hysteria about the “internal enemy,” on the one hand,
with a full-fledged detective plot on the other. The investigator Lartsev is a des-
perate workaholic, and at the same time, according to the authors he “is far from
being a person with gloomy searching eyes, looking mistrustfully from under the

53 The pen name of Leonid Davidovich Tubel’skii (1905-1961) and Petr L’vovich
Ryzhei (1908-1978).

54 As is well-known, Lev Sheinin worked as an investigator in the 1920s and 1930s. He
was then imprisoned but was released soon thereafter; in 1945 Sheinin participated in
the Nuremberg trials, then he was repressed again.

55 «CnepnoBatens JlaplieB pa3uTensHO HE HOXO0K HA TPAAMIMOHHBINA THIT CJICIOBATENS U3
mbec, I7ie, NpaBjia, eMy OTBOJIMIOCH OOBIYHO BTOpOCTENeHHOe MecTo». — Tur/Sheinin
1938: 15.



82 | Vyugin

. . . . 956 :
brows and speaking with a metallic voice.””” To a certain degree, one can treat

Lartsev as a sort of “incarnation” of Lenin, as the latter was presented in the So-
viet iconography. As the Brothers Tur and Sheinin describe him: “He is an ordi-
nary cheerful individual with vivid, smiling eyes.””” The victory of detective
genre conventions over the formulaic agenda of conspiracy plays is expressed
clearly in the following advice by Lartsev:

Don’t believe human eyes too much, Lavrenko... Although, of course, try to see every de-
tail... Again and again knock together facts and facts, evidence and hypotheses, intuition
and reality. Set them, like dogs, on each other. Knock their foreheads together! (emphasis
added).*®

In this respect, the Brothers Tur’s and Sheinin’s protagonist behaves not like a
character from a typical “conspiracy” play, but like a character from a detective
story: he teaches his assistant to be skeptical with regard to first impressions and
to bring together intuition and real facts. There is nothing similar here to other
plays from the 1930s, even those explicitly about spies and saboteurs.”

By any consideration, Ochnaia stavka is still a conspiracy play. In some re-
spects it is a striking example of the genre. For instance, Lartsev explains the
failure of the spy mission he has exposed by the fact that “170,000,000 ‘non-
secret’ agents” (that is the whole population of the USSR) serve the GPU. More-
over, the “conspiracy theater” continued to work successfully after the triumph
of both the play itself and its screen adaptation Oshibka inzhenera Kochina (En-
gineer Kochin’s Mistake, 1939), directed by Aleksandr Macheret. On the whole,
however, what these experiments in the detective genre did was to mark out one
of the blurred boundaries of totalitarian art.

56 «3TO OTHIO/b HE KHUCIBI XMYPBIH YEJIOBEK C MPauyHbIMH MCIBITHIBAIOIUMH IIa3aMH,
MOJI03PUTENBHBIM B3IJISIOM HCIIOUIO0bS M METAJLIMYECKUM rojiocomy. — ibid.

57 «3T0 OOBIKHOBEHHBIW YKU3HEPAJOCTHBII YENOBEK C >KUBBIMH, CMEIOIIMMHUCS Tja3a-
Mm». — ibid.

58 «A enazam uenoseveckum 6cé-maxu He oueHs 8epw, Jlagpenxo... X0oTd, KOHEUHO, CTa-
paiicst 3amedaThb BCE... V1 CHOBa U CHOBA crmankueatl ghakmol u ghaxmoi, YAUKU U 2Uno-
me3bvl, unmyuyuro u pearvbHocms. CtpaBiuBail ux, crpasinusaid, JlaBpenko. Cunbaii
ux g6amu!» — Tur/Sheinin: 23-24.

59 Critics did not like plays by the Brothers Tur or Sheinin, but they were greatly popular

with audiences.
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Conclusion

The development of conspiracy drama is directly related to the birth of Soviet
detective fiction and cinema, including their sub-genres that focused on espio-
nage. Although, of course, prose fiction (such as Lev Ovalov’s and Lev Shei-
nin’s novels and stories) played an important role in pushing forward the process
as well. Later, the outdated conspiracy drama detective genre conquered the ter-
ritory for itself in the sphere of entertaining literature and cinema for a mass au-
” “conspiracy art” to detective
writing can scarcely be overestimated, if one considers detective genres jointly

dience. The value of this transition from “serious

alongside adventure narratives and stories from the erotic and horror genres as
significant forms of public discourse which respond to some basic, and not al-
ways legitimate, individual needs. I believe that “genre tolerance” and “genre
xenophobia” are symptoms that clearly indicate a society’s character: finally, the
beginning of the era of Soviet detective fiction and cinema coincided with a time
of relative social freedom.
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Abstract

This chapter describes how ‘spy mania,” which affected both public and private
life in the Soviet Union (particularly in the 1930s), intersected with Soviet litera-
ture and theater. Diverse theater productions during the 1920s and 1930s, linked
by their exaggerated concern with spies and saboteurs, can be considered to be a
separate genre, conspiracy drama. Conspiracy drama occupied a distinct place in
Soviet official culture, responding to shifts in ideology, in Stalin’s policy, and in-
fluencing public opinion in its own, rather unique way. What were the bounda-
ries of this near-forgotten genre? What was conspiracy drama teaching, persuad-
ing, and imposing upon audiences? What was its agenda aesthetic or ideologi-
cal?






Alternative Constructions of Reality in
Maksim Kurochkin’s Play Medea Type Fighter
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Conspirology is the interpretation of historical and political events and facts that
can be characterized as an endeavor to reveal ‘the one truth’ that has been hidden
from most of society’s members. It is based on the theory of conspiracy, i.e., “on
the entirety of hypotheses trying to represent an event or a process as the result
of a secret group’s conscious actions with the intention to influence a historical
process.”' Conspiracy theories have gained particular prominence in the twenty-
first century, and that is for a good reason. The new media, especially the so-
called social media, are associated with a perpetual and total stream of informa-
tion, a stream with which not everyone is able to cope. The contemporary
rhythm of life and its continuous acceleration provoke chaos in an individual’s
processes of thinking. Furthermore, the new media forces recipients to com-
prehend whole chunks of diverse, often contradictory information at a time, to
discern truth from falsehood and to abandon obsolete information.” Examples of
this kind of information include the presentation of new or alternative reasons
for a catastrophe, alternative developments in history, documentaries or pseudo-
documentaries about ‘secret societies,” propaganda for the polarization of the
world, for its division in terms of good and evil, etc. As a result of such an over-
whelming amount of information, the individual is increasingly less able to ana-

1 Pavlova 2013: 144.
2 Cf.Rudnev 2011: 8.
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lyze the events in the world and the human mind becomes susceptible to manipu-
lation.’

In order to separate real conspiracies in history from hypothetical ones, scho-
lars from various disciplines—historians, social scientists, and philosophers—
have tried to understand how and why conspiracy theories spread, and just what
makes them so popular. Correspondingly, specialists in language and literature
speak of the beginning of an era of fiction evolving around conspiracies and con-
spiracy theories. One example of such fiction is the conspirological novel. Schol-
ars have recently tried to identify the dominant features of novels belonging to
this genre, certain narrative formulas that influence the basic forms of the poetics
of fiction, such as plot, subject, composition, the system of characters, the mo-
tifs, and the images. The following features may be considered as characteristic
of conspirological narration:

+ extreme polarization of the protagonists (their division into “good and evil”
characters) and of space

- exciting and captivating subjects such as emergencies and the protagonists’
desires to solve a mystery

« a concept of two worlds in the text

» anew way of playing with worlds (the creation of ideal, concealed worlds, and
the search for an ultimate, final objective reality)*

The question of society’s organization, and of interpretations of reality as such in
the light of new media, is not merely one of the most important questions for
scholars, but also one of the prominent subjects in the work of Russian writers
and playwrights alike. One expressive and authentic playwright who refers to
conspiracy theories throughout his work is Maksim Kurochkin (*¥1970). On the
basis of an analysis of his play Istrebitel” klassa Medeia (Medea Type Fighter,’
1995), it will be shown which particularities of conspirological narration are pre-
sent in the text and which goals the author strives to achieve by using them.
Maksim Kurochkin—a historian by profession—is one of the most noted and
significant representatives of young contemporary drama. Having started his
creative path at the Lubimovka Festival, he has since actively worked with junior

Cf. Pavlova 2013: 144.

4  Cf. ibid.: 145-49.
The text has only been published on the Internet (http://www.theatre-library.ru/
files/k/kurochkin/kurochkin_1.html), therefore the further quotations are made with-

out reference.
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playwrights. He has also been a member of the organizational committee and an
invited expert at the beginner playwrights’ festival Prem ’era (Moscow). Further-
more, he has worked with young participants of the project Dokumental nyi
teatr. Layers of time and the space of the past and the future are always shown
from an unusual point of view through the usage of certain artistic skills, no mat-
ter what Kurochkin writes about in his plays. “It is always one monolithic, entire
continent which is made up of fantasy and reality, and in which objects, things
and people are transferred from one age to another.”®

The distinguishing feature of Kurochkin’s works is how he playfully em-
ploys cultural discourse. The playwright not only stylizes a certain cultural atmo-
sphere, but also creates a dialogue between cultural mythology and contempo-
rary language and experience. This may occur at the level of the external subject.
The inner subject, however, becomes increasingly more important than the level
of the external subject. The protagonists surpass the boundaries of their historical
role and start discussing the situation of the play’s subject from a contemporary
point of view. The protagonists project their everyday life experience onto the
mythological past. The famous researcher of the phenomenon of “New Drama,”
Mark Lipovetsky, defines Kurochkin’s historical plays as anti-utopias that have
more or less come true. Accordingly, Kurochkin represents the cultural myth in
which the phantasmagoria found in the original, is confirmed by the contempo-
rary experience of reality.” In other words, through his texts the author expresses
that nothing has really changed since ancient times. Despite all of humanity’s
progress and achievements, peoples’ minds are still archaic, dark, and primeval.
Kurochkin vividly displays how savagery and offended feelings are ever lurking
behind a facade of culture. These motifs can be found in his plays Kukhnia
(Kitchen, 2000) and Vodka, eblia, televizor (Vodka, Fucking, Television, 2005).
A quotation from the latter goes as follows: “As in ancient times, as in the Stone

. . 8
Age, simple gods reign over us.”

These gods are in fact exposed as human in-
stincts. Kurochkin combines historical events with a real experience in the pre-
sent, and reality confirms the phantasmagoria of a mythological or legendary sit-
uation. The myth and the languages of European high culture act as an interme-

diary of the dialogues between the events of the past and the reality of today. A

6  «U Bcerma 3TO MOHOJUTHBIN, €UHBIN XyJOXKECTBEHHBIII MAaTEpPHK, CIUIABICHHBIA U3
(haHTACTHKU U KU3HEHHOW NOCTOBEPHOCTH, I/I€ HNPESIMEThI, BEIUH, JIOIU U3 OJHON
3MOXH CIIOKOMHO MepeHocsTes B Apyrytoy». — Gromova 2009: 176.

