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The study of Orientalism has from its beginnings focused in the first instance on the construction of an exotic other, and in the second instance on the construction of a Western self-identity. To the extent that this self-identity has been seen as problematic, its problematic nature has been treated primarily as the discovery of its critics, rather than as a formative element of the self-identifying subjectivity. The Western self-identity formed under Orientalism appears as largely unconscious and monolithic. This perspective may be justifiable in the context of studying Orientalism and its consequences as a hegemonic system. But it appears inadequate when one’s point of view is the individual subjectivity of imperial Russian authorship, where self-modeling at times includes an element of identification with the Oriental other. The extent to which this

other-identification affects authorial subjectivity varies, and to this end the proposed paper will focus on three figures whose attitudes toward the other subtend a range: Bestuzhev-Marlinsky, who “went native”; Pushkin, who largely maintained the system of Oriental othering; and Lermontov, in whose work we can discern a deep ambivalence about Russian and Oriental identities. By triangulating among these three cases, I hope to extend work on Russian imperial subjectivities by revealing how colonial encounters can destabilize Russian self-identities almost as readily as they constitute them. In the broader context of European Orientalisms, I suggest, the Russian case proves distinctive, displaying in certain instances a hesitation resembling that of the post-colonial subject, torn between hegemonic and subaltern affinities. The complicating factor in Russian Orientalism, I hypothesize, is the nagging sense of cultural inferiority to Western

Europe. In conventional terms, Russian hegemony in the Orient is undercut by its subaltern status in Europe.
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