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NOTE ON CONVENTIONS

I have followed the British Standard (BS 2979:1958) transliteration conventions, with one
exception: ‘€’ is rendered throughout as ‘yo’ (not ‘€’). Furthermore, the endings of proper
names in ‘uit’ are transcribed throughout as ‘y’, not ‘i’ (Georgy, Strugatsky, etc). Exceptions
to this rule are only made in the case of a few widely accepted transcriptions, e.g. Yevgeny
Zamyatin (not Evgeni Zamyatin), Nikita Khrushchev (not Nikita Khruschyov’).

Soft signs are not retained in the main text in widely recognised names such as Olga.

For references, I have been guided by the handbook of the Modern Humanities Research
Association (2013), with one exception — in subsequent references to books/chapters/articles,
I cite not only the author’s surname and page number, but also a short version of the work’s
title.
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SHORT ABSTRACT

This thesis examines how Russophone women writers from the Caucasus and Central Asia
come to terms with the post-Soviet transition and negotiate their post-Soviet, postcolonial
identities in their fiction. Employing the theoretical tools of postcolonial theory, my enquiry
covers four core topics: post-Soviet trauma, immigration, NGOs and utopias. Yet, all of these
themes are interlinked through the authors’ shared social perspectives (ludic auto-stereotyping,
mischief, mock-foolery), as well as representational strategies (evocations of unusual,
uncanny, or even inhuman, senses of self).

After establishing the methodological and historical frameworks of this project in the
Introduction and Chapter One, I begin the literary analysis by focusing on the psychological
dimension of the post-Soviet transition. Chapter Two thus examines how women writers come
to terms with the specifically post-Soviet uncanny trauma and alienation, what I define as the
post-Soviet ‘unhomely’ (Bhabha).

The study then moves to the cultural side of the post-Soviet transition. Chapter Three
charts the career trajectories of two émigré authors in Moscow against the background of
cultural and social ‘Othering’. Building on postcolonial ‘trickster discourse’ (Vizenor), I
examine how these authors adopt seemingly foolish and naif personae in their autobiographical
fiction to subvert the Orientalist tropes surrounding them.

Russophone authors’ ironic tactics are also examined in Chapter Four which explores the

politico-economic side of the post-Soviet decolonisation. I examine how, in their NGO
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narratives, women authors mock the self-Orientalist and neo-colonial dynamics of the aid
sector ‘from within’ (Mbembe).

In the final chapter, I focus on the pan-Asian creative collective’s utopian narratives.
Building on posthuman and postcolonial theories (Haraway, Derrida), I examine how these
authors radically revise Soviet sci-fi literature and create fictional utopias populated by cyborgs
and other non-human beings that challenge nationalistic and conservative conceptions of post-
Soviet identity.

The conclusion recapitulates my findings on how Russophone literature reveals the
influences of (neo)colonialism on post-Soviet identity formations and suggests the specificity

of the post-Soviet postcolonial condition.
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LONG ABSTRACT

In this thesis, I examine how Russophone women writers from the Caucasus and Central Asia
respond to the post-Soviet transition and define their post-Soviet identities. The starting
position of my analysis is that the current developments in the post-Soviet region cannot be
understood without reference to postcolonial theory and that, to a large extent, post-Soviet
identity is a post-colonial identity. Using theoretical tools of postcolonial studies (Bhabha,
Vizenor, Tlostanova, Mbembe, Haraway), my enquiry spans a wide array of topics which most
distinguish Russophone women’s prose: post-Soviet ‘unhomely’ trauma, immigration, NGOs
and utopias. Yet, all of these themes are interlinked because the social perspectives and
representational strategies are shared. Victimisation is eschewed in terms of ludic auto-
stereotyping, mischief, and various kinds of strategically significant folly or outsider
commentary, and authors push boundaries in order to creatively engage with otherness,
evoking different kinds of unusual, uncanny, or even inhuman, senses of self.

The Introduction establishes the conceptual and methodological framework of this
project. I begin by commenting on the centrality of gender in Soviet and post-Soviet state
projects. The analysis then focuses on Russia’s persisting’s cultural and political hegemony
over the Caucasus and Central Asia and considers how it affects the linguistic and cultural
allegiances of the writers from the two regions. Women’s writing from the Caucasus and
Central Asia is then situated within broader post-Soviet and world literature, highlighting the
former’s specific thematic preoccupations. In this section, I also examine the barriers that
women authors from the two regions have faced in terms of increased cultural isolation and

informal censorships, as well as shrinking readerships since the fall of the Soviet Union. While
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drawing from post-colonial theory, this thesis also seeks to propose its reassessment and
reconceptualization by introducing a post-socialist perspective within its hermeneutics. Thus,
the rest of the introduction anticipates this study’s core literary analysis which reveals how
Russophone authors evoke various facets of the post-Soviet postcolonial condition, as well as
its specificities in regard to the customary Western colonial models.

Chapter One further examines the context, background and theories underpinning this
study and assesses the role and validity of postcolonial theory for researching Russophone
literature. It includes three main sections which proceed in a rough chronological sequence
from Russian imperialism to the Soviet period, to the post-Soviet era. First, I provide the
literature review of critical works in Russian postcolonial studies which I build around the
following argument: the tendency in literary and cultural criticism to ignore literary texts
produced by non-Russian authors from the former Russo-Soviet Empire is rooted in the
theoretical discourse on Russia’s subaltern and internally colonised identity vis-a-vis the West.
The second section assesses the colonial aspects of the Soviet Empire and traces the
development of Russophone writing within this context. In the final part of the chapter, I
examine post-Soviet national building, mythmaking, and censorship to consider the pressures
they generate for Russophone writers, especially women authors.

Chapter Two, which opens the literary analysis of this thesis, focuses on the phycological
aspects of the post-Soviet transition. It builds on Homi Bhabha’s concept of the ‘unhomely’
which provides a useful theoretical framework for responding to the experience of alienation
and displacement that marks modern existence in general, but especially the post-colonial, and,
I shall suggest, post-Soviet existence more specifically. The resonance of the “‘unhomely’ can
be heard in Armenian writer Mariam Petrosyan’s novel Jom, ¢ xomopom (2009), Georgian
writer and filmmaker Nana Ekvtimishvili’s The Pear Field (2015), Georgian author Teona

Dolenjashvili’s Memphis (2008) and Kazakh/Russian/German writer Olga Breininger’s B
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Cogemckom corosze He OvL1o adospona (2018). 1 argue that post-Soviet literary evocations of
alienation represent a specific model within wider postcolonial narratives of the ‘unhomely’
due to such traumatic factors as the rapidity of the Soviet Union’s cultural collapse, the national
humiliation with which it was associated, the ambivalence towards its results, the repression of
the collective trauma suffered under the Soviet regime, and the radical shift from a
communitarian to an individualistic consciousness. In the works analysed, this specificity
manifests itself through three key motifs of home, abandoned children, and corrupted natural
world, and it is through such interlinked metaphors that a broader discourse of the traumatic
search for a psychospiritual homeland and post-Soviet subjectivity is generated.

The study then moves to the cultural side of the problematic disengagement from the
Soviet past. Chapter Three thus charts the career trajectories of two non-Russian Russophone
women authors, Uzbek author Bibish and Armenian author Narine Abgaryan, who achieved
success in the Russian metropolis but had to deal with persisting Orientalist myths on
backwards nations, primordial ethnicity and the superiority of Russian language and culture. I
propose the concept of a Russophone trickster to suggest that the authors ironically subvert
these tropes in their autobiographical writings, Bibish’s Tanyoswuya uz Xuewl, uru ucmopusa
npocmooywrnoti (2004) and Abgaryan’s I[lonaexaswas (2011). Building on the concept of
‘trickster discourse’ (as developed by Gerald Vizenor and others), I argue that these authors
adopt a literary persona of a comic fool to subtly ironise the values surrounding them through
their seeming replication. While the authors’ ‘subaltern’ status hinders them from speaking
without collusion with dominant discourses, their trickster strategies grant them a degree of
leeway in appropriating and consequently deconstructing them.

Russophone authors’ tactics of mockery and tricksterism are also explored in Chapter
Four which focuses on the political dimension of the post-Soviet decolonisation. It examines

fictional narratives by Russophone women that represent humanitarian aid and its impact on



‘developing’ societies, focusing on Kazakhstani author Lilya Kalaus’s @ouno nocneoneii
Haoesicovl: (Ilocm)kononuanvusiii poman (2013), Azeri author Rena Yuzbashi’s From
Bopobviuex with love (2007) and Tajik author Eleonora Kasymova’s Tadorcux (2007). These
works suggest that rather than taking a side within the post-Soviet power struggles, women
writers build on their personal insights into the workings of NGOs in order to expose the neo-
colonial tendencies in the agendas of each political player involved, thus problematising the
stereotypical critiques of NGOs in their countries. Echoing Achille Mbembe’s notion of
mockery from within, the authors satirise how NGOs’ dependency on the West and their
inability to divorce themselves from Russo-Soviet influences lead to the self-Orientalising,
contradictory and inefficient practices. They reveal the complicity between foreign neo-
colonial forces on the one hand, and local corrupt élites and their subjects on the other. In
addition, the authors explore how NGOs remain similarly trapped in the confusing and
Orientalising politico-cultural whirlpool of Russo-Soviet and Western dictates on gender. They
suggest that the multiplicity of influences on the region exacerbates the divide within women’s
communities and limits the positive impact of gender activism. More broadly, the writing on
NGOs points to the specificities of the Soviet colonial project and how its legacies are played
out in the post-Soviet context.

In the final, fifth chapter, I examine by far the boldest methods of questioning post-Soviet
selthoods by the pan-Asian collective of writers and activists, SHTAB. While critiquing the
Soviet past, the authors draw positive energy from its utopian potential. They consciously
engage with Western theory at the intersection of posthumanist and postcolonial studies, most
notably the works of Donna Haraway, to create fictional utopias populated by cyborgs that
altogether call into question the concept of national identity and often reject it in favour of post-
Soviet posthumanism. The main focus of my analysis is SHTAB’s Coscem Jpyeue (2018), a

collection of feminist and queer sci-fi stories. I approach the collection through critical
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methodology at the intersection of posthumanist and postcolonial theory, especially through
Donna Haraway’s concepts of cyborg identities and companion species, as well as Jacques
Derrida’s essays on postmodern subjectivity. The utopias in the stories are populated by
humans, cyborgs and non-human beings that often coexist harmoniously in a technological
world that is free from colonial impulses, holds a high respect for the environment, does not
seek to establish a hegemony of humans over animals, and rejects the hierarchies of race,
gender and class. I read the collection as the authors’ attempt to critically examine the Soviet
colonial project and the post-Soviet realities in Central Asia, including the often-neglected
ecological and LGBTQ+ issues, and argue that their utopias serve as platforms for imagining
alternative post-Soviet post-human identities which challenge what they perceive as racist,
nationalistic and patriarchal conceptions of current post-Soviet selthood.

The Conclusion recapitulates my findings on how Russophone literature reveals the
influences of (neo)colonialism on post-Soviet identity formations and suggests the specificity

of the post-Soviet postcolonial condition.



Introduction

Since the dissolution of the Soviet Union, societies in former Soviet republics have been
negotiating their post-Soviet identities at the intersection of national, Russian and Western
political dynamics. Reflection on the Soviet experience has been a key part of this process.
Post-Soviet literature has become one of the liveliest platforms for coming to terms with
ambivalent attitudes towards the Soviet past, critiquing colonial aspects of Soviet rule and
dealing with nostalgia for the Communist order. My project examines how post-Soviet women
writers outside of Russia, namely those in the Caucasus and Central Asia, respond to the post-
Soviet transition and define their post-Soviet identities. It considers Russian studies as an
expanding, trans-geographical field, while also enriching postcolonial studies by expanding its
Eurocentric hermeneutics to include territories that are at most debatably ‘European’. The
starting position of my thesis is that the current developments in the post-Soviet region cannot
be understood without reference to postcolonial theory and that, to a large extent, post-Soviet
identity is a postcolonial identity.

Among important constituents of the Russo-Soviet imperial project were the insistence
on Russian exceptionalism, but also an abiding sense of inferiority relative to the West.! The
paradoxical result was what the pioneering scholar of decoloniality and gender studies, Madina

Tlostanova, has termed ‘secondary Orientalism’.2 Russian Orientalism mimicked western
9

! Especially since Russification took hold in the late nineteenth century, as will be discussed in Chapter
One.

% Tlostanova’s key works include Gender Epistemologies and Eurasian Borderlands (Basingstoke:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2010); Postcolonialism and Postsocialism in Fiction and Art. Resistance and Re-
existence (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017) and What Does it Mean to be Post-Soviet? Decolonial
Art From the Ruins of the Soviet Empire (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2018).