Cf. Lipovetsky 2012: 222-23.
«Kak B ApeBHOCTH, KaKk B KAMEHHOM BEKE HaMU HpaBsT npocteie 6oru». — Kurochkin
2005: 28.


https://de.pons.com/%C3%BCbersetzung/englisch-deutsch/fa%C3%A7ade
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psychological footprint of violence—a trauma—characterizes these languages.
The playwright takes a certain turning point in the life of the protagonists or a
mythological situation, and illustrates that this very situation only emerges due
to a “traumatic paradox.”g

The myth of Medea and the Argonauts is one such myth in the play Istre-
bitel’ klassa Medeia. The play shows the last war in humanity’s history. It
evolves around an alternative future in which all conflicts in this world—racial,
religious, international, social, and political—have been surmounted; only one
war rages: a war between men and women. In his stage direction, the author
warns us that “not a single one of those sitting here in this hall shall live to see
the events this play is about.”"’
in the play brought about in the aftermath of an assault by the destroyer squad
carrying the name of the mythological heroine—the avenger Medea.

The myth of Medea and the Argonauts, which has become famous through
the classical interpretations of Euripides, Seneca, and Corneille, remains signi-

A truly apocalyptic image of destruction emerges

ficant even in the twenty-first century, given that it deals with ethical and moral
questions which concern human beings when faced with the choice between of-
fended feelings and the morally forbidden. The myth represents the protagonist’s
inner fight trying to achieve her goal, which is to take revenge for the inflicted
injustice.'' In our analysis, we will, first and foremost, deal with the part of the
myth that details how Medea cruelly takes revenge on Jason by murdering their
shared children—an episode with tremendous meaning for the understanding of
the author’s intention and the basic idea of the text.

As we know, during the quest for the Golden Fleece, the Argonauts were
helped by the sorceress Medea who fell in love with their leader Jason. Jason re-
ciprocated her feelings. Thanks to Medea’s skills, he acquired the fleece and,
making her his wife, went home with her. According to the myth, Medea and Ja-
son soon had children upon their arrival in Corinth. But Jason, captivated by the
beauty of another woman, decided to leave Medea. However, only with Medea’s
assistance, could he accomplish such a great feat as the retrieval of the Golden
Fleece and could avoid death several times.

Medea, having learned of her husband’s betrayal, fell into despair, which
grew into fierce anger and a thirst for revenge. However, Medea’s rage affected

9 Lipovetsky 2012: 223.

10 «Hu oauH U3 CUAAIIMX C 3TOM 3alie, HE AO0XKUBET JI0 COOBITHH, O KOTOPBIX MOMIET
peun». — Kurochkin 1995.

11 Cf. Savinykh 2017: 126-27.
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not only the guilty party, Jason, but also their children. In other words, Medea
turned her anger against herself.

In the play, the playwright realizes this motif in an unexpected way: he
draws a picture of a last great war, a war that affects the whole world, which is
further illustrated by the presence of three characters from different countries
and the fact that they are united by the shared desire to survive, i.e., there is an
emergency situation—an indispensable condition for a conspirological narrative.
Somewhere on a small piece of land on Coney Island, three soldiers—Uncle Ko-
lia, a Ukrainian sergeant; Sergei, a Russian; and Peter, an American—are all
struggling to resist the brutal ‘man-haters.” There is a categorical division into
‘bad’ and ‘good’ characters, which is another important hallmark of a conspiro-
logical narrative.

The men would rather die than surrender to the savage female warriors. For
men, captivity turns out to be a fate worse than death, since the exterminators
make “housewives” out of their captives: they force them to “do the dishes and
wash their socks.” By the end of the play, however, it turns out that the conflict,
which has been built is a false one, because there are no more real, “ancient”
men. They were slaughtered long ago, and women now play the role of men.
This becomes evident when the soldier Sergei takes off his shirt, revealing his
female breasts in a bra. It becomes clear that the women are waging war against
themselves:

Sergei: If you are asking about the ancient men, well, they were all slaughtered at the be-
ginning of the war. I didn’t cross any of them.

Woman: So whom have we been fighting with all this time? With ourselves.

Sergei: You have been fighting with men. With those who feel and act as men. The an-

. . . 12
cient ones didn't make it. They were weak. Now we are men.

The mystery is revealed: initially, it appears to the reader that the play presents a
gender conflict—a conflict with the social other, but in the end it turns out that
women are exterminating themselves. The pseudo gender conflict turns out to be
an existential conflict, as the only female character speaks about her inner anxi-
eties and contradictions.

12 Cepreii: «Ecnu Tl FOBOpUIIbL IPO APEBHUX MY)KUUH, TO HX IepeOuiu eme B caMoM
Hayajie BOMHBI. S ux yxe He 3acTaim» — XKenmuna: «Tak ¢ keM MBI BCE 3TO BpeMsl Boe-
Basu? Camu ¢ coboii» — Cepreii: «Bbl BoeBanu ¢ myxurHamu. C TeMH, KTO YyBCTBYET
ce0si My)KYMHOM M TIOCTyIaeT Kak MykuuHa. J[peBHue He crnpaBwinuch. OHU ObLIM

cnabpivu. Temepb MBI MyXYUHBI.
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The play begins with the men crawling out from under the rubble. The action
takes place “among the chaos, destroyed guns, shell boxes, rubble, helmets,
backpacks, dead bodies and other military debris,”"
minimal artistic means. The initial description of the scenery creates an apoca-

the stage set is created using

lyptic atmosphere and the feeling of an extremely exposed world on the verge of
extinction. The debris is a warning to civilizations what the consequences of the
outbreak of war could be, because war always fatefully turns on its instigator. It
is symbolic that the play begins and ends with scenes of destruction. At first, the
viewer does not understand who the characters are fighting against, the enemy is
not referred to by name. The play’s structure is strongly linked to the creation
and preservation of intrigue from beginning to end. Each of the three male char-
acters has a name, an indication of rank, and a nationality, while the only female
character, simply called Woman, is a kind of universal category, a collective im-
age of all women. Initially, there is only the knowledge of the war between two
camps, but the very essence of this war is revealed only on the last pages of the
play. The “mystery” of what is happening gradually dawns on the viewer in ac-
cordance with the laws of the conspirological strategy of narration. One could
argue that there is a bipolar system of characters: three male characters as “posi-
tive heroes,” allegedly seeking to defeat evil, on the one hand, and a woman as a
villain or antihero and the embodiment of this evil on the other, which is another
integral feature of conspirological narrative.

Interestingly the play does not emphasize and elaborate on how the charac-
ters look and what their motivations are, but instead strives to create a terrifying
picture of the world and a specific war (Sergeant: “At this terrible moment, when
our own way of thinking and the very existence of our species is threatened”'?).
A war that is absurd and paradoxically meaningless in its essence and in which
there can be no winners as a matter of principle, because if one gender is de-
stroyed, then the other will simply disappear. Thus, the forces actually waging
war are revealed closer to the finale and gradually, we come to understand that
the war is being fought not between different genders, but within the same sex—
women.

In the play, the characters are portrayed in a state of confrontation with ex-
tremely tense feelings. Realizing that they actually have nothing to lose, the
characters return to the fundamentals, begin to look for the meaning of life, and

13 «Cpenu xaoca, pa3BOPOUYECHHBIX OPY/HUid, CHAPSAHBIX SIMKOB, IEOHS, KACOK, PAHIIEB,
MEPTBBIX TE€Jl U IIPOYETO BOGHHOI'O MYyCOpay.
14 «B 3TOT CTpallHBIii MOMEHT, KOrJja CBOWCTBEHHBI HaM 00pa3 MBICIEH U caMo Cy-

IIECCTBOBAHMUEC HAICTO BHIAa HAXOOUTCA I10Q yI’pO30ﬁ)).



Maksim Kurochkin’s Play Medea Type Fighter | 93

make attempts to find themselves. This becomes obvious in the second act, when
the Woman asks Sergei to teach her how to pray. In addition, some time before
the murder of Sergei, the heroine hesitates in doing it leading the spectator to
suppose that she longs for a “real” man. However, her doubts do not last long.
They are replaced almost immediately by confidence in the righteousness of the
act she is supposed to commit—Sergei must die. The next sign of conspirolo-
gical narration appears here: the hint of a new secret. The reader inevitably asks
the question: “What will follow next?” Before the play’s finale in which the
reader is offered a new riddle we briefly gain access to the Woman’s inner
world, to her mental anguish:

Woman: “Then why all this? War, these corpses? We are told: fight to win. If we win, we
will destroy the worst men. Only those who do not want to wash the dishes and
wash socks. And then we will live, better than before ... Aaa, I don’t want to live!
I do not want to — kill me ... Why live? Who shall I kill? Who shall I love?”"

Although it turns out that the women are not fighting their enemies, they contin-
ue their destructive actions, they continue to kill each other out of habit. The
parallels with the myth of Medea are thus realized on several levels in the play.
The title itself sets the stage and doubles the motif given—the image of Medea is
transformed into an instrument of the extermination of men, which is again em-
phasized by the choice of military weapons (fighter aircraft). Seen from the out-
side, the traditional plot motivation of revenge comes down to the confrontation
of the sexes; the reason for the killings is the desire to affirm matriarchy. It
seems that the use of the myth is limited to these superficial functions at first
glance. As is known, Medea, having decided to take revenge on the unfaithful
Jason, raised her hand not only to him, but also to herself, killing their shared
children. This is exactly what the women in Kurochkin’s play do; they ex-
terminate themselves even after they have found out what is really going on:
there are no more real men. That any war is pointless and absurd is one of the
play’s main ideas, but the author develops this idea further, giving it a metaphy-
sical meaning: no matter what kind of war, against or for whom and whatever its
ideals—war is always self-destruction. It is a defeat for both sides. Therefore, the

15 XKenmuna: «3auem Toraa Bc€ 3T10? Boiina, atu Tpynsl? Ham rosopsar — Botoiite,
4T0OBI M06EANTH. Korna Mpl mo6eiuM, TO YHHYTOXKUM CaMbIX ITTOXUX MyK4HuH. Tonb-
KO TeX, KOTOpbIe HE XOTAT MBITh NOCYNy M CTHUpaTh HOCKH. M Torma Mbl 3auBEM —
JIydile, 4eM paHblie... A-a-a, He xo4y xuth! He xouy — yOeii MeHs... 3a4eM KHUTh?

Koro y6usats? Koro mo6uts?».
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original situation in the play is brought to the point of absurdity: women were
fighting men when it turned out that there were no men anymore. However,
women continue to fight because war itself has become their reason to live. The
idea of the absurdity of war is reinforced by the incompatibility of two concepts
that the author combines: on the one hand, the fact that it is women who are cre-
ated by nature to give life. On the other hand, war means cruelty, violence, and
death. In the play, these features are united in one entity, that is, in the women as
fighters and as destroyers. Women are the embodiment of violence in the world.

