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Lev Tolstoy’s epic novel, War and Peace, contains a number of scenes that present cross-dressing as socially subversive. When a group of mummers dress Sonya, the orphan who lives in the Rostov home, as a boy, and Nicholas Rostov as a girl, the two become engaged, even though their union is socially unacceptable given the difference in their circumstances. There are Princess Mary’s cross-dressing Godsfolk, who represent her desire to eschew the traditional path of a woman (marriage and family) in favor of a life of unorthodox religious devotion. Pierre’s androgyny is identified with his resistance to the status quo, both as a Pacifist and later as a social revolutionary. In each instance, these characters have chosen a path that goes against what is desired by their family, friends, and society at large. In this way, cross-dressing functions in War and Peace as a radical and liberating shift away from traditional, and often oppressive, social values.  

In this way, Tolstoy anticipates what has come to be known as “the anti-social turn” in queer theory. First articulated by Leo Bersani in Homos, “the anti-social” thesis is that sexual alterity can lead to a radical redefinition of other forms of social belonging. Along with other prominent queer theorists like Michael Warner and Lee Edelman, Bersani is interested in how the breakdown of mores surrounding gender and sexuality can be a catalyst for political upheaval. In War and Peace, we see Tolstoy similarly imagining sexual alterity as socially destabilizing and thus, a potential site for radical social change. This paper offers a critical examination of gender and its deconstruction through cross-dressing in War and Peace. It will also compare Tolstoy’s understanding of the connection between sexual identity and social obligation with that of contemporary queer theorists.   