Orientalism, partly compensating for Russia’s sense of inferiority vis-a-vis the West, with a
slight deviation and often unconscious feeling that Russia itself was a form of a mystic Orient
for the Occident.® Of all the nations and ethnicities incorporated into the Russo-Soviet empire
from outside of Russia, those in Central Asia and the Caucasus were some of the most common
targets of secondary Orientalism.* At the same time, Russia maintained, as it still does, that it
was not an ‘empire’ of the ordinary kind, not the least due to the apparent threat from advanced
Western imperial powers.®> These inherent contradictions of Russian Orientalism continue to
complicate the interactions between Russia and its ‘ex-colonies’ and play an important role as
the latter define what it means to be ‘post-Soviet’. Post-Soviet Russophone authors from the
two regions actively comment on these dynamics in their fiction, laying bare an urgent need to
consider the post-Soviet experience from the perspective of the Soviet Union’s Orientalised
‘Others’.

A number of seminal studies have examined how, as part of the process of constructing
Russia’s imperial identity, canonical Russian writers Orientalised these nations in their fiction.®
Yet the current application of postcolonial theory in Russian Studies is generally limited to the
analysis of Russian, rather than the broader Russophone literature, especially from the

Caucasus and Central Asia.” As Harsha Ram remarks, often, when ‘we look to the East, we

3 Madina Tlostanova, ‘The Janus-Faced Empire Distorting Orientalist Discourses: Gender, Race and
Religion in the Russian/(Post) Soviet Constructions of the “Orient”, Worlds and Knowledges
Otherwise, 2.2 (2008), 1-11 (p. 1).

* These nations are most distinct from the Slavs in terms of their religion, culture, and skin-colour.
While Georgia and Armenia are predominantly Orthodox Christian countries and their nations are
predominantly white-skinned, Russo-Soviet colonial discourse nonetheless denoted their inhabitants as
‘blacker’ than the nations in the Baltics, Belarus, or Ukraine.

> See for instance Viatcheslav Mozorov’s argument that post-Soviet Russia justifies its imperialistic
tendencies by promoting its identity as a supposedly ‘subaltern’ empire. Viatcheslav Morozov, Russia’s
Postcolonial Identity: A Subaltern Empire in a Eurocentric World (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan,
2014), passim.

6 Susan Layton, Russian Literature and Empire: Conquest of the Caucasus from Pushkin to Tolstoy
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994); Ewa Thompson, Imperial Knowledge: Russian
Literature and Colonialism (Westport: Greenwood Press, 2000); Harsha Ram, The Imperial Sublime:
A Russian Poetics of Empire (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2003).

7 Besides works on Russian Orientalism, the most comprehensive study on Russian literature that
employs postcolonial theory is Postcolonial Slavic Literatures After Communism, ed. by Klavdia Smola



remain content with Russian representations of it’.3

The time has come to ask not whether postcolonial theory is applicable to the Russian
colonial case — I shall argue that in most significant aspects it definitely is — but rather what is
to be gained from drawing from postcolonial theory when approaching post-Soviet culture.
The only way to settle both questions is to put postcolonial theory into practice since, after all,
most of the founding and seminal texts of postcolonial theory are rooted in critical readings of
literary texts. We could debate post-Soviet postcolonialism endlessly but fail to form a more
accurate picture of the developments in the post-Soviet region by overlooking the non-Russian
literary and intellectual traditions of the former Soviet Union, especially from the critically
neglected regions of the Caucasus and Central Asia. Similarly, in order to accurately
understand the nature of Russo-Soviet colonialism, it is crucial to transcend the theoretical
discourse of Russia as a victimised internal colony and to pay attention to the perspective of
the societies in the southern sphere of the ex-Soviet bloc.” Therefore, we need to look at the

(X33

ways Russia’s ‘“others” talk back, define themselves, and draw on globally circulating
discourses and local histories to react to, resist, and define the terms of their engagement in this
new context’.!® Without considering these voices, we will be turning in circles, trapped in the

paradigm of ‘Russia's eternally anxious opening to the West’!!

, never able to reach any
conclusions while a precise and sophisticated grasp of discourses and practices passes us by.

Employing the theoretical tools of postcolonial studies (Bhabha, Spivak, Haraway,

Tlostanova, Mbembe, Vizenor), my thesis examines how authors in the so-called periphery of

and Dirk Uffelmann (Bern: Peter Lang, 2018). The volume mostly focuses on Russian, Ukrainian and
Polish literature.

¥ Harsha Ram in Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Nancy Condee, Harsha Ram, and Vitaly Chernetsky ‘Are
we Postcolonial? Post-soviet space’, PMLA, 3.121 (2006), 828-836 (p. 832).

? I critique the notion of ‘internal colonisation’ in the next chapter.

19 Jill Owczarzak, ‘Introduction: Postcolonial Studies and Postsocialism in Eastern Europe’, Focaal, 53
(2009), 3-19 (p. 12).

! Harsha Ram in Spivak et al., ‘Are We’, p. 832.



the former empire ‘write back’.!> The central issue in my discussion is these authors’ self-
identity, a topic that is especially timely to consider in view of the radical changes following
the break-up of the Soviet Union. As Anthony Giddens has argued, since self-identity is
reflexive, ‘the narrative of self-identity has to be shaped, altered, and reflexively sustained in
relation to rapidly changing circumstances of social life, on a local and global scale’.!® In
particular, I examine how women writers employ literature as a platform for negotiating the
changing national and gender identities associated with their countries’ post-Soviet transition.
Close textual readings are complemented with insights gained from interviews with artists,
activists, writers and filmmakers interviewed during fieldworks in the Caucasus and Central
Asia.

My enquiry spans a wide array of topics which most distinguish Russophone women’s
prose, including post-Soviet ‘unhomely’ trauma, immigration, NGOs and utopias. Yet, all of
these themes are interlinked because the social perspectives and representational strategies are
shared. Victimisation is eschewed in terms of ludic auto-stereotyping, mischief, and various
kinds of strategically significant folly or outsider commentary, and authors push boundaries in
order to creatively engage with otherness, evoking different kinds of unusual, uncanny, or even
inhuman, senses of self.

Although my focus is on women writers, whenever possible, their works are placed in a
dialogue with those by male authors.'* Singling out women authors admittedly carries the risk
of essentialising them, but remains necessary for bringing into relief some of their specific

preoccupations with the question of identity, a theme that demands in-depth analysis within an

12 Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in
Post-colonial Literatures (London and New York: Routledge, 1989)

'3 Anthony Giddens, Modernity and Self-Identity: Self and Society in the Late Modern Age (Cambridge:
Polity Press, 1991), p. 215.

!4 Sometimes, the comparison is not viable. For instance, unlike women authors who have personal
experiences of working in the female-dominated aid sector, male writers have not produced NGO
narratives.



already broad thematic and geographical scope of my thesis. Feminist postcolonial scholars
argue that colonialism operated very differently for women and for men. They emphasise that
women’s ‘double colonization’ — resulting from their subjection both to general discrimination
as colonial subjects and specific discrimination as women — needs to be taken into account in
any analysis of colonial oppression.! For if ‘in the context of colonial production, the subaltern
has no history and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is even more deeply in shadow’.!®
The position and status of women were central in the ideological and economic goals of
the Soviet colonial project. The Soviet Union undoubtedly propagated gender equality,
especially in the first decade of its existence.!” Yet women were particularly subject to
exploitation because of their disproportionate presence in marginal and precarious forms of
employment such as cotton-picking.'® And even women from the social elite had to bear the

‘double burden’ of home-making and child-rearing alongside work.!” In the Caucasus and

!5 Gayatri Spivak, ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’, in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture ed.by Carl
Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg (Champaign: Illinois, University of Illinois Press: 1988), pp. 271-313;
Spivak, ‘Three Women’s Texts and a Critique of Imperialism’, Critical Inquiry, 18.4 (1985), 756-769;
Chandra Talpade Mohanty, ‘Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial
Discourses’, Boundary, 2.12-13(1984), 333-358; Sara Suleri, “‘Woman Skin Deep: Feminism and the
Postcolonial Condition’, Critical Inquiry, 18.4(1992), 756-769.

'6 Spivak, ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’, p. 28.

7 Women were granted legal rights and protections (including marital, labour, abortion), and accessed
work and education. For women’s role in the Soviet Union see, among others, Women in the Stalin Era,
ed. by Melanie Ilic (Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2001); Gender, State and Society in Soviet
and Post-Soviet Russia ed. by Sarah Ashwin (London: Routledge, 2000).

'8 In Chapter Three, I pay attention to how Uzbek author Bibish critiques Uzbek women’s experiences
in Soviet cotton farms.

' One of the first Soviet feminist films, Georgian director Lana Gogoberidze’s Some Interviews on
Personal Matters (1978), closely explores this issue. The protagonist Sofiko, a successful journalist and
mother of two, seemingly epitomises the ideal of a Soviet superwoman who takes pride in working and
running a household. However, through interviewing other Soviet women about their lives, hopes and
dreams, Sofiko realises that her own happiness is mired by suffocating familial duties. On the double
burden see, among others, Hilary Pilkington, ‘Behind the Mask of Soviet Unity: Realities of Women’s
Lives’, Superwomen and the Double Burden: Women'’s Experience of Change in Central and Eastern
Europe and the Former Soviet Union ed.by Chris Corrin (London: Scarlet Press, 1992), pp. 180-235;
Penny Morvant, ‘Bearing the Double Burden in Russia’, Transition, 1.16 (1995), 4-9; Alternatively,
Sarah Ashwin considers that ‘the Soviet ideal of the woman who successfully combined home and work
was not an alien imposition, but something to which many women aspired’. See Sarah Ashwin, “A
Woman is Everything”: The Reproduction of Soviet Ideals of Womanhood in Post-Communist Russia’,

in Work, Employment and Transition: Restructuring Livelihoods in Post-Communism, ed. by Al
Rainnie, Adrian Smith and Adam Swain (London: Routledge, 2002), pp. 117-133; See also Sarah



Central Asia, Soviet gender policies often mimicked the ‘civilising missions’ of western
colonial empires which were justified by constructing the colonized nations, especially their
gender orders, as backward and uncivilised. Madina Tlostanova has even argued that Soviet
ideology’s distorted racial mechanisms and colonial nature became ‘particularly obvious in the
gendered forms of orientalizing’.2’ Contradicting the proclaimed project of creating a racially,
ethnically, culturally, or religiously unmarked Soviet woman, women in the Caucasus and
Central Asia were seen as Russia’s exotic and Oriental Others in need of liberation and
civilisation.?! Focusing on women’s centrality in colonial nation-building in Central Asia,
Douglas Northrop has similarly argued that by the mid-1920s, the Soviets ‘deemed the Uzbek
nation in its current state to be by definition incapable of modernity or civilization, a judgement
that led directly to the decision in 1927 to transform Uzbek society forcibly through its
women’.?? Scholars including Northrop and Marianne Kamp contend that the ensuing hujum —
the Soviet campaign to liberate and unveil Central Asian Muslim women — resulted in a deep

trauma and a crucial battle over identity in Soviet Central Asia.?

Ashwin, ‘Russia’s Saviours? Women Workers in Transition from Communism’, in Global
Humanisation: Studies in the Manufacture of Labour, ed. by Michael Neary (London and New York:
Mansell, 1999), pp. 97-126.

20 Tlostanova, ‘The Janus-Faced’, p. 7.

2 Ibid., p. 7.

22 Douglas Northrop, Veiled Empire: Gender and Power in Stalinist Central Asia (Ithaca, New York:
Cornell University Press, 2003), p. 34.

 Northrop, Veiled Empire; Marianne Kamp, The New Woman in Uzbekistan: Islam, Modernity, and
Unveiling under Communism (Seattle, WA: University of Washington Press, 2006); Douglas Northrup,
Veiled Empire: Gender and Power in Stalinist Central Asia (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University
Press, 2003); See also Adrienne Edgar, ‘Bolshevism, Patriarchy, and the Nation: the Soviet
“Emancipation” of Muslim Women in Pan- Islamic Perspective’, Slavic Review, 65.2 (2006), 252-272;
Adeeb Khalid, ‘A Secular Islam: Nation, State, and Religion in Uzbekistan’, International Journal of
Middle East Studies, 4.35 (2003), 573-598. Khalid re-evaluates the Soviet state-enforced initiatives
such as hujum, suggesting that while in recent scholarship in Russian they have been considered as an
exercise in European colonialism, a far more apt comparison would be with the Kemalist remaking of
Anatolia that was roughly contemporary with events in Central Asia (p. 576). He argues that ‘[t]he
Bolshevik vision was more universalist, and it was much more ruthlessly executed, but its
implementation was the act of a state bent on reshaping the behavior and norms of its citizens, rather
than a colonial state acting on native subjects’ (p. 577).