The world as depicted has been divided in two: the “ancient” real men have
become extinct, one half of humanity remains truly female, while the other half
has decided that they know how real men should behave. This latter half even
feels like men and, therefore, starts to play their role. Men, in their understand-
ing, should be despots and some kind of uncouth boors (it should be noted that
this is a kind of playful playing with stereotypes):

Sergei: “Men are not gone. They stayed. Close your eyes. I smell like men’s sweat and to-
bacco. I know how to swear, you bet. I will never wash the dishes after dinner, 1
will sink into the sofa and look only at the newspaper. If I get drunk, then I can
fulfill my marital duties. ... It is easier for me to remove the socks from a slain
enemy than to wash them myself. I pick my teeth at dinner. I will chase after eve-
ry skirt. I will hide my salary from you. I will never notice your new dress, your

. 16
new hairstyle. Never.”

The author creates an unexpected cultural conflict: the entire world’s culture, up
to recent centuries, was created not by women, but by men. Within this culture
there are many examples of art and literature in which a certain image of an ideal
woman has been formed, as well as the unspoken rules for her behavior. Men
formed an image of femaleness that was both flawless in their eyes and conve-
nient for them, and women were brought up accordingly, modeled after men’s
ideas. In the play, the opposite situation can be observed: although women have

16 Cepreit: «MyX4uHbl He ymepiid. MyX4MHBI OCTaJHMCh. 3aKkpod riaza. S maxHy
MYKCKHM IOTOM U TabakoM. Sl ymero Mareputhes. Sl 3Haelb, Kak yMEI0 MaTepUThCSI.
51 Hu 3a 4TO He CTaHy MBITh 3a c00O0M mocyay mocie obena, s 3aBajlOCh Ha TUBaH U
YTKHYCh B ra3ery. ECIIM MEHSI XOpOIIO HAlOHTh, TO 51 MOT'Y HUCIIOJHHUTBH CBOHM CYIpPY-
JKECKHH J0ir. ... MHe jerde CHATh HOCKM C yOMTOro Bpara, 4yeM MoCTHparh ux. S
KOBBIPSIIOCH B 3y0ax 3a oberom. S Oyday BoOJOYMThCS 3a Kaxaou Okoil. S Oymy
npsATaTh OT Teds 3apuiaTy. Sl HUKOrza He 3aMedy TBOEro HOBOI'O ILIAThs, TBOSH HO-

BOi1 mpuaecku. Hukormay.



Maksim Kurochkin’s Play Medea Type Fighter | 95

exterminated men, they continue to create the image of them that they want to
see. The conflict cannot be solved: gender roles have been reversed, but the situ-
ation remains unaltered.

The system of images and motifs in the play is linked to mass media meta-
phors and stereotypes that are broadcast in popular culture. The exposure of such
stereotypes is often another sign of conspirological narration. It should be noted
that the choice of place (America) is determined not only by the author’s desire
to illustrate the global nature of the conflict, but is also a play on various fiction-
al hypotheses related to the political relations between Russia and America, as
well as to common gender clichés. The characters of Uncle Kolia, Sergei, and
Peter are indispensable to introducing the reader to the course of events and to
forming ideas about the male world (“I like to lie down and watch baseball,”17 as
one of them remarks), although there is no unity even among these represen-
tatives of the male world. Internal ethnic conflicts flare up throughout the course
of events. Furthermore, the motif of American culture’s dominance (“Sergeant:
Some [pointing to Sergei] have been cleaning rotten potatoes in camps since
their childhood, while others have been eating fricassee sitting in banks. Don’t

worry, it’s quite alright.”'®

) and the notion of the Americans as “a stupid people”
can be clearly identified. We learn that the whole world has been destroyed more
or less; the play mentions Moscow, Kiev, and New York as the last bastions that
still continue to exist. In addition, the motif of the Inquisition, the return to the
Middle Ages, which in turns is connected with all sorts of gender stereotypes,
can also be found in the play. Women, as Sergeant Uncle Kolia understands, are
a terrible dark force that must be extinguished at all costs (“Sergeant: Let your
steadfastness and your very death ... Your very death ... stop this eternal dark
%) The male characters use super-
natural mechanisms to try and influence the course of the war. Thus, men’s se-
cret weapon is hatred, which traps enemy fighters with the help of a special de-

power humanity has nurtured on its bosom.

vice. This device, the so-called indicator, which generates a certain emotional
field, is the author’s attempt to play with a stereotype: Women are considered to
be more frequently guided by an emotional impulse than by rational reasoning.

17«1 mo6imo nexaTh U CMOTPETh OeifcOoI. . . ».

18 Cepxanr: «OnHu (nokasbiBass Ha Cepresi) ¢ A€TCTBA B JIarepsX THUIIYIO KapTOILKY
YUCTAT, a Jpyrue B OaHKaX B 3TO BpeMs (pukace endr. Bcs HopManbHO, HUYOTO TYT
TaKoro».

19 Cepxant: «I[lycTh Bamia CTOMKOCT, M cama Bamia cMepTbh... Cama Baiia CM3pTh...
OCTAHOBAT 3Ty M3B3YHYIO TAMHYIO CHJIYy, KOTOPYIO IIPUIpEJIo Ha CBOeil rpyau yeerno-

BOUYSCTBO».
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In the play, this idea manifests itself in its literal, grotesque meaning. Women are
some sort of mythical creatures for the three male characters, they are shrouded
in a veil of mystery. It is not by chance that Uncle Kolia asks Peter if it is true
that the Statue of Liberty is a woman, as if he could not believe that a woman
could embody freedom.

The artistic space of the play can be called two-worldliness: the initial false
conviction that the play shows a war of the sexes (the war of women against
men), and the subsequent dispelling of this belief reveals a second layer of reali-
ty, which is the natural and logical ending of what is happening. As a result, the
reader discovers the actual reality; namely, that the species of men has been ex-
terminated, women are killing each other, their time is running out, and hu-
manity is on the verge of extinction. It is particularly important to realize that the
play’s two-worldliness has nothing to do with the two-worldliness of romanti-
cism, when two different places intersect only in the protagonist’s imagination.
Istrebitel’ klassa Medeia is localized on a single plane, the line between the
worlds is embedded in the initial misconception of reality, in the erroneous in-
terpretation of the events. Therefore, concepts such as “ideal” or “enemy” be-
come vague, indefinite, easily blurring the line between each other. The world
that is revealed in the play is a fanatical and inhuman one.

The creation of alternative constructions of reality eventually arises from the
space of two-worldliness. Women live in self-deception and it is easier for them
to close their eyes than to admit the truth and end the war. It is vital for them to
recognize an enemy in someone and to destroy them. In addition to an existential
and cultural type of conflict, there is a conflict over the spectator’s perception of
the play. The question put to the audience is the following: “Is wounded pride
really worth such sacrifice; is it worth starting a war for this?”” The author shows
what is going to happen if people continue to fight each other—all of humanity
will be doomed. The recipient of this message may come to the conclusion that
conflicts need to be resolved otherwise, that is, by agreeing and uniting. These
are the thoughts and the conclusion that the audience is supposed to come to
while reading the play. The author does not force any decisions upon the reader,
he simply shows the consequences. The play’s central idea can be summed up as
follows: if people fight each other, then they are doomed.

It is in fact thanks to the construction of an alternative world that the fol-
lowing fact becomes obvious: the confrontation of men and women has existed
since the beginning of time; the conflict of the sexes has always been and will
always be. Yet, the author develops this confrontation to the point of absurdity:
he shows that there can be no winners in the conflict between the sexes, because
in any case the victory of one side inevitably means its simultaneous defeat.
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Sergei knows that he is a “she,” but the role of “the new man” has been
forced upon him. He lives as a misconception of his own identity—an identity
made that way by somebody else. The scene in the play in which the bra he is
wearing under his clothes is first mentioned, comes as a surprise to the reader.
This represents an equally big surprise for the female protagonist. Consequently,
we deal with a greater conspiracy in the text. Someone had previously made the
decision that a group of women shall identify themselves as men and act ac-
cordingly. The question of who remains open throughout the play. Since the sex-
es have been waging war against each other for centuries, and the original men
were extinguished long ago, then the following may be presumed: it was either
the last original men (drevnie muzhchiny) or the first women who claimed to be
the “new men.” In the first case, it would be a legacy: those women who were
willing to see themselves as men were supposed to preserve men’s place on
earth. In the second case, it would be a usurpation because the women who saw
themselves as “new men” forced another group of women to pretend to be men
so that the sexes could continue fighting each other and so that the concept of the
enemy could be perpetuated. Thus, they occupied a position that they are not in
fact entitled to. The conflict is based on an intrigue that conceals the fact that
there is no actual reason for the conflict.

Thus, in this play, we see the creation of alternative constructions of reality.
This is achieved by transforming the plot of a famous myth, which provides the
playwright with additional opportunities to express his individual position as
well as the play’s central message, which in turn encourages the reader to think
independently about ambiguous processes that occur in society. Furthermore, the
creation of such an alternative reality contributes to the reader’s ability to come
to their own conclusions, being aware of the existence of stereotypes and clichés
imposed by mass media.
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Abstract

The new media, especially the so-called social media, are associated with a per-
petual and all-embracing stream of information, a stream with which not every-
one is able to cope. The question of society’s organization and of imaginations
about reality as such, in the light of new media is one of the most prominent sub-
jects in the work of Russian writers and playwrights alike. The twenty-first cen-
tury is characterized by freedom and the diversity of artistic expression as well
as the author’s desire to develop their individual strategy. This is most clearly
visible in drama, which becomes active during periods of crisis in society due to
its generic characteristics. The goal of “new drama” is to reveal the secret and
hidden, to expose hidden actions and processes, to reflect upon and organize
them and to point out situations of conflict. The famous contemporary play-
wright Maksim Kurochkin deals with exactly these questions throughout his
work. This article is devoted to the problem of artistic representations of reality
in his dramaturgy. Using the example of Kurochkin’s play Istrebitel’ klassa Me-
deia (Medea Type Fighter) it is possible to analyze and to interpret such alterna-
tive constructions. One may conclude that the depiction of collective elements of
imagination is an integral component of the process of constructing reality and
affects the properties of the artistic space in his plays. The result is the author’s
individual position regarding the opposition of “truth — fiction,” offering origi-
nal, non-standard mechanisms as a solution.
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The concept of a conspiracy theory serving as a research object, especially given
its close connection with the beliefs and practices of political eschatology, could
be hardly listed as a popular theme among the social disciplines. Nevertheless, in
this field there are some classic texts' and widespread conventional presupposi-
tions.

