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In the dedication to Puteshestvie iz Peterburga v Moskvu, Aleksandr Radishchev writes that his effort will not have been in vain if he can find someone “who will sympathize [sostrazhdet] with [him] over the distress of [his] brothers.” While the direct addressee here is A.M. Kutuzov, the “sochuvstvennik” to whom the work is dedicated, this passage also implicitly asks the readers to share an emotional reaction to the injustices that will be described in the ensuing narrative. Similar appeals to sympathy recur throughout the work, almost always with an openly political inflection, as the traveler repeatedly encounters suffering individuals whose plight is explicitly traced to social ills (conscription, serfdom, draconian penal code, etc.). The present paper analyzes the central role played by a rhetoric of sympathy in organizing these narratives. Building on Andrew Kahn’s suggestion that Radishchev would have been familiar with the influential theories of sympathy developed by Adam Smith and David Hume, this paper traces their influence on the rhetoric of Puteshestvie (Kahn 295-299). In particular, I argue that Radishchev effectively revises these theories to form a notion of sympathy compatible with the natural-rights-based legal theories espoused in his “Opyt o zakonodavstve” and “Beseda o tom, chto est’ syn otechestva.” To take an indicative passage, the traveler’s reactions to an exploited peasant’s story in “Liubani” closely follow the paradigm outlined by Smith in The Theory of Moral Sentiments for how the faculty of sympathy can lead one to proper moral judgments and self-examination. The shipwreck scene in the succeeding chapter, “Chudovo,” allegorically represents sympathy as a natural social bond and an ideal antithesis to the hierarchies of government institutions. Taken together, these chapters provide a model for reading sympathy throughout the text as both an ethical imperative and a political force capable of inciting radical social reform.