Women’s identity continues to be one of the most central, complex and contested issues
in post-Soviet politics and nation-building in Central Asia and the Caucasus, arguably even
more so than in other postcolonial countries. If the ex-colonies of the West have to decolonise
themselves mainly from Eurocentric racist epistemologies, women in the Caucasus and Central
Asia face a double burden due to their subjection to multiple modernizing and colonizing
agents.>* Due to ‘secondary Orientalism’, gender, and indeed wider identity discourses in
peripheral Eurasia often remain ‘in the grip of progressivism and developmentalism’ relative
to both Russia and the West.?

Post-Soviet identity politics and women’s writing have been the subject of several
important studies. By and large, however, discussion has addressed the political and social side
of the so-called ‘transition’, and the question of women’s identities has been examined mainly
in relation to Russian and Eastern European cultures.?® Literature from the Caucasus and
Central Asia remains unexplored, even though many countries in the region, especially
Kazakhstan and Georgia, are witnessing an unprecedented creative output by women that has
extended not just to types of output where they were prominent before 1991, such as poetry,

but also prose fiction, screenwriting and plays, categories that have traditionally been in the

24 Madina Tlostanova, Gender Epistemologies and Eurasian Borderlands (New York: Springer, 2010),
p- 200.

> Madina Tlostanova, ‘Postcolonial Post-Soviet Trajectories and Intersectional Coalitions’, Baltic
Worlds, 1-2(2015), 38-43 (p. 42).

¢ Helena Goscilo, Lives in Transit: Contemporary Russian Women's Writing (New York: Ardis
Publishers, 2013); New Women’s Writing in Russia, Central and Eastern Europe, ed. by Rosalind
Marsh (Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2012); Laura Adams, The Spectacular State:
Culture and National Identity in Uzbekistan (Durham: Duke University Press, 2010); Soviet and Post-
Soviet Identities, ed. by Mark Bassin and Catriona Kelly (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2012); Post-Soviet Women: From the Baltic to Central Asia, ed. by Mary Buckley (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1997); Post-Soviet Women Encountering Transition: Nation Building,
Economic Survival, and Civic Activism, ed. by Kathleen Kuehnast and Carol Nechemias (Washington:
Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 2004).



domain of male writers. The phenomenon applies to other creative forms also: more than half
of the films shown at two recent Georgian film festivals in the UK were directed by women.?’

The writers whom I discuss include Eleonora Kasymova (b.1951), Bibish (b.1965), Lilya
Kalaus (b.1969), Mariam Petrosyan (b.1969), Narine Abgaryan (b.1971), Rena Yuzbashi
(b.1976), Teona Dolenjashvili (b.1977), Nana Ekvtimishvili (b.1978) Zhanar Sekerbaeva
(b.1982), Syinat Sultanalieva (b.1984) and Olga Breininger (b.1987).2% All of these authors
were born in the Soviet Union and grew up within a political system which they saw
disintegrate and disappear. Their works reflect a conflict of identity born out of an encounter
of different cultures and literary traditions, an encounter which is moreover subject to the
particular stresses resulting from colonialism, its legacies, and the traumatic processes of the
post-Soviet transition.

Russophone women authors from the Caucasus and Central Asia, largely the most
prominent of whom are listed above, became visible in the post-Soviet publishing market only
from the 2000s.2° Yet, even within the relatively brief period of less than two decades in which
these authors’ works have been published, shared generational perspectives and a particular
chronology of experience emerge. Early fiction tends to be retrospective and focuses on
digesting the traumas of the Soviet past. Pessimistic in tone, the prose in this category is
dominated by uncanny and unhomely conceptions of identity and conveys predominantly

critical, though at times nostalgic visions of the Soviet past.’® The most recent works by the

2 Regent Street Cinema, London, Georgian film festival 2018; Tyneside Cinema, Newcastle Georgian
film festival in collaboration with Durham University, ‘Screening the Nation: Georgia, 1918-2018",
2018. See also Cathe Clarke, ‘Putting Cannes to Shame: the Female-led Georgian Film Festival’, The
Guardian, 3 May 2018 <https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2018/may/03/putting-cannes-to-
shame-the-female-led-georgian-film-festival> [accessed 2 September 2019].

28 One exception is the visual artist Hagra (1992) whose graphic short story I analyse in the final chapter.
2 None of the works analysed in this thesis were written in the 1990s; indeed, to my knowledge, there
were no significant literary publications by women in this period. This can in large part be attributed to
the tumultuous post-independence period characterised by civil unrest, food shortages, wars, and
increased crime in the region.

3% Authors in this category include Petrosyan, Ekvtimishvili, Dolenjasvhili and Breininger, on whom I
focus in Chapter Two.



young generation of authors are increasingly cosmopolitan in their outlook. They engage with
Western postcolonial thought and attempt to move beyond the Soviet experience through
imagining cyborg and other non-human selfhoods.*! Somewhere in-between these two general
trends we find writers who are most bound by the ideological legacies of the Soviet era and
neo-colonialism, and whose works are very much rooted in the post-Soviet present. One group
here are diaspora writers who have to navigate their cultural allegiances and resist being
construed as exotic Oriental women as they make their literary careers in Moscow.’? The
second group are women writers who reflect on their experiences of working in the aid sector
while navigating the ambiguous local/Russian/Western political allegiances of their
organisations.®* In order to work around ideological pressures and censorship, or critique neo-
colonialism, these writers adopt trickster personae as well as humorous, ironic and satirical
modes of writing.3* Writers in this category most explicitly reveal the persistence of ‘secondary
Orientalism’ and the resulting self-Orientalising tendencies that characterise post-Soviet
societies in the region.

The writers whom I focus on come from an enormous territory across which many
languages are spoken, Turkic, Finno-Ugric, Kartvelian, and East Asian, as well as the Indo-
European tongues usually associated with ‘the West’. Due to my own academic background as
a Slavist, though, I shall be concentrating on writing in Russian. This corpus of material is of
significant interest because Russia remains incomparably the most important regional power
and the richest country in the entire area, and writers using Russian are most visible in terms
of metropolitan culture. I opt for the term ‘Russophone’, which suggests the separateness of

Russophone literature from Russian literature (even as the former often continues to develop

3! These include works by Sekerbaeva, Sultanalieva and other writers and activists of the pan-Asian
collective SHTAB, on whom I focus in the last chapter.

32 Works by Abgaryan and Bibish, analysed in Chapter Three, belong to this group.

33 These include Kalaus, Kasymova and Yuzbashi, on whom I focus in Chapter Four.

3% The issue of censorship and social pressures is explored in the next chapter.



10

in dialogue with the metropolis and its culture), rather than the label ‘non-Russian Russian
literature’ which has traditionally denoted a very specific type of writing from the Brezhnev
era® and moreover evokes the idea of the ‘Russian World® (Pycckuii Mup).*® It should be
noted that some scholars have expressed concerns that paying attention to writing in the
colonial language risks overshadowing fiction in ‘native’ languages, and perpetuating power
asymmetries between the metropole, with its ‘high-status’ writing, and the ‘periphery’, with its
‘derivative’, ‘low-status’ writing.’” However, as one the first scholars of Russophone literature
Naomi Caffee aptly observes, Russophonia exists regardless of our scholarly attention to it,
and ‘studying the ongoing effects of Russification, instead of ignoring its existence (which

happens from a policy perspective in many former Soviet republics) helps to draw attention to

3% The term originated in the Soviet Union during the Brezhnev era and gained currency as a marketing
term for certain publications of the Michigan-based Ardis press, one of the most important organs of
Russian famizdat in the 1970s and 80s. Ardis’s key contributions include the publication of Russian
and English translations of classics by such writers as Osip Mandelstam and Marina Tsvetaeva. The
term in question came into academic use in the West in late 1980s to commonly denote authors
publishing under the favourable policies of the Brezhnev era including Kyrgyz writer Chingiz Aitmatov
and the Abkhazian novelist Fazil Iskander. Ardis Records, Michigan University Special Collections,
Information Page, <https://quod.lib.umich.edu/s/sclead/umich-scl-ardis?view=text> [accessed 20 May
2019]; Naomi Caffee, ‘Russophonia: Towards a Transnational Conception of Russian-Language
Literature’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, UCLA, 2013), p. 16.

36 The direct link between transnational language ties and Russia’s national interests encapsulated by
the concept of the ‘Russian World” was first made by Russian President Vladimir Putin’s then wife
Lyudmila Putina, who, at a conference devoted to ‘The Russian Language on the Boundary of Millenia’
(October 2000) remarked that ‘the confirmation of the borders of the Russian world is also the assertion
and strengthening of Russia’s national interests. The Russian language unifies the people of the Russian
world [...]. The borders of the Russian world extend along the borders of Russian-language usage’. A
year later, in October 2001, Vladimir Putin sent members of the Russian Language Council to meet
with members of the French International Organisation of Francophonie to discuss the group’s
experience and ways in which it might be adopted to promote ‘Russophonia’. However, that year, when
Putin addressed the Congress of Compatriots (Kongres Sootechestvennikov), he opted for the term the
‘Russian world’ to declare that ‘the concept of the “Russian world” has for time immemorial extended
far beyond the geographical borders of Russian and even far beyond the border of the Russian ethnos’.
See Michael S. Gorham, ‘Taking the Offensive: Language Culture and Policy under Putin’ in Affer
Newspeak: Language Culture and Politics in Russia from Gorbachev to Putin (Ithaca and London:
Cornell University Press, 2014), pp. 131-165 (p. 157).

37 See for example Patrick Corcoran’s remark in regards to the study of Francophone identities: ‘In
blunt terms, being able to state that one is “French” is to claim a particular identity whereas the fact of
being “francophone” merely indicates a relationship to an “identity” that belongs to someone else or, at
best, to locate oneself in terms of a culture that is not one’s own. [...] Inevitably this is a context of
incompletion, marked by difference, an inescapable sense of lower status and ultimately, possibly,
exclusion rather than inclusion’. Patrick Corcoran, The Cambridge Introduction to Francophone
Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), p. 10.
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the continuing inequalities that originate from the Russian imperial project, and the way they
are reflected in culture’.’® Surely, such an inquiry would only fuel scholarly interest in
comparative perspectives drawn from the writings in other literary languages of Eurasia.

One exception in my field of study is literature in Georgian. Georgian writers mainly
target domestic and European markets and never write in Russian. One explanation for this
phenomenon might be the local cultural elites’ historically Europe-orientated outlook, a stance
only fuelled by the country’s independence. ** As Paul Manning has argued, ‘while Georgians
have long seen their modern predicament in terms of their ambiguous location within an
Orientalist imaginative geography, few members of the intelligentsia have ever seriously
proposed any answer to that question [“Europe or Asia?”’] other than “Europe™.*? T decided it
was important to include Georgian writers in the current study to determine how language
politics affects Georgian women writers’ stance within the debates on the Soviet project’s
colonial nature, and to provide a counter-example where political and social issues are shared
across the language divide. As such, Georgian literature also performs the function of a
‘control’ group in the analysis of underlying similarities between Russophone and ‘native

language’ fictions from the two regions.

¥ Caffee, ‘Russophonia’, pp. 50-51. Caffee’s seminal thesis (now forthcoming as a monograph)
provides an excellent overview of the development of Russophone writing from the Russian late
imperial period to the present day, although mainly in relation to male authors from Central Asia and
the Caucasus.

3% Georgia has established particularly close cultural connections with Germany where it was chosen as
the guest of honour of the prestigious 2018 Frankfurt Book Fair.

40 Paul Manning, Strangers in a Strange Land: Occidentalist Publics and Orientalist Geographies in
Nineteenth-Century Georgian Imaginaries (Brighton, MA: Academic Studies Press, 2012), p. 10. The
pertinence of Manning’s suggestions relative to the Georgian intelligentsia’s ardent, if not somewhat
insecure Europeanism is evident in the following statement by German-based Georgian woman writer
Nino Kharatishvili at the 2018 Frankfurt Book Fair: ‘Georgian authors, filmmakers and musicians have
managed to bring Georgia back onto the European cultural map and to draw attention to it. The Guest
of Honour appearance is the biggest proof of this. It is all the more important to use this opportunity
properly — to be open and honest and to hide nothing — to tell all the ambivalent, fragile stories that
bring us closer to the FEuropean audience. Because connections are seldom sought in
straightforwardness and perfection, but rather in human ambivalence, which of course every political,
social and historical narrative contains’.<https://www.buchmesse.de/en/press/press-releases/2018-03-
15-georgia-celebrates-opening-of-its-2018-literature> [accessed 30 March 2018].
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Just as the changes to political, economic, social and cultural structures that colonialism
imposes in the colonies are not uniform, so the degree to which the colonies adopt new colonial
structures and retain their traditional ones are not homogeneous.*! Generally, most postcolonial
states are left with hybrid structures that reject, revise and retain the ideologies of the colonial
state.*? Postcolonial theory seeks to understand these postcolonial situations and analyse the
strategies by which colonised societies have engaged imperial discourse.*> The term
postcolonial rarely signifies a definite break with colonialism, rather, it suggests that when ex-
colonial countries gained national sovereignty or independence, they moved from colonial to
apparently autonomous, postcolonial status, which often represented only an initial, relatively
minor shift from direct to indirect rule, and a transition towards a position not so much of
independence, as in-dependence.** Postcolonial theory recognises, therefore, that the former
colonies’ dependency on international organisations and on former colonial powers persists in
the form of neo-colonialism.*

While decolonisation in the post-Soviet space has been multiform and complex, as my
thesis aims to highlight, women’s writing from the Caucasus and Central Asia unvaryingly
reveals that there exists a continuation of colonial dynamics between Russia and the two
regions, albeit through new politico-economic and socio-cultural relationships. The authors
evoke various facets of the post-Soviet postcolonial condition, as well as its specificities in

regard to the customary Western colonial models.