One of the field’s central themes is set out as follows: religious conspiracy
theories, like any other ones, along with related fields of knowledge about the
world—eschatology, alternative history, and applied political science—are al-

l

ways a “work in progress,” and the most conservative religious groups often
prove to be the most creative in this respect. For example, in the Russian Ortho-
dox Church, until quite recently, many eschatological believers considered the
Internet to be the main weapon of the “world government” and the easiest way
for people who use it to embrace the Antichrist. Now, former opponents of the
Internet find each other on the global network and discuss the spiritual harm
caused by the most recent information technologies. For many years, fears over

individual taxpayer numbers and social security numbers, as well as passports

Supported by a grant from the Russian Science Foundation, project No Ne 14-18-
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1 Barkun 2003.
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and electronic cards, was the central point of vernacular Orthodox discourses in
Russia. Nowadays, this concern has been displaced by upcoming discussions
about climate weapons developed by enemy powers. In response, Orthodox be-
lievers from a Vladikavkaz congregation (North Ossetia), whom I know through
my field work, applied to Patriarch Kirill with a request to fly around the entire
border of the Russian Federation by airplane carrying icons to protect the coun-
try from “meteorological attacks” in the summer of 2017 (the Patriarch has not
yet responded to this request). After several months, President Putin’s statement
about American structures that are allegedly gathering “biological material”
from Russian people for secret purposes (October 2017) engendered an ava-
lanche of interpretations amongst the same believers, which led to the develop-
ment of new narratives about a conspiracy of foreign special services. At pre-
sent, the authors of the letter, as far as [ am aware, are no longer interested in this
“climate weapon” (or in the story about “biological materials”) but are instead
interested in other conspiracy issues. This demonstrates that these attitudes are
very transient.

At the same time, if we evaluate the entire repertoire of conspiracy narratives
that have circulated amongst Orthodox believers in Russia for the last three dec-
ades, we can conclude that a number of ideas have remained popular for more
than 25 years; moreover, they constitute part of the everyday knowledge of an
average Orthodox Christian. They are related to certain stories about the history,
current state and future of both Russia and the world and they are built primarily
on the idea of a secret warfare enacted against the Russian people and the Ortho-
dox Church.? This conspiracy theory’s basic ideas and images can be found in
the works of the Metropolitan of St. Petersburg and Ladoga, Ioann (Snychev).
These ideas were published between 1992-95, reprinted in different formats and
remain very popular among politically active Orthodox advocates.’

Perestroika and the Search for Russia’s True History

The second half of the 1980s, the era of Perestroika, threw the USSR into a polit-
ical and economic crisis. However, the party leadership assured themselves and
the Soviet people that everything was not so bad, and that the country was able
to change, driven by the political elite’s ability to reflect and analyze, to discover

2 See Rossman 2002: 195-255; Mitrokhin 2007; Ahkmetova 2010: 176-214; Shnirel’-
man 2017.
3 Joann 1992, 1992a, 1993, 1993a, 1994, 1944a.
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and to use new resources. Given that institutions of religion—traditional Russian
ones or some other—were almost totally prohibited under Communist rule, these
resources were to be found somewhere outside of the USSR—in Western coun-
tries, in the Russian émigré community. The most socially significant aspect of
this propaganda campaign was probably the persistent repentance for the Soviet
regime’s crimes. Several years were enough to assure the Soviet audience that
any narrative about the national past lay on the principle of a sad truth, previous-
ly hidden and then revealed, and that no Soviet historians could be trusted. All
this was planted within the context of late-Soviet panic about the imminent loss
of historical (cultural) memory. In that context, historical memory meant re-
membrance about the pre-Soviet national past. A distinguishing feature of this
time was the concept of the mankurt, which became extremely popular in public
discourse. Invented or at least introduced into public discussion by the well-
known writer Chingiz Aitmatov, the word ‘mankurt’ referred to a story told in a
novel from 1980, entitled Burannyi polustanok (The Buranny Railway Stop), an-
other name for which is I bo!l’she veka dlitsia den’ (The Day Lasts More Than a
Hundred Years). It was about one cruel tribe’s custom (most probably non-exis-
tent) in which they deprived their prisoners of their memory through an agoniz-
ing and complicated procedure, thereby turning them into hardy and disciplined
slaves devoted only to their owners, without the slightest intention to flee. The
story, told in the form of a legend, finds its dramatic peak when the main charac-
ter—a young mankurt—not only fails to recognize his mother who sought him
out to take him home, but kills her masterfully at his owner’s command who
does not want the mankurt to return to his family.* This term’s popularity, and
the image behind it, clearly reflects the common social imagination of the 1980s
and early 1990s. Aitmatov’s thought captured many people’s attention through-
out these years: a person can be true to himself only if he keeps ethnic traditions
and treasures the national history.

Perhaps the most important consequence of the deepening reflection on the
past and public representation of Soviet history was the fast and furious de-
struction of the Soviet regime’s legitimacy in the eyes of politically and econom-
ically active people. The memory of the GULAG, the huge losses of the Second
World War and the eroding heroic etiological narrative of the October Revolu-
tion and Russian Civil War turned life under the rule of the CPSU into a kind of
political pathology, catastrophic for the population of the country ruled by peo-
ple who did not spare their population, or, rather, who systemically destroyed it.
More and more popular dystopian narratives (the novels /984 by George Orwell,

4 Aitmatov 1981.



102 | Shtyrkov

My [We] by Evgenii Zamiatin, the film Pokaianie [Repentance] by Tengiz Abu-
ladze) were reasonably seen by people as allegorical descriptions of life in the
USSR. Many people wanted to live in a completely different country. Some
people (and there were more than a few) simply left the country. For instance,
one hundred thousand evangelical Christians fled to the western parts of the
USA and Canada. Some stayed in former national republics, which were rapidly
gaining political independence. Some began to change their own country.

Almost all of the later initiatives for creating a new Russia (or for recreating
some version of the previous one) involved a historiographic component, which,
in its turn, was required to solve three tasks: 1. to determine some model period
in Russia’s history (either Pre-Petrine or pre-revolutionary time for example); 2.
to correlate it with the Soviet era (which is not the right period for the country);
3. to tell us where we could find the “source” of the real Russia, in order to use it
to replace the fake (but actual) one.

The third question was usually answered in the following way: the place in
which the true Russia was preserved lay in emigration, or in the anti-Soviet un-
derground, or—Russia was still there—it simply could not be seen from under
the communist-international ideological veil, which masked authentic Russian
life.

As for the first two questions, for many (especially Orthodox believers
whose faith, or at least churchliness, was born a couple of years or, sometimes,
months previously) the real Russia had existed before the Bolsheviks came to
power. Accordingly, the Bolsheviks were considered the destroyers of Russia
and the period of their rule was a pathology (in a variety of meanings of that
term) of national development.

Driven by this obsession with history, the past, and distrust in the Soviet his-
toriographical heritage, many people started to actively search for new sources
of facts, and—what is more important for this chapter’s purposes—they started
to develop new ways to work with them, that is, they produced new methods of
interpretation. One of the most influential discursive moves to remake Russian
history can be found in Metropolitan Ioann’s writings.’

5 Speaking about the literary activity of Metropolitan loann at that time, it should be
pointed out that the academic and an ‘ecclesiastical publicity community’ are still dis-
cussing the question of the real authorship of these texts. The fact is that in those
years, the press secretary of the metropolitan was Konstantin Dushenov, who later be-
came a well-known political publicist. He is often considered to be the author of the
most vivid texts that are officially thought to be written by his patron (Verkhovskii
2003: 21). It is now difficult to assess the degree of Dushenov’s participation, but it is
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A general analysis of Metropolitan Ioann’s conspiracy texts® leads us to be-
lieve that they are built upon a different category of arguments. On the one hand,
it is a philosophy of history in a general sense. According to the texts, the whole
historical process is not just determined by, but really is the permanent struggle
of Satan against his Creator, a plight which is doomed to eventual failure. Ac-
cordingly, the fate of all people is, in some way, connected to this struggle.

Considered from a different, but also rather general, perspective, the world
historical process is almost entirely conditioned by what happened in the past
with the Jewish race. These people, having misunderstood the idea of God about
Jews as the chosen people (they thought God had chosen them to dominate the
world), did not accept Christ as the Messiah. The Lord punished the people of Is-
rael with dispersion. Then, according to this narrative about the global Jewish
conspiracy, the Jews, scattered around the world, decided to fight for power over
all of humanity. This plan was hampered by Christianity spreading around the
world which liberated people from the power of their base passions. The plot or-
ganizers planned to stoke these passions in order to execute their plan.

Nevertheless, the worldwide conspiracy to establish the power of the de-
scendants of the “scribes and Pharisees” is turning into reality, which can be
clearly seen in the fact that the Western world is moving away from Christianity.
However, this “mystery of lawlessness,” according to apostle Paul’s prediction,
will not work, “until He [who now restrains] is taken out of the way” (2 Thess.
2:7). Specifically, this is something or someone that can and/or should prevent
this plan from happening. This role is assigned to Russia, the Russian people,
headed by an Orthodox monarch. They are the “natural” enemies of world Jew-
ry. Russia’s entire history is considered from this perspective, but also the histo-
ry of Russia in the twentieth century—the Revolution of 1917, and the collapse
of the USSR particularly. These events are interpreted as attempts by the con-
spirators to remove Russia and its Tsar (or his functional deputy) from their path
to world domination. In this context, the fate of the last Russian emperor is ex-
tremely important for understanding the entire history of the nation and mankind
more generally.

The narrative about holy Russia, the wicked who seek to destroy it, and the
heroes who sacrifice themselves for the good of others was well-known and ap-
pears throughout late nineteenth-century Russian literature and journalism and is

obvious that Metropolitan loann knew something about these texts and understood
them. He undoubtedly shared (or pretended to share) ideas published under his name.

6 One can find a brief and clear description of Metropolitan loann’s general ideas in an
article by Konstantin Kostiuk (2002).
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similar to some other conspiracy theories that were prevalent in different parts of
the world (to give several examples, I might mention the anti-papistical narra-
tives in seventeenth-century England, the Roman Catholic Church’s anti-mason-
ic theories in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the German Nazis’ anti-
Semitic meta-myth and the American right’s anti-Communist myth in the twen-
tieth century). These narratives are similar both in terms of the function of the
historical drama heroes, and in terms of the nature of the relationship between
them. So what is it that actually makes Metropolitan Ioann’s theory interesting?
In trying to answer this question, I have to clear up a particular issue: how
did Metropolitan loann (alone or together with Dushenov), being a child of the
Soviet era, so skillfully create a specifically religious narrative about the desti-
nies of the world and Russia on the basis of conspiracy ideas? How did he learn
to present history in this very certain, analytical, and discursive way? It is pretty
obvious that in order to represent history in such a manner, one must pretend to
see the so-called spiritual sense of events in political, economic, and cultural life.
It is supposed that a real sense of world history is beyond the understanding of
people who do not have “spiritual vision”; alternatively, as opponents of this
view would say, this includes people who are not inclined to interpretative ac-
tivities of a certain type (paranoia for example). Of course, Metropolitan loann’s
history of the centuries-old secret war of the Jews against Christ, the Church, and
Russia has its roots in the conspiracy thinking of Soviet times. But they did not
delve any deeper than some general presuppositions. One such presupposition is
the idea about Russia’s (or the USSR’s) responsibility for the destiny of the
whole world, its leadership in the movement towards religious or secular salva-
tion of all of humanity. That is why it is hated by those who do not want this sal-
vation, but instead pursue their narrow self-serving interests. Ideas of this type
are widespread at least from the time of Reformation. The second presupposition
is related to mechanisms of historical interpretation and is referred to as teleolo-
gy. According to this way of thinking about the world and national history, every
historical event and phenomenon is a step or a stage toward the main aim of his-
tory in its entirety. This is the basic principle of most historical grand narratives,
including Soviet ones. Usually such narratives are not intended to disclose the
secret meaning of what is happening to man and the world. Of course, we can
say that the Soviet philosophy of history, especially in its practical application,
was based on quasi-religious ideas about the messianic potential of the proletari-
at or the Soviet people, but this view of historical events usually did not involve
a disclosure of any secrets. Meanwhile, Metropolitan Ioann did not just examine
secrets, but also the meaning of events that are inaccessible to participants them-
selves, because the real reason for what is happening cannot be found in the ma-
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terial world. Marxists, as we know, tend to explain any immaterial phenomena
by way of material theories. So, both Metropolitan Ioann and his secretary (a for-
mer member of the Communist Party and a former Soviet Navy officer) were
more familiar with the discourse and argumentation of historical materialism
than Orthodox historiosophy (or metahistory). However, unlike Metropolitan Io-
ann and Dushenov, these skills could be found in many representatives of the
Russian Orthodox Church abroad (ROCA), where connection with the pre-revo-
Iutionary Russian tradition of spiritual interpretation of history went uninterrupt-
ed. By this tradition, I do not mean a high-flying religious philosophy, but rather
a popular Orthodox literature, with its most vivid representative being Sergei Ni-
lus—publisher of the classic conspiracy theory text The Protocols of the Elders
of Zion. 1t is ironic that this mysterious book published and interpreted by the
mystic is not about mysteries, but instead concerns itself with very rational plans
allegedly created by extremely practical people for material reasons. The very
interpreter reveals the spiritual foundation of those rationalistic decisions. How-
ever, Nilus’s heirs benefited from his skill, as they saw the mystical in the ra-
tional and the seemingly understandable. In this search for meaning, both revela-
tions and analytical methods, including search techniques, were used as sources
of information. It is the ability to leap from the level of political analytics into
the space of visionary discoveries that determined the discursive style of the
post-Soviet Orthodox conspiracy, which is largely believed to have been found-
ed by Metropolitan Ioann.

One problem arises from the fact that he and his secretary were almost en-
tirely disconnected from the world of traditions set by Nilus and similar writers:
specifically, they were quite remote from the representatives of the Russian
Church abroad, which Metropolitan Ioann describes as absolute strangers in his
early works. Of course, the Soviet Church stayed in contact with the so-called
foreigners, but a whole range of different people were engaged in this communi-
cation. At the time of the Soviet system’s collapse only late-Soviet public and
domestic anti-Semitism could be used from all of Metropolitan Ioann’s ideologi-
cal and discursive baggage. However, this conception did not involve “mysteries
of lawlessness” or any mysteries at all, except for state secrets and imaginary
undercover operations by secret services, such as the CIA and the Mossad.

Learning to Speak about History Spiritually

So, what might explain the origin of Metropolitan Ioann’s skills as employed for
the analysis of historical events and processes from the point of view of spiritual



106 | Shtyrkov

content, which usually boiled down to the struggle of Light and Darkness? This
skill can be partly explained by his probable familiarity with the pre-revolutio-
nary publications of Nilus’s works. In any case, the Metropolitan believed that
the Protocols were not a forgery and that the world was living according to the
plans of their authors. But this was clearly not enough to create the so-called
Russian Symphony—a doctrine that focused on the meaning of Russian history.

And here we must return to Dushenov’s role in the creation of Metropolitan
Ioann’s theories. While Dushenov might not have written the articles, he did, in
my opinion, introduce his patron to the basic skills of interpreting events of po-
litical and social life in the spirit of Orthodox conspiracy theories, and also told
him several “important facts from Russian history” that were unknown to Soviet
people, but which were actively discussed among emigrants. He seemed to take
all this from the members of the Christian Revival Union, an Orthodox-mo-
narchical organization (Dushenov communicated with them at meetings of na-
tionalists).’

The original name of the aforementioned union was the “Christian Patriotic
Union” (CPU), established at its First Congress in Moscow on December 17,
1988. It was, in turn, set up on the basis of an initiative by a group known as
“For the Spiritual and Biological Salvation of the People” (July 23, 1988),
chaired by an old Orthodox dissident and prisoner of conscience Vladimir Osi-
pov. Osipov was elected chairman of the CPU. However, he was removed from
leadership as a result of a number of intrigues. In the beginning of the 1990s,
Osipov and the CPU members faithful to him created a new structure, which was
developed, independently of Osipov, by publicist Viacheslav Demin and poet
Aleksei Shiropaev to a large extent. They had close ties with the most anti-
Soviet part of the Orthodox Russian emigrant groups and they had been actively
mastering the lexicon and the ideology of radical conspiracy historiosophy and
historiography since 1988. As of May 1990, they began publishing a semi-under-
ground newspaper Zemshchina (‘Realm, Land’), which was very popular among
Orthodox nationalists and was published until 1993 (it had 97 issues in total).
Close to Zemshchina in ideology and its team of authors, was Tsar’-Kolokol
(Tsar Bell), an almanac published from 1990-1991. Zemshchina and Tsar -
Kolokol republished conspiracy materials from émigré and pre-revolutionary
publications. For example, Tsar Bell published a book by the emigrant Mikhail
Skariatin in 1990 entitled Zhertva (The Sacrifice), which contains very important
materials to prove the ritual character of the royal family’s murder. This infor-
mation (or rather, translation and decipherment of mysterious signs from the

7 LD 2003: 105.
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house of Ipatiev, in which the Bolsheviks executed the family of the last emper-
or) was then actively used in other Orthodox nationalists’ conspiracy arguments.

In his memoirs, Viacheslav Demin describes the sources of information that
formed the ideology of future members of the “Christian Revival.” Recalling the
events of 1988, he writes:

I found the books by Nilus and other counter-revolutionary authors, Orthodox-convinced
monarchists, banned in the Soviet Union, at the house of my friend Vadim Kuznetsov,
whom I once met in Arbat. ... His house was always crowded, filled with: lamp oil, in-
cense, candles, rare historical and modern photographs, icons, and, most importantly with
ecclesiastical and monarchical literature, which he copied in large quantities. ... It was at
his house that I first saw copies of icons of the Royal Martyrs, glorified by the foreign
Church in 1981, and learned a lot of new and mysterious information about the Ekaterin-

burg crime, which, as it seems, was of a ritual nature.

This narrative about the ritual murder of the royal family, developed by Russian
emigrants, deserves a separate study. Here I will only point out that the narrative
took shape as early as the beginning of the 1920s. It was based on the testimo-
nies of those who were part of the crime investigation team, or somehow came to
know about it (investigator Sokolov, General Dieterichs, and a British journalist
referred to as Wilton), after the troops of Admiral Kolchak in 1918-1919 tempo-
rarily freed Ekaterinburg from the Bolsheviks.

This evidence laid the ground for the formation of a narrative about the kill-
ing of the Tsar and his family, which was said to be not just a political execution
without charge of trial, but a religious or quasi-religious ritual.’

Dieterichs and Wilson generally formulated a picture of the murder of the
royal family as follows: the execution of Nicholas II and his relatives was carried

8  «Kuurn Huryca u npyrux 3anperméHHbIX B COBETCKOM CTpaHEe KOHTPPEBOIIIOIIMOHHBIX
aBTOPOB MPABOCJIABHBIX YOEXKIEHHBIX MOHAPXMCTOB 51 HAILIEN y CBOEro mpusitess Ba-
numa Ky3HeroBa, KOTOPOro oJTHaXK/Ibl CiTy4aiiHO BCTpeTu Ha ApbOate. ... B ero mome,
JIOBEpXy 3a0UTOM JlaMIaJHbIM MaciioM, JIQJIaHOM, CBEYaMH, PEAKUMH, MCTOpHUEC-
KUMH 1 COBpEeMEHHBIMU (poTorpadusiMu, MKOHAMH, ¥ IJIaBHOE [IEPKOBHON U MOHApXH-
YeCKOil IUTepaTypol, KOTOPYI0 OH pa3MHOXaJl Ha KCEPOKCE OOJIBIIMMH THUPaKaMH,
Bcerja ObUIO MHOTOJIIOMHO. ... VIMEHHO y HEro si BIEPBbIC yBUJEN KONUH HMKOH
HapcTBeHHbIX My4eHHKOB, IPOCIABICHHBIX 3apyOexxHoil LlepkoBeio B 1981-om u
y3HaJl MHOTO HOBOT'O M TaHMHCTBEHHOIO O €KaTepHHOYPICKOM 3JIOAESHHH, KOTOpOE,
OKa3bIBAETCs, HOCHJIO PUTYAJIbHBIH XapakTep». — Demin 2008.

9  Slater 2007: 60-80.
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out by “Jewish Bolsheviks” under the direction of Germany, which sought to de-
stroy Russia, the evidence for which was that it was a black magic ritual. The
main evidence for the involvement of religious Jews in the incident were four
strange signs inscribed on the walls of the execution room. They were discov-
ered during the investigation and later interpreted as secret Kabbalistic writings,
deciphered by Enel (M. V. Skariatin) in 1925, as mentioned previously, to read as
follows: “Here, by the order of mysterious forces, the Tsar was sacrificed for the
destruction of the State—all people are to be notified about this.”"”

The version of ritual murder was deeply rooted in some Orthodox émigré
communities. It was repeated in sermons by certain prominent hierarchs of
ROCA several times (for example, Archbishop Averkii of Syracuse [Taushev]
and Bishop Nectarii of Seattle [Kontsevich]). It is important that the version re-
ceived a new “spiritual” interpretation in this context and that its meaning was
scaled up to an eschatological level.

This murder was thought out and organized and had to be carried out, by any means, by
servants of the coming Antichrist—those who sold their soul to Satan and those who in-
tensely prepared for the speedy triumph of the enemy of Christ—the Antichrist. They per-
fectly understood that their main obstacle was Orthodox Tsarist Russia. Therefore, it was
necessary to destroy Orthodox Russia and arrange in its place an evil state opposed to God
that would gradually spread its power over the entire world. And for the earliest and cer-
tain destruction of Russia, it was necessary to destroy the one who was the living symbol

of the country—the Orthodox Tsar."!

This interpretation of the events of 1918 became the basis and source of inspi-
ration for the Russian Orthodox historiosophy of the early 1990s.