! Bart Moore-Gilbert, Postcolonial Theory: Contexts, Practices, Politics (New York: Verso, 1997), p.
203.

2 Robert Young, Postcolonialism: An Historical Introduction (UK: Blackwell Publishers, 2001), p. 57.
# Bill Ashcroft, Post-Colonial Transformation (London: Routledge, 2001), p. 7.

# Robert Young, Postcolonialism: A Very Short Introduction (New York: Oxford University Press,
2003), p. 3.

45 Young, Postcolonialism, p. 45; Kwame Nkrumah, ‘Neo-Colonialism, the Last Stage of
Imperialism’ (1965) <https://www.marxists.org/subject/africa/nkrumah/neo-
colonialism/introduction.htm> [accessed 5 September 2017].
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The immediate question that arises on the extent of (post)colonial cultural hegemony
relates to the very existence of Russophone writing itself. The earliest Russophone writings in
the Caucasus and Central Asia date back to the expansion of the Russian Empire into the two
regions. Notable writers of this period, such as Azeri author Mirza Fatali Akhundov (1812-
1878) and Kazakh philosopher-bard Abai Kunanbaev (1845-1904), hybridised traditional and
newly transplanted cultural elements in their works. While advocating Russian language
learning and closer allegiance with the Russian Empire, these writers took inspiration from the
Western discourse to which they were exposed through Russian colonisation to pave the way
for the emergence of a narrative on the nation.*® In the Soviet period, Russophone writers
became increasingly visible in line with the Soviet policy druzhba narodov [ ‘Friendship of the
Peoples’].*” Non-Russian writers such as Kyrgyz author Chingiz Aitmatov were even granted
preferential treatment to non-Russian writers, allowing for comparative leeway in political and
stylistic iconoclasm and moderate dissent within the predominantly ideologically collusive
literary mode of the period.*®

The complicated legacy of the Soviet past has fostered a high degree of ambivalence
among observers in the Soviet Union’s former ‘periphery’. One key factor has been the high
degree of Russification of local elites, particularly in Central Asia, where the Russian language,
more than twenty-five years after the Soviet Union’s collapse, is still widely used in
metropolises such as Almaty, Astana, and Bishkek, and where everyday life had also been
thoroughly Sovietized by the early 1960s. In addition, post-Soviet cultural market politics are
characterised by a typically postcolonial dynamic whereby post-Soviet Russophone writers

acclaimed by Moscow generally find greatest market success. These authors’ careers are still

% Caffee, ‘Russophonia’, p. 48.

4" The formation of non-Russian Russophone elites in the Soviet period is dealt with at length in Chapter
One.

48 Anthony Olcott, ‘Introduction: Non-Russian Soviet Writers Today’, Soviet Studies in Literature,25.2
(1989), 5-16.
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largely determined by the Russian metropolis, and many Russophone authors have won various
Russian literary prizes.* Some of them have settled in Moscow as a result.>® Due to this mixed
picture, contemporary post-Soviet women writers who write in Russian and target the
metropolis often find themselves at cultural and political crossroads. Echoing the ‘in-
dependence’ of their nations as they go through the ambiguous post-Soviet transition, they
inhabit in postcolonial cultures’ ‘in- between-ness’.”!

Not only do these authors write in Russian, but they engage with Russian literature,
folklore, and cinema, pointing to Russia’s persisting cultural influence in the region. Some of
them even hold degrees in Russian literature and culture.’? Kazakh author Lilya Kalaus’s
favourite Russian authors include Victor Pelevin, Boris Akunin and Sergei Dovlatov.>?
Although, Kalaus belongs to those authors for whom Russian represents a linguistically
‘neutral territory’ since both of her parents, exiles in Kazakhstan from Estonia and Crimea,
spoke different languages from each other, did not know Kazakh, and had to settle for
communicating in Russian. Armenian author Mariam Petrosyan declares her admiration of the

Strugatsky brothers.’* Narine Abgaryan, another Armenian author, recalls her thrill at

acquiring books by Russian women writers as soon as she arrived in Russia: ‘S kymuna

* Individual prizes won by these authors are noted in relevant chapters. Alongside ‘bonbmas Knura’
and ‘Kawmra [Doma’, these include ‘Pycckas Ilpemus’. Awarded annually to Russophone
[pycckosizpranbie] writers based outside of Russia, ‘Pycckas [Ipemus’ aims to ‘preserve’ and ‘develop’
the traditions of Russian culture and Russian language as ‘a unique phenomenon of world culture’. It is
funded by the Eurasian Research Institute, a Russian NGO dedicated to maintaining ‘cultural,
humanitarian, and educational connections between Russia and the former USSR’. See ‘Uncturyt
eBpasuiickux uccnenoBanuii, ‘O ¢oune’, <http://www.ea-studies.ru/o-fonde.html>; Pycckas nmpemus,
‘O mpemun’ <http://www.russpremia.ru/> [Both accessed 7 June 2017].

% Rena Yuzbashi explains that she lives in Moscow because the city offers better opportunities for her
literary career. Rena Yuzbashi, interview, ‘Five o'clock ¢ Azepom ["aputom’, 26 April 2015, 29:46-
29:50 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t2qRLITrH4w> [accessed 2 August 2019]. Armenian
author Narine Abgaryan has also remained in Russia after emigration.

*! Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London/New York: Routledge, [1994] 2004), p. 2.

>2 These include Abgaryan, Kalaus and Tajik author Eleonora Kasymova.

>3 From my interview with Kalaus, 6 June 2017, Almaty, Kazakhstan.

5% Mariam Petrosyan interviewed on Radio Van, March 7, 2016,
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dJkhXr2qCU0&t=5896s> [accessed 28 August 2019]
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Toncryto, [lerpymeBckyto u TokapeBy, BOT 3T0 ObUTH TPU MEPBbIE KHUKKH, KOTOPBIE 5 KyIIHJIa
B MOCKBE, 1 OHH y MEHS JI0 CHX IIOp JIeXkaT, 3T0 ObLIO Takoe cuacThe’.”> Azeri author Rena
Yuzbashi gives her preference to Lyudmila Ulitskaya and Polina Dashkova.’® She holds
Russian literature in such high esteem, that she does not even consider herself worthy of the
title ‘nmcarens’, opting instead for ‘aBrop’.’’ In fact, although unambiguously proclaiming her
national identity as ‘Azeri’, Yuzbashi considers that as a Russophone author, she is making a
contribution to Russian literature.’® Abgaryan’s personal page similarly describes her as
‘poccuiickas mucarensauna’.>® These authors’ stance raises a question over the appeal of the
language of the former ruler beyond pragmatic considerations such as the commercial value of
Russophone literature in the publishing market.

On the other hand, the cultures of the two regions have also opened up to the outside
world in a similar way to Russia, the Baltic states, Belarus and Ukraine — indeed arguably more
so, in some respects — with striking resemblances to postcolonial cultures in other former
colonies, suggesting the importance of paying attention to the place of Russophone post-Soviet

cultures in the wider postcolonial world.®® Many of the authors whose works I examine in this

> Narine Abgaryan, interview, Uuraii-ropoa, 14 January 2017, 29:02-29:40
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=so1 V66{FV-4> [accessed 11 April 2018].

5 Yuzbashi, interview, ‘Five o'clock, 29:46-29:50.

> ‘S| nuury Ha PyccKOM, a pycckas JMTepaTypa yCTaHOBUJIA TaKylo IUIaHKY JUIS CJIOBA MUCATENb, 9TO
MHE JI0 Hee pacTH, HO 5 OYCHb HAJCIOCh, 4TO i A0 Hee gopacty’ — Yuzbashi declares. Yuzbashi,
interview, ‘Five o’clock’, 2:26 -2:36.

> Ibid., 26:28-26:51.

> Narine Abgaryan’s Wikipedia page. <https://ru.wikipedia.org/wiki/A6rapsn, Hapuns IOpseBna>
[accessed 20 August 2019]

% For instance, Belarussian author Svetlana Alexievich, winner of the 2015 Nobel Prize in literature,
has been called ‘the first major postcolonial author of post-Communism’. Serguei Oushakine,
‘Neighbours in Memory: a book review of Svetlana Alexievich's “Second-Hand Time” (trans. by Bela
Shayevich) and “Chernobyl Prayer: A Chronicle of the Future” (trans. by Anna Gunin and Arch Tait)’,
The Times Literary Supplement, 2016, pp. 10-12. Ukrainian author Svetlana Zabuzhko’s works, most
notably Fieldwork in Ukrainian Sex (1996), strongly echo postcolonial women’s writings, in particular
in their examinations of the trauma of linguistic colonisation, and the double oppression of women in
colonial times. For a comparative analysis of Zabuzhko’s and Francophone women writers’” works see
Oksana Lutsyshyna, ‘Postcolonial Herstory: The Novels of Assia Djebar (Algeria) and Oksana
Zabuzhko (Ukraine): A Comparative Analysis’ (unpublished master’s thesis, University of South
Florida, 2006.
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thesis explicitly situate their work in a postcolonial tradition. Thus, prominent Kazakhstani
author Lilya Kalaus subtitles one of her novels as ‘postcolonial’.®! Similarly, the writers and
activists of the pan-Asian cultural collective SHTAB engage with works of Western
postcolonial, feminist and posthumanist theorists, among them Donna Haraway, to radically
re-imagine Soviet sci-fi literature, especially the worlds of the Strugatskys, and theorise bold
utopian conceptions of post-Soviet/colonial identity. These patterns are not limited to literature,
as evidenced by a recent exhibition in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan which sought to examine the
legacies of Central Asia’s colonial past.5?

Nonetheless, Russian language remains the main literary medium for reaching wider
readership for writers in Central Asia and the Caucasus whose works are not widely exposed
to critical interest beyond the post-Soviet sphere. In addition, most writers report unfavourable
conditions of publishing industries and declining readership in their countries as two major
obstacles in the dissemination of their works.®® In this context, women writers face an

additional hurdle due to the low status of women’s writing and societal constraints placed on

women.** As Rosalind Marsh has argued, in Russia, Central and Eastern Europe, ‘the literary

8! Lilya Kalaus, @ono nocneoueii nadescowt: (Ilocm)xononuansusiii pomar [The Fund of Last Hope: A
Post-Colonial Novel] (Almaty: Litres, 2013) <https://www.litres.ru/lilya-kalaus/fond-posledney-
nadezhdy/> [accessed 7 July 2019].

62 Exhibition ‘Red Pill’ organised by the artistic organisation Laboratoria Ci, Kyrgyz National Museum
of Fine Arts named after Gapar Aitiev, Bishkek, 9 June - 30 June 2018.

63 Kazakh author Lilya Kalaus who has extensive experience as an editor has told me that roughly a
quarter of the publishing in her country is devoted to educational material, dictionaries and children’s
literature. Women do win prizes but find it extremely difficult to get published, especially if they do
not write in Russian. My interview with Kalaus, 6 June 2017, Almaty, Kazakhstan. Moreover, despite
the increased variety of ‘serious’ literature since the collapse, reading habits in the former Soviet region
have been seriously affected by newfound easy access to forms of popular entertainment that had earlier
enjoyed only very limited circulation or had not existed at all, including detective fiction, glossy fashion
magazines, Hollywood-style action films, and certain kinds of popular music. Emily D. Johnson,
“Twenty Years after the Collapse of the Soviet Union: Russian and East European Literature Today’,
World Literature Today, 2011, <https://www.worldliteraturetoday.org/2011/november/twenty-years-
after-collapse-soviet-union-russian-and-east-european-literature-today> [accessed 7 August 2018].