10 On this publication see: Panin 2017: 116-18.

11 «3to yOmiicTBO OBUIO MPOAYMAHO U OPTAaHU30BAHO HUKEM JIPYTHM, KaK CIyraMH rpsi-
JyLiero AHTHXPUCTa — TEMH HPOJABIIMMH CBOIO IyLIy CaTaHE JIOABMHU, KOTOPBIC
BEIYT CaMyl0 HANpPSDKCHHYIO MOATOTOBKY K CKOpEHIIEMY BOLAPEHHIO B MHpE Bpara
XpucroBa — Axrtuxpucta. OHH OTIMYHO [OHHMAIIM, YTO IJIABHOE INPEISITCTBUE,
CTOsIBIIIEE UM Ha myTH, 370 — [IpaBocnasHas Lapckast Poccus. A mosToMy HaI0 YHH-
4yroxuth Poccuto [IpaBocnaBHy0, yCTpouB Ha MecTe ee 6e3005HOe GoroGopueckoe
rOCyZIapCTBO, KOTOPOE OBl MOCTENICHHO PAcHPOCTPAHMUIIO CBOIO BIACTH HAX BCEM MH-
POM. A UIsl CKOPEHIIIEro M BEpHEHIEro yHHYTOXKEeHHsT Poccuu Hamo OBUIO YHHUTO-
JKUTB TOTO, KTO OBbLI )XMBBIM cuMBoJIoM ee — L{aps [IpaBociaBHOro». — Averkii 1975:
299.
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Indeed, the texts by Demin and his companions demonstrate their knowledge
of émigré nationalist literature, which was not available to the majority of be-
lievers in the Soviet Union. It was Demin and his followers who, taking the idea
of Nicholas II’s holiness from emigrant books, began to collect signatures for his
canonization in the ROC MP. This practice of collecting signatures was critiqued
by the church leadership repeatedly, but persisted among believers wishing to
canonize certain revered people.

Among the main methods of analysis of historical events and phenomena in
this context was the discovery of “spiritual meanings” that lay behind certain ac-
tions, actions which, incidentally, were usually reduced to the fact that the au-
thoritarian (ideally monarchic) form of governing Russia was the instrument of
God’s care for the salvation of “the chosen” under the conditions of the Anti-
christ’s triumph. Here is what Viktor Shnirel’man wrote about this in his recent
book:

The return of Orthodoxy to public discourse of nationalists was accompanied by a grow-
ing interest in eschatology, which helped them to comprehend the crisis phenomena un-
folding before their eyes ... Moreover, it [the discourse] was recognized at two levels—
phenomenological and metaphysical. The first dealt with current events and their dis-
cussion in political, social, and economic terms. But the second employed the traditionalist
concept of involution, drawing a picture of inevitable swirl from the Golden Age down to
decay, explained by the Christian eschatology as “satanic forces” clearing the way for An-
tichrist. These forces could only be confronted by “the Restrainer,” and therefore, from
this point of view, the main world conflict arose between him and the “forces of evil,”

12
whoever they were.

12 «Bo3BpauieHue npaBociaaBus B 00IIECTBEHHbIH AUCKYPC H 00palleHHUe K HEMY HALUO-
HAJI-IAaTPUOTOB CONPOBOXKAAIHCH POCTOM MHTEpECa K 3CXaTOIOTHHU, IIOMOraBIIed UM
0CO3HATh PAa3BUBAIOIIMECS HA MX IJIa3aX KPU3UCHbIC sBJIeHUs... IIpu 3TOM OH [auc-
Kypc] oco3HaBalicsi Ha JIByX YPOBHSX — (DEHOMEHOJIOTHYECKOM M MeTahU3HYECKOM.
Ha nepBom peyp 11j1a 0 TEKYIIUX COOBITHAX U MX OOCYXKIEHUM B MOJUTHYECKUX, CO-
LHUAaIbHBIX X KOHOMMYECKHX TEPMUHAX. 3aTO Ha BTOPOM B JIENIO BCTYyMalla TpaJuLHo-
HaJIUCTCKast KOHICIIS HHBOJIOINY, PUCYIOIas HeM30€KHOE IBIKEHHE OT 30JI0TOT0
BeKa K YNaJKy U Pa3lI0oKEHHIO, YTO XPUCTHAHCKAS 3CXATOJIOTHSA OOBSACHANA NEHCT-
BUEM “‘CaTAaHMHCKUX CHJI”, PACUMILABIIMX MYTh AaHTUXPUCTY. DTUM CHJIaM MOT IIPOTH-
BOCTOSTH TOJIBKO “Y/IEPXKHMBAIOUIMI’, ¥ MOITOMY, C 3TOH TOYKU 3PEHHS, OCHOBHOM
KOHQIIMKT B MUPE BO3HUKAJ MEXKIy HUM U “CHIaMU 371a”, KeM Obl OHH HM ObUIH». —
Shnirel’man 2017: 264.
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The members of the “Christian Revival” learned to “speak spiritually.” This
means that they could use the conspiratorial language of Orthodox mysticism in
the discursive context of modern Russian political eschatology.

The Tsar’s Murder as a Ritual and Cosmic Drama

In order to understand the working principle of that discursive and analytic
method, let us analyze two of the first articles to appear in the newspaper Zem-
shchina. The first one is Aleksei Shiropaev’s article “Pobeda imperatora Niko-
laia IT” (“The Victory of Emperor Nicholas the Second”).

Shiropaev builds his picturesque narrative around the criticism of popular
ideas about the personality of Emperor Nicholas I and the meaning of his mur-
der."* He does not trust legal and, most importantly, ethical interpretations of the
events of 1917-18. He tries to overcome common-sense logic, overturning the
social reality interpreting method that Paul Ricceur meant when he wrote about
the so-called “school of suspicion.”15

From this point of view, any attempts to remain in the practical domain when
discussing those historical events are not just a mistake, but a malicious hoax:
“Dark forces are trying ... to suggest that the Ekaterinburg crime was conducted
under a moral and legal imperative in order to hide ritualistic and mystical mean-
ing of what ‘happened’ on 17 July 1918.”'

Shiropaev puts forward a simple and seemingly non-ideological word “hap-
pened” in quotation marks. In so doing, he tries to point out that the events of
Nicholas’s life cannot be interpreted using terminology which implies random-
ness. These events could neither have been caused by a confluence of circum-
stances, nor by hastily taken political decisions. These events were by no means
a crime committed by some people against others. And here Shiropaev points out
two secret (and hidden) meanings behind the execution of the royal family. The
first relates to the disclosure of the murderers’ real motives. They did not just
seek to kill the Tsar, who incidentally was no longer in power and who had no

13 For some sources and details of this discursive tradition, see Hagemeister 2018: 428—
33.

14 For a brief overview of different conspiracy versions of this event, see Rossman 1999.

15 Riceeur 1970.

16 «4epHbIe CUIIBI TBITAIOTCH ... epeBecTH EkaTepuHOYprcKoe 3j10/1esiHUE B TNIOCKOCTh
HPABCTBCHHBIX M IOPUAMYECKMX OLEHOK, Nabbl CKPBITh PHUTYalbHO-MHCTHYECKHI

CMBICI TOTO, 4TO “mipom3onuto” 17 mrons 1918 romay. — Shiropaev 1990.
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influence over the events of the Civil War. Instead, the organizers of that male-
ficent execution sought to destroy the metaphysical image of the Russian state
and nation: “In the murder of the Anointed, there was a certain ritual, dark mean-
ing: the destruction of the State and the desire to enslave the soul of people.”17

But the author does not stop at this level of interpretation (ritual-mystical
crime). He believes that this simple meaning “lies on the surface.” Therefore, he
goes beyond conspiracy theories. He not only understands the crime that the vil-
lains secretly committed, but he looks to go further when he brings in “non-
random” mystical coincidences. For example, the murder occurred on the day
commemorating St. Right-Believing Grand Prince Andrei Bogoliubskii who was
killed by court conspirators in 1174. Prince Andrei is considered to be the crea-
tor of the Moscow state by some radical monarchists, so the parallel between the
fate of the first and last rulers of Russia unites the entire history of the monarchy
in an integrated narrative. Yet this is not enough, and Shiropaev aspires to go to
the second level of interpretation—"“to see in the Ural events” not just another
political assassination, but “the Divine Providence, overshadowing all devilry.”18
From this point of view, the death of the last Russian Tsar is not a tragedy, but a
triumph of the forces of Light over the forces of Darkness. Here the author has
likened the execution of Nicholas to the death of Christ on Calvary to promise
the future resurrection of Russia. As the resurrection of the deceased Christ is a
reliable guarantee of immortality to a Christian, so the death of Nicholas is a
firm promise of the Russian nation’s immortality: “On 17 July 1918, the Russian
Tsar and His Family gave their lives for their Motherland—a great, all-victorious
sacrifice.”"

To convince the reader of such an optimistic view of the emperor, and of his
family’s death, Shiropaev declares non-religious interpretations of Nicholas’s
personality to be mythology. To eradicate this “false consciousness,” we must
learn to see everything from the point of view of the “church’s mystical posi-
tions.” It turns out that multiple descriptions of the emperor’s weak will, given
by his contemporaries, are nothing less than evidence of the Tsar’s great Chris-
tian humility, which can only be maintained by a very strong will. The Tsar’s
shortsightedness, his inability to understand the current political processes also

17 «B y6uiictBe Iloma3aHHuKa ObLI BIOJIHE OIPEACNCHHBIA DPUTYalbHBIH, YepHBIH
CMBICI: pa3pyureHue ['ocynapcTa u cTpemMieHne opadoTHTh JyIIy Hapoaay. — ibid.

18 «VYBumerh B YpalbCKUX COOBITHSIX ... CMBICT bBOXHii, 3aTMEBalOUIMH BCSIKYIO
OecoBuIMHY». — ibid.

19 «17 urons 1918 rona Pycckum Llapem 1 Ero Cembeit coBepiiieHa BeHKasi BCenoOek-

naromasi xxeprtsa 3a Poauny». — ibid.
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evolves into his amazing gift to see the real meaning of the global historical pro-
cess in political routine.

From this point of view, all of Nicholas’s reign becomes not a failed ruler’s
career, but the path of Christ, who initially knew how and why he would have to
go. Shiropaev easily finds biblical parallels in the life of Nicholas. He finds sev-
eral individuals who betrayed their teacher and benefactor to play the part of Ju-
das; he interprets the emperor’s behavior during abdication as the Lord’s prayer
in the garden of Gethsemane and so on. In the latter case, the gesture of weak-
ness and helplessness is an act of the greatest willpower—he could have changed
everything, but he decided not to do so.

Thus, such behavior, which is understood by many secular historians as a
forced one, is consecutively interpreted by Shiropaev as conscious and volun-
tary. For him, then, it was not a political murder, but a divine sacrifice.

In the Ipatievskii cellar there was a clash of Kabbalistic ritual with the indestructible force
of the Christian sacrifice, which Emperor Nicholas II made to atone for the sins of the Fa-
therland, a sacrifice for which his whole life served as preparation. And the outcome of
such a clash has always been, is and will be one and the same—the disgrace of dark forc-

20
Cs.

Three levels of historical process can easily be distinguished in this version of a
“spiritual interpretation” of Russian history. The first presents the execution of
the royal family as a political murder. At the second “secret” (or conspiratorial)
level, this event is understood as a ritual sacrifice. Incidentally, the assumption
that this was a ritual makes the event religious. This is no longer just a murder,
but a sort of rite-of-passage that was carried out with the purpose of changing the
course of world history. Finally, at the third “sacred” level, the event appears to
be a sacred act of redeeming Russia and its people from the eternal curse expe-
dited by the servants of the Antichrist.