% Among other Central Asian authors discussing this situation, Topchugul Shaidullaeva, a Kyrgyz
woman writer, points out that a creative woman in her country not only lacks the financial means to
self-publish, but has always been known as the wife or daughter of somebody and that any praise for a
wife by the outside world is seen by her husband as a personal insult. Sarah Lawson, ‘Report on the
2007 Women Writers’ Conference in Helsinki, Finland’, <https://www.englishpen.org/press/sarah-
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canon is still frequently measured by the standards of a male-dominated establishment, and the
value of contemporary women’s writing or a special critical approach to it have by no means
been established’.®> The same is true for most countries in the two regions of this study,
especially Central Asia.®® The works of these women writers thus represent a minority voice
in an already ‘marginal’ literature.®’

One of the key concerns of Russophone women writers has been to come to terms in their
fiction with the traumas of the colonial past haunting them in the post-independence period. In
this regard, the thematic evolution of post-Soviet Russophone women’s writing echoes, to
some extent, the trends in women’s writing of the nineties in Russia and other ex-Soviet
republics. Works in both categories tend to depict post-Soviet society and women’s lives in
particular in pessimistic, haunting, and dark, echoing the wider gloomy tones of late Soviet and
early post-Soviet literature.

As literary scholar Sergei Romashko has pointed out, Soviet life was steeped in lies,
meaning that after the break-up of the Soviet Union, people were unable to digest the past as
they could not tell what was real and false in their experiences. ‘In fact we are all on the verge
of madness, because the break-up went straight through us, our lives, and our memory’,
Romashko remarks.%® Literature in the wake of perestroika and glasnost dealt precisely with

this ‘paradox and gap between the official and unofficial’, sought to deal with the ‘real’

lawson-reports-on-the-2007-women-writers-conference-in-helskinki-finland/> [accessed 4 November
2017].

65 Rosalind Marsh, ‘Women, Literature and Gender in Contemporary Russia, Central and Eastern
Europe’ in New Women’s Writing in Russia, Central and Eastern Europe (Cambridge: Cambridge
Scholars Publishing, 2012), p. 4.

% The only anthology of Central Asian women’s writing that has been translated into English was
deliberately titled Conogeti 6 kiemxe to suggest women writers’ challenges in making their voices heard.
Nightingale in Cage. The Anthology of Central Asian Women Writers, ed. by Lilya Kalaus (Almaty:
Iskander, 2008), p. 4.

57 However, this is less true of Georgian women authors whose works have been translated into several
European languages and have been visible on international platforms such as the Frankfurt book fair.
6% Sergei Romashko, ‘O Hune Canype u ee kuure’, in Nina Sadur, Cao (Vologda: Poligrafist, 1997),
quoted in Marja Rytkénen, ‘Memorable Fiction: Evoking Emotions and Family Bonds in Post-Soviet
Russian Women’s Writing’, Argument, 2.1 (2012) 59-74 (p. 59).
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experiences of people behind the official Soviet culture’s falsified representations of a happy
Soviet society, and, in the postmodernist turn of ‘alternative’ prose, questioned the very
possibility of representing the ‘real’.®’

Post-Soviet Russian women’s writing from the nineties continued to engage with the
themes of trauma and memory. Works by Lyudmila Petrushevskaya, Lyudmila Ulitskaya,
Elena Chizhova and others reassess the Soviet past, unravel untold stories of the victims of the
Soviet regime, convey the hidden secrets of every Soviet life and give voice to the often silent
resistance of women towards repressive ideologies.”® Similarly, one important way in which
Ukrainian post-Soviet women writers such as Maria Matios, Oksana Zabuzhko and Yevhenia
Kononenko have been able to gain recognition and even acceptance into the literary canon is
by turning to ‘national’ themes, such as the traumatic Soviet past which they have examined
from the perspective of a female subject.”!

And yet, while sharing the pessimistic tone of the early post-Soviet (and indeed early
postcolonial) fictional narratives,”” non-Russian Russophone women’s writing is rarely set in
Soviet/colonial times. Rather, the protagonists in these works are haunted by eerie memories
of the past in their present. This difference suggests an importance of examining the specific
treatment of colonial trauma in non-Russian cultures in relation to both Russian and other
postcolonial cultures.

Scholars have recently recognised ‘an urgent need to decolonize trauma studies by

recognizing the globalized contexts of traumatic events, the specific forms traumatic suffering

% Marja Rytkénen, ‘Memorable Fiction: Evoking Emotions and Family Bonds in Post-Soviet Russian
Women’s Writing’, Argument, 2.1 (2012) 59-74 (p. 59).

" One might mention here Lyudmila Petrushevskaya’s Bpemsa nous (1991), Lyudmila Ulitskaya’s
Meoes u ee demu (1996) and Elena Chizhova’s Bpems owcenwyun (2009). Rytkdnen, ‘Memorable’, p.
59.

' Oleksandra Thor Shchur, ‘Post-Soviet Women Writers and The National Imaginary, 1989-2009’
(unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2013).

72 See for instance Adebayo Williams, ‘Literature in The Time of Tyranny: African Writers and The
Crisis of Governance’, Third World Quarterly, 17.2 (1996), 349-366, especially p. 354.
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takes, and the myriad ways in which it is represented in literary works’.”®> Works in comparative
literature have significantly redressed the marginalization of non-Western and minority
traumas. They have contributed to our understanding of ‘the specific social and historical
contexts in which trauma narratives are produced and received’, as well as the ‘diverse
strategies of representation and resistance that these contexts invite or necessitate’.’* Similar
contributions are crucial in Slavic studies. There exist important works that provide
frameworks for examining how trauma is dealt with in post-Soviet Russian culture.”” However,
a conceptual model for a cross-cultural analysis of trauma in the post-Soviet sphere is yet to be
developed.

As Alexander Etkind, Svetlana Boym and several other scholars have observed, after the
collapse of the Soviet Union, the atrocities of the Soviet past have not been properly examined
and memorialised.”® Etkind has proposed that ‘haunted by the unburied past, post-Soviet
culture has produced perverse memorial practices’ — ‘in a land where millions remain unburied,
the dead return as the undead. They do so in novels, films, and other forms of culture which
reflect, shape, and possess people’s memory’.”’

Russophone women’s writing is similarly steeped in uncanny moments whereby
characters are haunted by the past, and yet these moments are not merely eerie, but also

‘unhomely’, a term coined by Homi Bhabha. In unhomely moments, collective trauma of one’s

® Decolonizing Trauma Studies: Trauma and Postcolonialism, ed. by Sonya Andermahr (Basel,
Switzerland: MDPI, 2016), p. 2. See also Stef Craps, Postcolonial Witnessing: Trauma Out of Bounds
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012); Jill Bennett and Rosanne Kennedy, World Memory:
Personal Trajectories in Global Time (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003); The Future of Trauma
Theory: Contemporary Literature and Cultural Criticism, ed. by Gert Beulens, Samuel Durrant and
Robert Eaglestone (London: Routledge, 2013).

™ Andermahr, Decolonizing Trauma Studies, p. 2.

> See for instance Alexander Etkind, Warped Mourning: Stories of the Undead in the Land of the
Unburied (Redwood City, CA: Stanford University Press, 2011)

76 Etkind, Warped Mourning; Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001),
eBook, p. 125;

7 Alexander Etkind, ‘Post-Soviet Hauntology: Cultural Memory of the Soviet Terror’, Constellations,
16 (2009), 182-200 (p.182).
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nation suddenly invades one’s private sphere in the form of eerie visions. ‘The border between
home and world becomes confused; and, uncannily, the private the public become part of each
other.” ® As a result, one becomes unable to dissociate one’s ‘home’ from its political and
cultural context, or one’s individual identity from one's collective identity, highlighting how,
in the postcolonial context, national history is inextricably linked with one’s search for identity.
As I shall discuss in Chapter Two, fictional characters in Russophone women’s unhomely
narratives do not merely encounter ghosts, rather, their private spheres are invaded by the
memories, whether imaginary or real, of traumatic colonial events. For these protagonists,
uncanny moments are not merely born out of a confrontation with the ‘unburied past’, but also
their malaise of defining a post-Soviet identity in view of the rapidity of the Soviet Union’s
cultural collapse, the national humiliation with which it was associated, the ambivalence
towards its results, and the radical shift from a communitarian to an individualistic
consciousness. Their fiction thus points to a more multi-layered and complex model of the
post-Soviet uncanny than current theories would suggest.

Indeed, even within the broader postcolonial evocations of alienation, one can speak of
a specifically post-Soviet ‘unhomely’ determined by the peculiarities of Soviet colonialism,
especially the Soviet State’s special interest in enforcing the merging of one’s individual and
private self with a cultural collective. Thus, dissociating one’s private self from the collective
becomes especially tricky in the post-Soviet reality. In this context, women writers’ unhomely
visions, which often occur precisely in private spaces, are charged with added political
significance due to women’s symbolic association with domestic settings. Re-imagining
‘homes’ against colonial and nationalist conceptions of these spaces can in part be read as

political acts on the part of women writers.

78 Bhabha, ‘The World,” p. 141.



21

A very different set of themes preoccupies diaspora writers who have to make their
literary careers in Moscow against Orientalist ‘Othering’, stereotyping and racism directed at
migrants from the Caucasus and Central Asia.”” Hostility towards members of this group has
been especially noticeable since the late Soviet economic migration when economic stagnation
(zastoi) deepened, and the resources were concentrated towards the centre. The collapse of the
Union with the accompanying economic shocks has only sustained this phenomenon. As Jeff
Sahadeo points out,

Even as social and economic supports in the Caucasus and Central Asia, part of a unitary

Soviet state structure, eased the economic shocks experienced in postcolonial Latin

America, Africa and Asia, peoples on all these global peripheries recognized growing
imbalances that constrained their, and their children’s, hopes for a sustainable future.®°

Indeed, Sergei Abashin considers current migration patterns from Central Asia to Russia and

1.8! Meredith Roman has made

the Russian attitudes towards migrants as typically postcolonia
a similar claim by arguing that postcolonial racism in Russia can be explained by the fact ‘the

Soviet Union’s ostensibly non-racist ideology actually contained the seeds of racism within

it’.82 While not institutionalised racism of the apartheid kind, such discrimination has still been

7 Post-Soviet writing reveals that these people are still often denoted in Russia by such colloquial
derogatory terms as negry or chernomazyi. For instance, in Bibish’s autobiography Tanyoswuya u3z
Xuswi, the protagonist and her sons are physically bullied and called yepromasblii’, ‘4epHOKOMBIA’,
‘gepHas oBeuka’, ‘0omk’, ‘Hummi’ and ‘Herp’ (p. 249, p. 247, p. 183). See also Azerbaijani author
Rena Yuzbashi’s novel Cxkunxen [Skinhead] (Moscow: Eksmo, 2010) which discusses racism towards
Caucasians in Russia. See also Jeff Sahadeo, ‘Soviet “Blacks” and Place Making in Leningrad and
Moscow’, Slavic Review, 71.2 (2012), 331-358; Jeff Sahadeo, ‘Black Snouts Go Home! Migration and
Race in Late Soviet Leningrad and Moscow’, The Journal of Modern History, 88.4 (2016), 797-826.

80 Jeff Sahadeo, ‘The Accidental Traders: Marginalization and Opportunity from The Southern
Republics to Late Soviet Moscow’, Central Asian Survey, 30.3-4 (2011), 521-540, p. 524.

81 Sergei Abashin, ‘CoBerckoe = kononmaneHoe? 3a u mpotu’, in [Houamus o Coseemckom 6
Leumpanvroii Azuu, ed. by Georgy Mamedov and Oksana Shatalova (Bishkek: Shtab-Press, 2016), pp.
28-50, pp. 47-48.

82 Roman suggests that in the post-Soviet period Moscow readily portrays its former little brothers from
the Caucasus and Central Asia as ungrateful criminals and parasites because, according to the logic of
the official Soviet script, their foolish secession from the system in which they were the chief
beneficiaries simply meant their degeneration to their uncivilized pre-Soviet, criminal if not barbarian
and ‘dark’ existence. Meredith Roman, ‘Making Caucasians Black: Moscow Since the Fall of
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inhibitory and distressing to those who have experienced it.%3

Responding to the need of re-evaluating relations with the migrant ‘Others’ of the
former Soviet ‘East’ in the postcolonial context, and in large part due to the Russian state’s
encouragement to promote works focusing on inter-ethnic encounters, migrants have become
increasingly visible in post-Soviet culture, as I shall argue in Chapter Three. Like other ex-
colonial metropolises that retain an economic upper hand on their ex-colonial territories and
provide wide support to migrant literature in the form of advances, publicity, and prizes,3*
Moscow’s cultural market is very favourable to the theme of migration. In fact, Birgit Beumers
even points to Russian culture’s willingness to regard migrants from Central Asia and the
Caucasus, particularly gastarbeiters, as new Russian heroes.®> This environment provides
ample opportunities for diaspora writers from Central Asia and the Caucasus to enter the
Russian publishing market, albeit at the risk of being Orientalised and of exoticising
themselves.

One of the key concerns of postcolonial theory has been to establish how the continued
power asymmetries and cultural patronage determines the positions of postcolonial writers in
the countries that used to be colonies. Postcolonial writers who originate from the ‘periphery’
and who gain success in the metropolises are often criticised for representing or becoming part
of the privileged elite whose work ‘willy-nilly remains collusive’ neo-colonial ideologies.3¢
Women writers, especially Muslim, often face a double pressure of collusion with dominant

ideologies since Western readers in the ex-colonial empires are inclined to read their arrival in

Communism and the Racialization of Non-Russians’, Journal of Communist Studies and Transition
Politics, 18 (2002), 1-27, p. 8; p. 1.

8 Jeff Sahadeo, ‘The Accidental Traders’, p. 521.

8 Elleke Boehmer, Colonial and Postcolonial Literature: Migrant Metaphors, 2nd ed (Oxford: New
York: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 232.

% Birgit Beumers, ‘A “Hero of Our Time”: The Gastarbeiter in Recent Russian Cinema’, Zeitschrift
Fiir Slavische Philologie, 70 (2014), 161-78.

8 Boehmer, Colonial, p. 232.
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the ex-imperial centre as a narrative of progress from oppression to freedom.?” Compounding
this is the challenge of eschewing cultural representations of migrants as victims, also dominant
in Russian culture, for instance in Sergey Dvortsevoy’s recent film Azixa (2018).58 Russophone
migrant writers from the Caucasus and Central Asia thus run the risk of offering up sentimental
narratives and fictionalising their host countries into an alter ego against which Russianness is
measured and unconditionally valorised. I am concerned with establishing how, in the context
of the persistently Orientalist Russian literary market, these authors establish their literary
careers and determine their politico-cultural allegiances, and to what extent they manage to
make their ‘subaltern’ voices heard.

In the context of postcolonial literature, native American writer and theorist Gerald
Vizenor developed a notion of ‘trickster discourse’, a means of cultural survival through the
interpretation of, and resistant response to, stereotypical representations, often through
humorous appropriation of them.®® Tricksterism is also a useful theoretical concept when
approaching migrant narratives by Russophone creative artists who resist losing their integrity
by joining the establishment, as I shall show in Chapter Three. I focus on two women authors
who have used the Russian government’s sponsorship of new, positive Russian heroes from
the migrant community to their own advantage. Through adopting the mask of a fool, their
literary personae perform this role through seemingly overidentifying with the stereotypes of
naive and uncouth Oriental immigrants and simultaneously suggesting a common cultural code
with Russian culture and its heroes. And yet, in moments when their masks slip and the ironic
nature of their performances is revealed, these authors are able to deconstruct from within the

very stereotypes which they seemingly support, exposing their fabricated nature.

87 Carine M. Mardorossian, ‘From Literature of Exile to Migrant Literature’, Modern Language Studies,
32.2(2002), 15-33, p. 22.

% Such migrant tropes in Russian culture are discussed in detail in Chapter Three.

8 Gerald Vizenor, ‘Trickster Discourse’, American Indian Quarterly, 14.3 (1990), 277-287.
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The tone of irony is more explicit in NGO narratives by women authors who have built
on their experiences of working in the aid sector to critique their societies’ subjection to neo-
colonialism. While the dissolution of the Soviet Union promised the revival of indigenous
epistemologies, alternative models of being and different gender discourses in post-Soviet
Central Asia and Caucasus, ‘secondary Eurocentrism’ inherited from Soviet Orientalism
prevailed. Among others, Madina Tlostanova suggests that ‘the ethnic elites of the newly
independent states continued the economic, social and cultural discrimination of their own
people, hiding behind the neo-liberal or ethnic-nationalist values and continuing to practice
self-deprecating intellectual dependency on Western modernity’.”® As will be discussed in
Chapter Four, this dependency, with its ‘specific self-Orientalising inferiority complex’®! is
particularly well demonstrated by women’s satirical accounts of foreign-funded post-Soviet
NGOs.

While NGOs and neo-colonialism are among the key concerns of postcolonial theorists,
‘no critic has yet thoroughly addressed the existence of a narrative genre produced by and
organized around the activities of NGOs’, ‘nor has there been any sustained attention to the
participation in or appropriation of such a genre by postcolonial writers’.> Unsurprisingly, the
same applies to post-Soviet fictional narratives on NGOs. My study aims to fill this void by
focusing on narratives whose ideological irreverence is striking not only within Russophone,
but also wider postcolonial literature which has been witnessing ‘an increasing ‘NGO-

ization’.”

% Tlostanova, ‘The Janus-Faced’, p. 8.

! Tlostanova, Gender, p. 140.

%2 Liam O’Loughlin, ‘Negotiating Solidarity: Indra Sinha’s Animal’s People and the “NGO-ization” of
Postcolonial Narrative’, Comparative American Studies An International Journal, 12.1-2 (2014), 101-
113, p. 102. To my knowledge, O’Loughlin’s is the only study that closely examines a fictional NGO
narrative. The set of question that guides his analysis are very different from my own, as I explore in
Chapter Four.

% According to Liam O’Loughlin, ‘as an increasingly pervasive genre of ‘writing the disaster’, the NGO
narrative traffics in the spectacle of suffering (with varying degrees of self-awareness) and draws
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When approaching Russophone NGO narratives, Achille Mbembe’s concept of
‘mockery within’ proves particularly useful. While recognising the ongoing effects of
colonialism, Mbembe highlights the importance of refocusing analytical attention on the daily
rituals by with the postcolonial people negotiate these effects in their everyday lives. Blurring
the oppressor/oppressed binaries, Mbembe focuses on the potential complicity between the
neo-colonial forces, the corrupt élites and their subjects. He adds that considering this
interdependence, the main, if not only, means of resistance to the forces of oppressive power
is to expose them from within through laughter and mockery, even while ironically embracing
them.** Echoing Mbembe’s notion of mockery from within, Russophone women authors
satirise NGOs’ neo-colonial dependency on, and complicity with Russia and the West, and the
ensuing self-orientalising effects on post-Soviet identity constructions.

While Russophone women writers’ anti-bureaucratic/colonial narratives daringly
challenge the status-quo through mockery, they do not suggest possibilities of transcending it.
The same cannot be said of Russophone sci-fi narratives which have been gaining currency
among the new generation of Central Asian writers, as evidenced by pan-Asian writers’ short
story collection Coscem Jpyeue (2018) which I analyse in Chapter Five. The key issue at stake
for these authors is challenging the post-independence rise in nationalism and the
accompanying hegemonic identity politics in the region.”> By building on some of the key
notions in posthumanism, including cyborg identities, cybernetic embodiment and companion
species (Donna Haraway), they create utopian and dystopian worlds (often Soviet-inspired
ones) to radically re-imagine post-Soviet Central Asian identities as polyvocal and respectful

of the region’s diverse cultural heritage, politics, gender composition and ecology.

notions of transnational responsibility and implication from that spectacle’. O’Loughlin, ‘Negotiating
Solidarity’, p. 102.

% Mbembe, On the Postcolony, p. 108.

%5 These processes are analysed in the next chapter.
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Benedict Anderson famously observes that nations are imagined constructs. Anderson
highlights that nations ‘depend for their existence on an apparatus of critical fictions in which
imaginary literature plays a decisive role’.’® And yet, literatures do not simply perpetuate
national myths to which Anderson suggests they are subordinated, they can also subvert them.
This is precisely what SHTAB’s Russophone writers are seeking to achieve — they employ
literature to challenge the very notion of a stable national identity. In this context, their
favouring of posthuman utopias is not surprising. As Bill Ashcroft highlights, ‘postcolonial
writing is suffused with future thinking, with a utopian hope for the future, a belief [...] in the
possibility of justice and equality, in the transformative power of writing [...].*” Feminist
cyborg writing holds similar transformative potential, namely in its ability ‘to imbue problems
of identity and subjectivity with gender/racial consciousness’.”® As Donna Haraway points
out, ‘the cyborgs populating feminist science fiction make very problematic the statuses of man
or woman, human, artefact, member of a race, individual entity, or body’.”

Here, Russophone literature once again diverges from post-Soviet Russian and Eastern
European fiction, as I shall discuss in Chapter Five. While authors in Central Asia and the
Caucasus are concerned with challenging postcolonial nationalisms and the legacies of Soviet
colonialism, Russian writers are preoccupied with commentary on Russia’s anxieties over its
perpetual Others — the West and Russia’s ‘Eastern’ neighbours’. Consequently, rather than
experimenting with cyborgs and other non-human beings, they evoke more conservative
transhuman figures, especially vampires — the archetypal ‘Others’ of world literature. As for
Eastern European utopian projects, they lack the firmly pronounced postcolonial dimension of

Central Asian fictions.

% Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (London: Verso, 1983), p. 15.

?7 Bill Ashcroft, ‘Introduction: Spaces of Utopia’, Spaces of Utopia 2.1 (2012), 1-17 (p. 2).

% Hui-Chuan Chang, ‘Feminist Cyborg Writing and the Imagining of Asia’ in Spaces of Utopia, 2.2
(2012), 45-60 (p. 45).

% Haraway, ‘A Cyborg’, p. 178.
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The transnational approach adopted in the analysis of the chapters produces new
perspectives on Russia’s imperial and postcolonial engagements, as well as on the
predominantly Eurocentric concepts of Empire and Colonialism. Post-colonial theory cannot
be globally applicable until it is more comprehensive in its outlook. As David Chioni Moore
cautions, ‘to privilege the Anglo-Franco cases as the colonizing standard and to call the Russo-
Soviet experiences deviations, is wrongly to perpetuate the already superannuated centrality of
the Western or Anglo-Franco world’.!% The thesis also extends the cultural map of Russia to
the understudied post-Soviet South and connects the fields of Russian and Postcolonial Studies.
While the concept of ‘the Russian world’ has been heavily politicised (particularly since 2014)
and has become part of the Russian government’s push to recapture Great Power status, ! the
fact is that Russian remains the second language for many inhabitants of the Caucasus and
Central Asia, and Moscow still to a significant extent has the status of metropolis. It is both the
scholarly and literary recognition and the denial of this (and many positions in between) that |

propose to examine in the discussion that follows.

19 David Chioni Moore, ‘Is the Post- in Postcolonial the Post- in Post-Soviet? Toward a Global
Postcolonial Critique’, PMLA, 116.1 (2001), 111-128 (p. 123).

" Tgor Zevelev, ‘The Russian World in Moscow’s Strategy’, CSIS (Centre for Strategic and
International Studies), 22 August 2016, <https://www.csis.org/analysis/russian-world-moscows-
strategy> [accessed 20 September 2019]
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Chapter One

The Historical and Theoretical Background of Russophone Literature

Introduction

This chapter further examines the context, background and theories underpinning this study. It
includes three main sections which proceed in a rough chronological sequence from Russian
imperialism to the Soviet period, to the post-Soviet era. First, I provide the literature review of
critical works in Russian postcolonial studies which I build around the following argument: the
tendency in literary and cultural criticism to ignore literary texts produced by non-Russian
authors from the former Russo-Soviet Empire is rooted in the theoretical discourse on Russia’s
subaltern and internally colonised identity vis-a-vis the West. The second section assesses the
colonial aspects of the Soviet Empire and traces the development of Russophone writing within
this context. In the final part of the chapter, I examine post-Soviet national building,
mythmaking, and censorship to consider the pressures they generate for Russophone writers,
especially women authors.

In an article discussing the applicability of post-colonial theory to the post-Soviet sphere,
Gayatri Spivak points to the potential scope for the development of the existing critical debates
around postcolonial theory, suggesting that they can be enriched through a consideration of

alternative perspectives on its main concepts:
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When an alien nation-state establishes itself as ruler, impressing its own laws and systems of

education and rearranging the mode of production for its own economic benefit, ‘colonizer’ and

‘colonized’ can be used. The consequences of applying them to a wide array of political and

geographic entities would be dire if colonialism had only one model. On the other hand, if we

notice how different kinds of adventures and projects turn into something that fits the bare-bones

description given above, we will have a powerful analysis of the politics of progressivism, of one

sort or another.'
While we can fruitfully examine how the Russo-Soviet imperial projects fit ‘the bare-bones
description’ of colonialism evoked by Spivak, and the diversity that her description suggests,
Russian studies departments display a remarkable lack of enthusiasm for postcolonial theory
and Russophone literature from the former Soviet republics, especially from the Caucasus and
Central Asia.? Yet, the potential points of divergence of the Russian colonial model from other
standard colonial models would only undermine the legitimacy of Russian postcolonial studies
if we were to fixate on the centrality of these Western models, and not if, on the other hand,
we were to question the very usefulness of the persistently influential tripartite (first, second
and third worlds) and Eurocentric modernizing and developmentalist models of thought.?