Another example of historiosophical reflection about Russia’s destiny as well
as its place in global history, can be found in the article “The Orthodox kingdom
and the false monarchy” by V. Kovalevskii, an author from the small town of
Kostroma. Kovalevskii begins his argument by saying that God made Russia as
an ideal model for a state and, thereby, endowed it with the role of savior of the

20 «B MnateeBcKOM M0/iBajie MPOMU3OILIO CTOJIKHOBEHHE KaO0aINCTUYECKOrO pUTyasa ¢
HECOKPYILIMMOMN CHJION XpUCTHAHCKOM KePTBbI, KOTOPYIO MpHHeC 3a rpexu OreuecTBa
Nmneparop Huxkomnaii Il mo koropo#t OH 11en BCIO KU3Hb. A MCXOJ TaKOTO CTOJKHO-

BEHHMs Bceryia ObLI, ecTh U OyJeT OJIUH — oCpamMyIeHHe CaTaHUHCKUX CHiI». — ibid.
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world from satanic conspiracy. These intrigues are aimed at replacing the Rus-
sian monarchical state with an illusion, which looks like an Orthodox kingdom,
but in fact is the realm of Antichrist.

The martyr’s feat of the last Sovereign and his victory over the forces that
seek to capture the world is of cosmic significance. But the meaning of these
events cannot be appreciated by the spiritually blind people of modern Russia.
This meaning is revealed in its entirety only in the eschatological perspective of
the triumph of the Antichrist’s kingdom.

The Emperor knew that the main goal of all efforts of Antichrist’s servants was not the de-
struction of the Russian monarchy and establishment of a different state system other than

that bestowed by God, but the substitution of the source of power.!

The dark hierarchy, which had already come to power in Russia in 1917, pushed
Nicholas II to unleash the terror of power against the people. Allegedly he was
offered the possibility to install “fifteen thousand gallows on the Nevsky [pros-
pect], and then for twenty years nothing would be heard about a revolution in

. 22
Russia.”

But such an outcome would deprive the institution of monarchy of its
sacral status and, accordingly, of the name of a role-model state system. “In a
critical moment for the entire world ... the sovereign, after praying before the
image of the Savior all night, decided to abdicate the Throne, with his whole
family voluntarily treading the path of humility and sorrow destined to him from
birth.”*

Loyal to his faith and ready to accept death voluntarily, like Christ, the em-
peror sacrificed his life for his people and all mankind, and “the world was re-

leased from the impending disaster.”**

21 «l'ocynapp 3Haj, 4TO IJIaBHOM LIENIBIO BCEX YCUIJIMM CIyr AHTHXpHCTA OBUIO HE YHH-
yro)keHue Poccuiickoil MOHapXUM U yCTaHOBJIEHHE MHOTO, OTJIMYHOIO OT JapOBaH-
Horo borom Poccuu rocynapcTBeHHOro CTpos, a oJMeHa UCTOYHHKA BiacTu». — Ko-
valevskii 1991.

22 «IlaTHaaUaTh THICSY BUCENHI Ha HeBckoM, M Tornma IBaauaTh JIET O PEBOJIOLHMU B
Poccun He Oyzer u ciyxy». — ibid.

23 «B kpuTHYECKYyIO A BCETO MHPAa MHUHYTY... TOCYAAph IOCIE MOJUTBBI Ilepes odpa-
3oM CriacuTens, JUIMBLIEHCS BCIO HOUb, IPHHSUI peleHue o0 orpeuenuu ot [pecrona,
€O Bceil cBoell ceMbeil JOOPOBOJILHO CTYIUB Ha MPEAHAYEPTAHHBIA €My OT POXKICHHUS
IIyTh CMUPEHHS U CKOpOM». — ibid.

24 «BcenenHas ObL1a H30aBiIeHa OT HA/IBUraoIIEHcs KaTacTpodbn». — ibid.
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Kovalevskii also reflects on the historical process, differentiating three le-
vels. At the first level (the level of political history), some forces provoke Nicho-
las II to make tough political decisions, and he wisely rejects this scenario. At
the conspiracy level, there was an attempt by conspirators to discredit the prin-
ciple of monarchical rule (Nicholas II preferred to abdicate, rather than to tarnish
the throne with the blood of his subjects). At the “spiritual” level of interpreta-
tion, the dark forces sought to replace the sacred Russian monarchy with the
kingdom of Antichrist in order to condemn the whole world to eternal perdition.
But the emperor repeated Christ’s feat, destroyed Satan’s plan and saved the
world. Thus, the “external” aspects of the historical process come to light, and
behind them we see the meanings that live beyond the material world, accessible
only for “spiritually shrewd” people.

As we can see, Shiropaev’s and Kovalevskii’s mystical historical theories,
like many of their followers, including Metropolitan Ioann, are not just a col-
lection of ideas, but also a discursive skill of arranging arguments. Explanations
of different natures—be they eschatological, soteriological or political—should
clash within one text, should come into conflict, and then lead to the discovery
of hidden meanings of well-known events. This kind of “spiritual speaking” pre-
supposes the art of conspiracy thinking as a prerequisite to any statement about
history.

The ability to see the invisible meaning of events makes it possible to create
narratives about the past and the present state of affairs, which are alternative to
an “official” interpretation of history. Those narratives are used by people who
strive to see themselves as a counter-elite, a group that can compete with acade-
mic institutions in producing knowledge about the past. In order to do this, au-
thors turn to traditional religion, which has its own way of presenting infor-
mation about core values. One of those values resides in the “real meaning” of
national and world history. Therefore, this alternative version of the past is pre-
sented as a genuine historical narrative, one wrongly disregarded by Soviet and
post-Soviet secularists.
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Abstract

Evaluating the repertoire of conspiracy narratives that have circulated amongst
Orthodox believers in contemporary Russia, one might conclude that a number
of ideas have remained popular for more than 25 years. These ideas are related to
certain stories about the history, current state and future of both Russia and the
world, and they are built primarily on the suggestion of secret warfare enacted
against the Russian people and the Orthodox Church. This conspiracy theory’s
basic ideas and images can be found in the works of the Metropolitan of St. Pe-
tersburg and Ladoga, Ioann (Snychev). This chapter’s purpose is not just to in-
vestigate the source of these ideas but also to analyze the unique discursive pre-
sentation of events from the past (particularly the execution of the last Russian
emperor and his family) which reveals “the real mystical meaning” of national
and world history and supplies Orthodox intellectuals with a conceptual base to
enable them to compete with secular academic institutions as they attempt to
deepen our knowledge of the past.
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By the end of the 1980s, Russia was rocked by the appearance of two ‘healers’
on national television, who quickly became extremely popular figures in the
Russian mass media. Their names were Anatolii Kashpirovskii and Allan Chu-
mak. Their performance on national television attracted an audience of several
millions and caused a remarkable phenomenon that could be referred to as, with-
out exaggeration, as a “mass psychosis.” In modern psychology, “mass psycho-
sis” refers to the manifestation of direct, indirect and induced effects on groups
of people whose behavior is characterized by extraordinary suggestibility and
imitation. In this definition, not every element of this psychosis is unproblemat-
ic, since any human behavior is more or less characterized by the effects and ef-
fectiveness of suggestion and imitation.

But in this case, it is sufficient to rely on the fact that the target audience’s
behavior when confronted by Kashpirovskii and Chumak—despite all the dif-
ference in the methods that they used—was remarkable in its massiveness and
apparent irrationalism. The television appearances of Kashpirovskii (born 1939),
a professional psychotherapist who had worked at the psychiatric hospital in
Vinnitsa for 25 years, began after his speech in March 1988 on the program
Vzgliad (The View) which covered the live surgical operation on TV in Kiev of a

This work was supported by a grant from the Russian Science Foundation, project Ne
14-18-02952 (ONG-P).
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patient (Liubov’ Grabovskaia) who suffered from breast cancer. The surgery for
breast resection was performed without anesthesia (the patient had contraindica-
tions to this) under Kashpirovskii’s remote hypnotic influence; Kashpirovskii
himself was at the Ostankino television studio in Moscow. The operation was
successfully completed. A few months later, Kashpirovskii repeated the same
procedure at a distance from Moscow to Tbilisi with complicated operations to
remove cavitary ventral hernias from two girls (O.B. Ignatova and L.N. Iursho-
va), one of whom demanded champagne excitedly during the operation, and the
second moaned softly; and after coming out of her trance, one girl stated that she
had experienced several orgasms at once. Participants in both the first and sec-
ond operations were, by the way, respectable and highly regarded doctors of the
country, and their rave reviews contributed greatly to Kashpirovskii’s triumph in
public opinion. In 1989, he became the host of the program Seansy zdorov’ia
vracha-psikhoterapevta Anatoliia Kashpirovskogo (Sessions on health by the
doctor-psychotherapist Anatolii Kashpirovskii) which was broadcasted by Cen-
tral Television. Kashpirovskii would look at the audience with a heavy, unblink-
ing gaze and a monotonous voice, calling on them to trust him. Kashpirovskii
treated young and old alike and he saved children from all over the country from
enuresis, dealt with internal “alarm clocks,” resorbed postoperative sutures, and
generally inspired hope in the restoration of health to all those who thought of
themselves as sick. In 1989, these programs ran during prime time—immedia-
tely after the program Vremia (Time), which covered the main events of the day
in the rapidly changing world of the perestroika USSR.' Kashpirovskii’s star ca-
reer on television was supplemented with tours around the country and mass
medical sessions, during which dozens of patients fell down on the floor in hyp-
notic trance, waved their hands over their heads, lamented and laughed, and
some stood up from their wheelchairs.’

According to Leonid Kravchenko, the first deputy chairman of the USSR
State Committee for Television and Radio Broadcasting, Chumak’s public ap-
pearance on television in 1989 was caused by circumstances similar to those of

1 I would also like to note that the fifteen-minute program, which was just after the pro-
gram Vremia, resembled an “adult” version of Spokoinoi nochi, malyshy (Good Night,
Kids) with its famous lullaby soundtrack “Spiat ustalye igrushki” (“Sleeping tired
toys”).

2 The literature dedicated to Kashpirovskii is extremely extensive. For a revealing, if
general, idea of how commendably Kashpirovskii was perceived by the masses in the
late 1980s and early 1990s see Maksimov 1990; Morgovskii 1990; Psikhoterapevti-
cheskii i dukhovnyi fenomen A.M. Kashpirovskogo 1992; Shenkman 1992.
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Kashpirovskii’s invitation: perestroika television was looking for new heroes and
found them among those who were able to perform in a new format of commu-
nication with the audience.” Chumak (born 1935), a journalist by training, was
an alternative to Kashpirovskii. He was not a psychotherapist capable of demon-
strating the wonders of tele hypnosis, but he was close to the television commu-
nity and had been working on Moscow television for many years (as a sports
commentator). However, Chumak was not completely ignorant of the basics of
psychological influence. Since 1983, he worked at the Educational Psychology
Research Institute of General and Pedagogic Psychology of the USSR Academy
of Pedagogic Sciences.