The development of Russian postcolonial studies would enrich postcolonial theory by
introducing a post-socialist perspective within its hermeneutics. As Adeeb Khalid poins out,
the Soviet experience can ‘inject new caveats and perhaps a new scepticism toward
generalizations built on the basis of the experience of mainly bourgeois, western European

overseas empires’.* The study of post-Soviet cultures within the postcolonial framework would

equally address what Ewa Thompson identifies as a persisting problem of the current

! Gayatri Spivak in Gayatri Spivak, Nancy Condee, Harsha Ram and Vitaly Chernetsky, ‘Are We
Postcolonial? Post-Soviet Space’, PMLA, 3.121 (2006), 828-836 (p. 828).

% As I will demonstrate later in the chapter.

3 Robert Marsh has argued that ‘modernization theory is far from dead’ and has in fact been revived in
some part ‘due to sociology of knowledge factors, such as the collapse of Soviet communism’. Robert
Marsh, ‘Modernization Theory, Then and Now’, Comparative Sociology, 13 (2014), 261-283. See
also Robert Moran, ‘A Three Worlds Theory for the 21st Century’, Huffpost, 12 May 2016,
<https://www.huffpost.com/entry/a-three-worlds-theory-for b _13441454> [accessed 4 July 2018].

* Adeeb Khalid, ‘Introduction: Locating the (post-)colonial in Soviet history’, Central Asian Survey,
26.4 (2007), 465-473 (p. 471).
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knowledge production — the seemingly neat East/West division which is unsettled by the
Russian model of history:

The perception of postcolonialist commentators that history is ‘the discourse through which the

West has asserted its hegemony over the rest of the world’ is incorrect. The world has never been

divided into two neat compartments, West and non-West. The bilateral vision disregards the fact

that Russia engaged in a massive effort to manufacture a history, one that stands in partial
opposition to the history created by the West.’

As for Russian studies, subsuming the study of post-Soviet cultures under the broader
category of postcolonial studies would ensure a more sophisticated understanding of the Soviet
experience and the current politico-economic, social and cultural developments in the post-
Soviet region. As noted by Radim Hladik, such a critical turn would also ‘entail greater subtlety
in the study of post-socialism beyond simple periodization and lead to the exploration of the
other ramifications of the prefix “post™.% By extension, one can also interrogate the very
concepts of Soviet communism and socialism. In addition, Russian postcolonial studies would
turn a much-needed spotlight on the post-Soviet countries which still remain in a relative post-
War isolation, especially in the southern sphere of the post-Soviet region, by integrating their
voices into the global dialogue. As Thompson points out,

Unlike Western colonies, which have increasingly talked back to their former masters, Russia's

colonies have by and large remained mute . . . They continue to be perceived within the paradigms

relevant to Russia, the objects of Russian perception rather than subjects responding to their own
histories, perceptions, and interests.’

We have to distinguish, however, between the issue of the lack of ‘talking back’ from

the post-Soviet world, and the lack of listening ears. The claim that these countries have been

‘mute’ is exaggerated and highlights that very little attention is being paid to a rich source

> Ewa Thompson, Imperial Knowledge: Russian Literature and Colonialism (Westport: Greenwood
Press, 2000), pp. 23-24.

6 Radim Hladik, ‘A Theory’s Travelogue: Post-Colonial Theory in Post-Socialist Space’, Teorie védy,
33.4 (2011), pp. 561-590 (p. 571).

" Thompson, Imperial, p. 23.
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where colonial and postcolonial identities are negotiated — literature. Hladik is right to point
out that ‘as more and more time passes since the collapse of state socialism, literature manifests
not less, but more interest in the importance that the state-socialist past and durable cultural
and knowledge formations hold for the post-socialist present’.® In addition, some Russophone
writers explicitly situate their works within wider postcolonial literature, prompting Russian
studies to engage with postcolonial theory.’

The possibility that post-colonial theory in its current form does not apply perfectly to
the Russian Empire should be regarded as a source of critical excitement rather than an
incentive for shying away from the subject. As Spivak highlights, theory need not be employed

as fixed and consequently rigid academic tool:

I don't think one chooses a theoretical model and then applies it to primary material. I think the

production of theory is itself a practice and the matter studied participates in this . . . it is

invariably what escapes the reading that generates interest for more robust users of ‘theory’.'

Spivak’s arguments echo Edward Said’s concept of ‘Travelling Theory’ which examines what
happens with theory when it is transposed to and adopted by new contexts. Said argues that
theory is essentially and especially flexible in the context of literary studies. ‘Fields like
literature or the history of ideas have no intrinsically enclosing limits, and [...] no one
methodology is imposable upon what is essentially heterogeneous and open activity — the
writing and interpretation of texts.’!! Said’s idea leads me to examine the often peculiar ways

in which postcolonial theory has been remoulded in Russian studies.

8 Hladik, ‘A Theory’, p. 565.

? See, for instance Kazakh author Lilja Kalaus’s novel ®@ono nocneoneti nadexncowt:
(Ilocm)xononuanvusiti poman [The Fund of Last Hope: A Post-Colonial Novel] (Almaty:
Litres, 2013) <https://www.litres.ru/lilya-kalaus/fond-posledney-nadezhdy/> [accessed 7 February
2019]

10 Gayatri Spivak in Stephen Collier, Alex Cooley, Bruce Grant, Harriet Murav, Marc Nichanian,
Gayatri Spivak and Alexander Etkind, ‘Empire, Union, Center, Satellite: The Place of Post-Colonial
Theory in Slavic/Central and Eastern European/(Post-)Soviet Studies: A Questionnaire’, Ulbandus
Review, 7(2003), 5-25 (p. 17).

! Edward Said, ‘Traveling Theory’ in Edward Said, The World, the Text, and the Critic (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1983), pp. 226-247 (p. 230).
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Russian Postcolonial Theory: Empire, Orientalism, and Self-Colonisation

To this day, the application of postcolonial theory in Russian and Slavonic literary studies has
been largely limited to the study of nineteenth-century Russian canonical literature, particularly
in relation to Russian Orientalism in the Caucasus. Studies in this category often draw from
Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) to highlight that the variegated, though often negative and
marginalising representations of the Russian Empire’s non-Russian colonial subjects, its
‘Orient’, played a crucial role in Russia’s own identity formation.!? Among these, Susan
Layton’s and David Schimmelpenninck van der Oye’s studies point out that Said’s theory of
Western Orientalism cannot be directly applied to Russian Orientalism since Russia’s
historically ambivalent self-perception as neither East nor West has in turn generated its
ambivalent approach to the ‘Orient’.!3 According to Layton, Russia’s hybrid, semi-Asian
identity found expression in the romanticizing of the North Caucasus peoples by such canonical
nineteenth-century Russian writers as Alexander Pushkin, Alexander Bestuzhev-Marlinsky,
and Mikhail Lermontov. ‘Russia’s cultural heterogeneity’, Layton argues, ‘predisposed
romantics to enhancing Asia some way or another, instead of identifying exclusively and

consistently with the Western civilization to which, they knew, their country did not wholly

belong’.!* Kalpana Sahni nicely summarises the singularity of Russian Orientalism:

12 See Susan Layton, Russian Literature and Empire: Conquest of the Caucasus from Pushkin to Tolstoy
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994); Kalpana Sahni, Crucifying the Orient: Russian
Orientalism and the Colonization of Caucasus and Central Asia (Bangkok: Orchid Press, 1997); Ewa
Thompson, Imperial Knowledge: Russian Literature and Colonialism (Westport: Greenwood Press,
2000); Harsha Ram, The Imperial Sublime: A Russian Poetics of Empire (Madison: University of
Wisconsin Press, 2003); David Schimmelpenninck van der Oye, Russian Orientalism: Asia in the
Russian Mind from Peter the Great to the Emigration (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010).

'3 Layton, Russian Literature; Schimmelpenninck van der Oye, Russian Orientalism.

'4 Salome Asatiani, ‘Literature and Empire: Scholar Susan Layton Discusses Russia’s “Literary
Caucasus™”’, RadioFreeEurope/RadioLiberty, 13 November 2011
<http://www.rferl.org/a/literature_empire_scholar susan layton discusses russia literary caucasus/2
4389678.html> [accessed 20 November 2016].
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The Russian elite became mentally colonized without having ever been a colonial subject. This

was the uniqueness of Russian history and created the inherent contradictions of Russian

Orientalism, whereby the Oriental attitude directed at them was accepted by the Russians and

subsequently employed to downgrade the conquered people. '’

Studies into Russian Orientalism serve as an invaluable base for the evolution of Russian
postcolonial studies. Inevitably, they tell us more about the imperial gaze and perspective than
the ‘subaltern’ voices of the colonised nations. Thus, it is vital for scholars in Russian studies
to also consider the Russian colonial context from the viewpoint of the ‘periphery’ of the
empire. When pointing out the neglect of the non-Russian literary and intellectual traditions of
the former Soviet Union, Harsha Ram argues that ‘we remain trapped in the Petrine paradigm
of Russia’s eternally anxious opening to the West; where we look to the East, we remain
content with Russian representations of it’.!® Ram’s forthcoming monograph on the Russian-
Georgian cultural encounter in the imperial and early Soviet eras makes a crucial step in
redressing this epistemological imbalance. So does Rebecca Gould’s 2016 study comparing
Georgian, Chechen, and Daghestani depictions of anticolonial insurgency in the Russian
Empire.!” Moreover, in view of major developments in postcolonial theory since Said’s

seminal study, we need to extend methodological approaches beyond the engagement with the

founding texts of postcolonial theory.!'®

'S Sahni, Crucifying, p. 15.

' Harsha Ram in Spivak et al., ‘Are We’, p. 832.

'7 Harsha Ram, The Scale of Culture. City, Nation, Empire and the Russian-Georgian Encounter
(forthcoming). Ram has also written several articles on this subject; Rebecca Gould, Writers and
Rebels: The Literature of Insurgency in the Caucasus (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press,
2016). See also Poccus - I pysus nocie umnepuu: cooprux cmamet, ed. by Mir’ya Lekke and Elena
Chkhaidze (Moscow: HoBoe nuteparypHoe 0603penue, 2018)

'8 In this regard, see the following pioneering works: Madina Tlostanova, Postcolonialism and
Postsocialism in Fiction and Art: Resistance and Re-existence (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2017); Naomi Caffee, ‘Russophonia: Towards a Transnational Conception of Russian-
Language Literature’ (unpublished doctoral thesis, UCLA 2013); Dmitriy Mel’nikov, ‘Toward
Russophone Super-Literature: Making Subjectivities, Spaces and Temporalities in Post-Soviet
Kazakhstani Russophone Writing” (unpublished doctoral thesis, Nazarbayev University, 2017); Olga
Breininger, ‘Literature as Performative Warfare: Violence, Space, and Religion in the North Caucasus’
(unpublished doctoral thesis, Harvard University, 2019).
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The lack of critical attention to texts produced by non-Russian authors who inhabit the
territories that once formed part of the Soviet Union (and before that, the Russian Empire) can
be partly explained by the theoretical discourse on Russia’s subaltern and internally colonised
identity vis-a-vis the West, a notion which has somewhat monopolised the application of
postcolonial theory in Slavic studies. Paradoxically, while few scholars employ the term
‘postcolonial’ in relation to the Caucasus and Central Asia, numerous influential works
consider Russian identity as ‘postcolonial’, ‘internally colonised’ and ‘subaltern’. On the one
hand, these studies illuminate the ambiguities of Russian imperialism, fill important research
gaps, including in respect of the Russian conquest of Siberia, and help to demystify Russia’s
foreign policies.!” Their commendable endeavour of incorporating Russian imperial
experience into postcolonial studies is jeopardised, however, by what Madina Tlostanova
identifies as the general lack of critical preoccupation with racial politics in the Russo-Soviet
empires.?® Yet, one of the most important exceptions here is Marina Mogilner’s Homo Imperii:
A History of Physical Anthropology in Russia (2013) on racial science in pre-revolutionary
Russia and the early Soviet Union. Mogilner revises the widely assumed view that the
supposedly ‘nonclassical’ nature of the Russian empire and its equally ‘nonclassical’
modernity made Russian intellectuals immune to the racial obsessions of Western Europe and
the United States.?!