Chumak looked much more ordinary, quite unlike the athletic and dressed-
all-in-black Kashpirovskii who seemed to be charged with the “demonic” aura of
a magician. His program was called “Health Sessions” and was broadcast early
in the morning, so that viewers had time to see it before work. A modest, every-
day-dressed intellectual with thick glasses appeared in front of the audience. He
was mostly silent to begin with, plunged into a mysteriously sleepwalk-like state
and then began to make strange cross-shaped movements with his hands. These
passes, or gestures, were able to “charge” various substances and things—oint-
ments, creams, water in glass jars, tapes, etc., which the viewer was invited to
place near the screen. Over the next three years, hundreds of thousands watched
Chumak’s programs, receiving tons of miraculous water as a reward, the con-
sumption of which guaranteed the elimination of various diseases (the programs
also became more specialized over time: some episodes were intended for pa-
tients with cardiovascular diseases, others for gastrointestinal distress and so
on).* Like Kashpirovskii, Chumak also began to tour the whole country, relying
on an audience that can be defined as “believing in a miracle” (this would be the
English translation of Chumak’s book Tem, kto verit v chudo, 2007), even
though he did not call himself a psychotherapist.’ In this case, public sessions of
“charging” water may serve as a vivid example of the psychological setup that
programs a response with the placebo effect: for example, Chumak simply sug-
gested that the public compare “uncharged” cream to “charged” cream to see
whether there was a therapeutic difference.

3 Cf. Tsvetkova 2014.
In 1992, the Moskvoretskii experimental beer factory established a line of Chumak’s
“charged” water. It was initially assumed that 100,000 bottles a year would be pro-
duced. Chumak himself estimated that amount as a “drop in the bucket” for Moscow,
cf. Vandenko 1992. The production was subsequently curtailed.

5 Chumak 2007.
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Crowds near newsstands in Moscow on 1 September 1989 can be regarded
as the apotheosis of collective trust in Chumak. The object of the people’s desire
was to acquire a copy or a number of copies of the newspaper Vechernaia Mos-
kva (Evening Moscow), which was, as previously reported in the media,
“charged” with the healer’s beneficial energy (it was well-known that second-
hand dealers of this issue sold it at exorbitant prices, and suffering individuals
ate pieces of the newspaper).

By order of the Ministry of Health (“Ob uregulirovanii netraditsionnykh me-
todov lecheniia” — “On the settlement of non-traditional methods of treatment”),
some television programs were banned in 1993 and the mass psychosis, caused
by the activities of Kashpirovskii and Chumak in 1989-92, began to decline;
however, the two kept on sporadically appearing in their own “tour” activities.

One should also mention the activities of their increasingly multiplying com-
petitors. In the 1990s, Dzhuna (Eugenia Davitashvili, 1949-2015), specialized in
the practice of “contactless massage” and claimed to be an Assyrian queen, as-
trologer, “honorary academician of 129 world academies,” as well as a personal
therapist for Brezhnev and other party and artistic celebrities. Nikolai Levashov
(1961-2012) treated incurable diseases at a distance and claimed that he had re-
peatedly saved Russia from various disasters, such as hurricanes, fires, ozone
holes and radioactive contamination (once Levashov saved humanity as a whole
from the collision of the Earth with the neutron star of Nemesis). Iurii Longo
(Golovko, 1950-2006) once excited audiences with television sessions of mag-
ic—specifically telepathy, telekinesis, levitation, etc. Especially remarkable were
his famous performances of “resurrections of the dead” (as it turned out later,
during these sessions he was assisted by a friend who effectively played the re-
vived dead).

Adepts and preachers of these movements usually appealed not to science,
but to alternative and traditional medicine—from urine therapy and “healthy”
starvation to magic and ritual procedures. Social trust in these cases is attained
and maintained by persuading the public that the alternative methods of treat-
ment can be used as a deliberate opposition to institutional medicine—an ap-
proach based on the logic of “we know your enemies.” It is believed that the
mistrust of institutional medicine and the rejection of professional medical care
in Russia was motivated by such social factors as the destabilization of the na-
tional health system, a significant deterioration in clinical care, the collapse of
the insurance institutions, the emigration of physicians, etc.’ But apart from

6 Cf. Field 1987, Schecter 1997, Cockerham 1999, Maximova 2002, Rose 2000, Re-
shetnikov 2003.
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these social reasons, the social trust in alternative medical treatments was also
maintained through a number of cultural and psychological traditions in Russia.
The Soviet Union’s collapse, a result of the reforms of perestroika, led to a
profound defamation of scientific knowledge as a whole and to a major loss of
credibility among the country’s scientists and medical professionals.” At the
same time, the public was increasingly attracted to alternative methods of treat-
ing conditions that regular science could neither explain nor cure. This interest
was due to, on the one hand, the general mood of protest during the perestroika
period and to the rise of “non-rational” and “irrational” hopes for change that of-
ten arise in situations of social instability, revolution, and ideological and eco-
nomic crisis on the other. In my previous work on the cultural history of Russian
medicine—in particular, in the study of the history of the cholera epidemics in
Russia in the nineteenth century—I pointed out how a situation of danger and
risk “constructs” social protest and helps to create an emotional consensus in dis-
tinguishing between “us” and “them.”®
contributed to the emergence of the “enemies of the people,” who were seen by

Cholera epidemics, for example, often

the public as guilty of contagion. Another important phenomenon that emerged
in these cases was linked to what is known in ethnographic studies as “cargo
cults.” In an article on the history of the Russian intelligentsia, Sander Brouwer
made a witty comparison to the first representatives of the natives of Melanesia
in the period in which “cargo cults” were also active. The natives believed that if
they followed certain behavioral ceremonies, their unknown benefactors would
one day bring them the gifts of social and economic prosperity. According to
Brouwer, Russian intellectuals in the mid-nineteenth century were similarly ex-
pecting that the West would bring them the gift of acculturation and moderniza-
tion.” I find that this metaphor applies to different historical contexts as well: the
few years that are associated with Mikhail Gorbachev’s reforms can, in my opin-
ion, also be compared with a popular cargo cult, a kind of quickly spread social
imagination in which the norms of rational criticism were suspended and the
non-rational hopes and faith were emphasized.

Demand creates its own supply: at the end of the 1980s, bookshelves were
filled with literature on occultism, magic, extrasensory phenomena, astrology;
religious and mystical literature was republished frequently. These years also
marked the beginning of an industry in which the emergence of new miracle-
working healers was accompanied by the expansion of the market of paramedi-

7 Lonkila 1998.
8 Bogdanov 2005.
9  Brouwer 1999.
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cal services, which were officially distributed among the population.'® It quickly
became big business from this point on, behind which lay not only individual
scams but also officials charged with the production of innovative medicines and
devices; such advertised and well-sold novelties included zirconium bracelets,
neutrino generators for the treatment of cancer, bioactivators and biocorrectors.
One type of these biocorrectors was patented by Dzhuna—holographic stickers
allegedly protecting from exposure to harmful emissions from mobile phones
and televisions etc. It is characteristic that the Commission on Pseudoscience
and Research Fraud of Russian Academy of Sciences, created in 1998 at the ini-
tiative of Academician Vitalii Ginzburg (191672009),11 immediately aroused
and continued to provoke fierce attacks in the press and on the Internet by adepts
of various kinds of alternative “sciences.” It is necessary to remark that many of
these adepts are institutionally connected with the Russian Academy of Natural
Sciences, willingly encouraging fantasies about torsion fields, “wave genomes,”
ophthalmogeometry, ufology, etc.

Mass psychosis, associated with the hope created by miracle healers and var-
ious extrasensory practitioners, was sometimes ideologically, but more often
emotionally connected with the spread of new religious movements throughout
Russia, whose preachers largely appealed not to the traditional, but to the folk or
alternative medicinal traditions—from urine therapy and starvation to magical
manipulations. In the course of the last fifteen years, these methods have been
actively promoted, for example, on the pages of the newspaper Vestnik ZOZH
(Health Promotion Review), published twice a month with more than 3 million
sold copies (considered alongside the most popular newspapers in the country,
Komsomol skaia Pravda and Moskovskii Komsomolets, which sell only 2 million
and 400 thousand copies respectively). By reading this newspaper one can learn,
for example, that urine relieves obesity, alopecia, thyroid problems, acne, sweaty
feet and liver diseases. It also improves eyesight, if the eyes are wiped with it. A
headache is well treated by bumping one’s head into cold glass rhythmically,
given that this beat neutralizes the electrostatic charge. One can also easily cope
with alcoholism at home: by taking three apples, sticking six nails into each of
them, then taking out the nails, and eating apples and continuing to do this for a
month and a half. As for women who are worried about their facial hair growth,
it is recommended that they stop using condoms, because they influence such
growth.

10 Pachenkov 2001, Brown/Rusinova 2002.
11 Problemy bor’by s 1zhenaukoi 1999.
12 Cf. Timonina 2015.
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Taking into account the oddity of these texts, both the texts and their context
are significant for understanding discursive and emotional mechanics that struc-
ture social trust, which in turn is “responsible” for this newspaper’s huge audi-
ence. In general, there are three mechanisms: the urgency of treatment, the rec-
ognition of an illness and the conviction that scientific medicine is unable to
cope with it. Talcott Parsons writes that patients become sick not when they feel
pain, but when they are ready to become patients, undergo medicalization, and

. 13
assume the “sick role.”

It is sociologically correct to think that any medicine
“constructs” diseases and appropriates or, in the words of Ivan Illich, expro-
priates health.'* A patient should know what and who is opposing them. In this
sense, Kashpirovskii’s patients, Chumak’s charged water supporters, and the
readers of the Health Promotion Review likewise know their enemies—i.e., dis-
eases and physicians.

As mentioned previously, it seems reasonable to assume that people’s dis-
trust of institutional medicine and refusal of professional medical assistance dur-
ing the perestroika years were, by and large, determined (and continue to be de-
termined) by the influence of such objective social factors as the destabilization
of the national health care system, the deterioration of clinical care, the collapse
of insurance systems, and the emigration of physicians."’ Nevertheless, psycho-
logical and even cultural factors also came into play. In one of my previous
works, I have already had the opportunity to point out that in a situation of dan-
ger and risk, the “construction” of social protest, helps to achieve an emotional
consensus in maintaining the distinction between “own” and “alien.”'® Social
trust in these cases is constructed and maintained by building (self)confidence in
the reliability of (alternative) treatment methods based on an identifiable, delib-
erate and adversary-controlled opposition with adherents consolidating themsel-
ves based on the rule “we know our enemies.”

Starting with Erik Erikson, who saw the basic social unit of the human perso-
nality in social trust, psychologists and sociologis