An important question thus inevitably arises on whether Russia can in fact be considered
as postcolonial state. Dragan Kujundzic considers Russian identity as ‘postcolonial’ based on

a ‘self-colonial impulse in Russian history’, most notably epitomized by Peter the Great’s

9 See Alexander Etkind, Internal Colonization. Russia’s Imperial Experience (Cambridge: Polity
Press, 2011).

20 Madina Tlostanova, ‘Internal Colonisation. Russia’s Imperial Experience by Alexander Etkind
(review)’, Postcolonial Europe, 10 May, 2014 <http://www.postcolonial-europe.eu/reviews/166-book-
review-internal-colonization-russias-imperial-experience-> [accessed 9 July 2019]

2! Marina Mogilner, Homo Imperii: A History of Physical Anthropology in Russia (Lincoln: University
of Nebraska Press, 2013)
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reforms and the ensuing ‘psychological destruction of Russian people’.?? Alexander Etkind,
who also considers Russia an internal colony, argues that ‘in Russia, the typical colonial
endeavours were directed not overseas but rather at the people in the homeland’ and that ‘to
put it in postcolonial terms, the narod was the subaltern’.?3 According to Etkind, the Russian
peasantry was discursively shaped into the ‘Other’ and made distinct through markers of
alterity, such as a full beard, religious confession, or ascription of estate. The Russian elite
orientalised the narod [the Russian nation] by developing historiographies, running field
studies, and writing novels about it:

In a characteristically colonial way, agronomists ascribed to peasants such qualities as illiteracy,

irrationality, benightedness, deafness, obscurity, inertia, absence of civil consciousness, etc.

Kotsonis is right to compare his research of the Russian countryside with the “Subaltern Studies”
of the Indian society under British rule.**

The Russian elites and the Russian narod, however, were both Russian, in other words
both the ‘coloniser’ and the ‘colonised” were of the same ethnicity, culture and language, and
the oppression of the peasants could only stretch up to the limit beyond which the common
cultural base of these two classes would become obvious. On the other hand, as Mykota
Riabczuk points out, in countries such as Belarus and Ukraine, ‘colonial relations were
ethnicized; local language and culture became a stigma, a sign of backwardness, “blackness”,
and inferiority vis-a-vis the superior Russophones who represented both wealth and power’.%
Indeed, people from colonised majority groups often russified their surnames, while members

of the peasantry adopted surnames based on the traditional patronymic which were not

= Dragan Kujundzic, “‘After’: Russian Post-Colonial Identity”, MLN, 115.5 (2000), 892-908, p. 897;
p. 984.

2 Alexander Etkind in Collier et al., ‘Empire’, p. 23; p. 20.

* Etkind, ‘Empire’, p. 24.

> Mykota Riabczuk, ‘Colonialism in Another Way. On the Applicability of Postcolonial Methodology
for the Study of Postcommunist Europe’, Porownania, 13 (2013), 47-59 (p. 57).



36

morphologically distinct.?® Alexander Morrison likewise doubts that ‘the relationship between
Russian administrators and Muslim subjects in Central Asia, [can] really be equated to the
extension of the state’s control over ethnic Russians in the empire’s heartland, or the
relationship between Russia’s elites and its peasantry’.?’

Furthermore, one could argue that conflictual attitudes towards the peasantry have
prevailed in other imperial or non-imperial countries in different historical periods, in which
case the boundary between ‘internal colonisation’ and simple oppression and class conflict
becomes fuzzy. In fact, Andreas Schonle, Andrei Zorin and Alexei Evstratov altogether
problematise the equation of Russia’s self-Europeanisation with the oppression of the Russian
people. They suggest, for instance, that if the ultimate goals of Meiji restoration and Kemalist
revolution — two other major Europeanisation projects — were to mobilize a broader stratum of
society through the elites, in Petrine and post-Petrine Russia, by contrast, ‘the state considered
the top-down Europeanization of a narrow upper class as more effective, and often safer, than
fundamental social and political transformation’.?®

It also seems extreme to declare that Russia’s typical colonial endeavours were directed
inside rather than outside. First of all, there were also parts of the Western empires where

marginalised groups were granted certain advantages, for instance, women in New Zealand

% Qleksandr Taranenko, ‘Ukrainian and Russian in Contact: Attraction and Estrangement’,
International Journal of the Sociology of Language, 183.1 (2007), 119-140, especially p. 125. On how
the Armenian bourgeoisie Russified their surnames see Ronald Grigor Suny, Looking Toward Ararat:
Armenia in Modern History (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), p. 23.

Russification of surnames persisted in the Soviet period, leading official calls and measures by post-
Soviet states, in Azerbaijan and Tajikistan for instance, to de-Russify surnames with Russian endings
and forbid future russification. ‘Dushanbe Bans Use of Russified Surnames for Ethnic Tajik
Children’, RFE/RL, 29 April 2016, <https://www.rferl.org/a/tajikistan-russified-surnames-
banned/27706350.html>; ‘ Azerbaijan Planning To De-Russify Family Names’, RFE/RL, 7 February
2010 <https://www.rferl.org/a/Azerbaijan_Planning To DeRussify Famil Names/1951314.html>;
‘Azerbaijan “may ban Russian names’, BBC, 5 March 2013 <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-
europe-21658746> [all accessed 5 August 2019].

7 Alexander Morrison, ‘Internal Colonization. Russia’s Imperial Experience by Alexander Etkind
(review)’, Ab Imperio 3(2013), 445-457 (p. 446).

8 The Europeanized Elite in Russia, 1762—1825, ed. by Andreas Schonle, Andrei Zorin and Alexei
Evstratov (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 2016), p. 3.
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were given suffrage earlier than in the British metropolis.?” Moreover, not only does such
argumentation overlook the colonial subject status of the nations in the Russian Empire and
the Soviet Union, but it also risks promoting the image of Russia as a benign coloniser, harsh
on itself but benevolent towards, and even beneficial for, its external colonies.

Indeed, when asked about the place of post-colonial theory in Slavic/Central and Eastern
European/(post-)soviet studies, Etkind overlooks all violent aspects of Russian colonialism and
instead focuses on the apparent privileges of Russia’s external imperial subjects, arguing that
‘the heartland regions of the country were exploited more than the peripheral regions’.*° In the
same vein, Geoffrey Hosking argues that Russia’s state-building obstructed its nation-building
and that ‘the effort required to mobilize revenues and raise armies for the needs of the empire
entailed the subjection of virtually the whole population, but especially the Russians’.>! A
similar argument is put forward by Russian commentators who argue that the Soviet system
made limited inroads into the societies under its control. A.V. Malashenko goes as far as to
argue that the cultural loss has been far greater for the Russians than, say, Central Asians, since
Russian Orthodoxy ‘was essentially destroyed in the years of Communist rule while Islam was
able to preserve its influence at all levels of society’.’? Thus the ‘psychological destruction of
Russian people’, as undeniable as it is, is made to appear as infinitely more deserving of the
term ‘colonial’ than the equally undeniable, though mysteriously overlooked hardships of the

‘colonised’ in the Caucasus and Central Asia.

2 Women’s Suffrage in the British Empire: Citizenship, Nation and Race, ed. by Ian Christopher
Fletcher, Laura E. Nym Mayhall and Philippa Levine (London: Routledge, 2000)

3% Alexander Etkind in Collier et al., ‘Empire’, p. 21.

3! Geoffrey Hosking, Russia: Empire, People and Empire, 1552 — 1917 (Harvard: Harvard University
Press 1997), p. xxiv.

32 A. V. Malashenko, ‘Islam Versus Communism: The Experience of Coexistence’, in Russia’s Muslim
Frontiers, ed. by D. Eickelman (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), pp. 63-78 (p. 63). For
the critique of this work see Deniz Kandiyoti, ‘Post-Colonialism Compared: Potentials and Limitations
in the Middle East and Central Asia’, International Journal of Middle East Studies 34.2 (2002), 279-
297 (p. 289).
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Such flattening of differences between the experiences of Russians and the populations
subjected by Russia is problematic for numerous reasons. Certainly, one cannot deny that the
Russian Empire and the Soviet Union were often as fatal for Russians as for non-Russians. In
addition, pointing out the subtleties of Russia’s ambiguous nature as a coloniser, and indeed a
nation, can be intellectually enriching and useful, for instance when studying post-Soviet
Russian literature.’® Furthermore, colonisation myths, such as Russia’s ceaseless benevolence
towards and support for the non-Russian peoples of the mountains and steppes, play an
important role in the constitution of Russian identity; they are widely believed even by
specialists.** However, such an enquiry into Russia’s postcoloniality should not be undertaken
at the expense of Russia’s colonial subjects who are discursively pitted against the Russians in
a contest of victimhood. Focusing on Etkind’s project, Harsha Ram highlights the risks of such
an undertaking in perpetuating the imperialist discourse:

Even the conquest of the Caucasus was ‘not quite colonial’ for Etkind . . . In effect, Etkind

perpetuates aspects of Russian colonialist ideology, providing evidence of how far Russian

culture still is from ‘find[ing] a positive, enlightened solution’ to the enduring legacy of
colonization . . *°

A further example of the way in which Etkind’s approach perpetuates Orientalist and
colonial discourse in the course of its attempted critique crops up in Etkind’s review of two
important studies on Russian Orientalism, Susan Layton’s Russian Literature and Empire
(1994) and Harsha Ram’s The Imperial Sublime (2003). Here Etkind writes: ‘[w]hile Layton
looked at the world through the emancipatory optic of postcolonialist and feminist movements,

Ram manifests a different kind of sensibility, one which is alert to the scale and beauty of the

33 As evidenced by Postcolonial Slavic Literatures After Communism, ed. by Klavdia Smola and Dirk
Uffelmann (Bern: Peter Lang, 2018).

34 See two very contrasting reviews of Willard Sunderland’s Taming the Wild Field: Colonization and
Empire on the Russian Steppe (Ithaca, NY; London: Cornell University Press, 2004) by Igor Grachev
and Pavel Rykin Morrison, and Alexander Morrison. ‘The Russian Empire and the Steppe. An
Exchange of Views’, Forum for Anthropology and Culture, 4 (2007), 395-415.

35 Harsha Ram in Spivak et al., ‘Are We Post-Colonial’, p. 835.
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victorious power’.’® More light is shed on the peculiar concept of the beauty of the Russian
empire in the next paragraph:
A late development among great European empires, the Russian Empire survived and outdid
most of them, after its collapse having been transfigured into its new Soviet reincarnation. |[...]
the empire quickly absorbed the lands at its center and on its periphery. In the heartlands as well
as in the newly annexed territories, the imperial order replaced barbarity and wilderness.
Orthodox and non-Orthodox Russians, Catholics, Protestants, Jews, Muslims, and ‘heathens’
who inhabited the annexed lands were to various extents subjected to Russian statehood. [...]
Larger than the Soviet Union and much larger than the current Russian Federation, the empire
of the tsars stretched from Poland and Finland to Alaska and Manchuria.”
The imperial project’s longevity, geographical size, speedy conquests and apparently civilising
effects on the ‘barbarity and wilderness’ of its annexed territories are evoked in a suspiciously
laudatory manner which barely registers a critical note. One can only imagine the nations on
the receiving end of Russian imperialism replying that beauty lies in the eye of the beholder.
Similar epistemic concerns can be raised in relation to the terminology employed in
Viatcheslav Morozov’s study Russia’s Postcolonial Identity: A Subaltern Empire in a
Eurocentric World (2014). Morozov views Russia as a subaltern empire that colonised itself
‘on behalf of the global capitalist core while itself being integrated into European international
society’.’® Employing Homi Bhabha’s concept of mimicry, Morozov points out Russia’s
ambivalent relationship with its ‘Master’ — the West which it simultaneously resents and seeks
to emulate. While Morozov astutely deconstructs Russia’s foreign policy and the country’s
inferiority complexes in relation to Western capitalist empires, applying the Master/Slave
paradigm to the relationship between the West and Russia stretches the concept’s analytical

bite to the extreme. If the West indirectly colonised Russia, then we might ask — who colonised

the Soviet republics? One would have to say that, by extension, they were also colonised by

3% Alexander Etkind, ‘Orientalism Reversed: Russian Literature in the Times of Empires’, Modern
Intellectual History, 3.4 (2007), 617-628 (p. 617) (emphasis added).

37 Etkind, ‘Orientalism’, p. 617 (emphasis added).

3% Viatcheslav Morozov, Russia’s Postcolonial Identity: A Subaltern Empire in a Eurocentric World,
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), p. 32.
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the West, in which case the accountability for colonial oppression would shift away from
Russia. In fact, as Morozov himself aptly remarks, ‘the anti-colonial suspicions about the
tendency to downplay the oppressive effects of internal colonisation is to some extent justified:
it does indeed ‘exoticise’ Russian colonialism, which might to some extent shield it from other
criticism targeted against other empires’.>

Placing Russia in a subaltern position without paying attention to the country’s racial
politics and exoticising the ‘unique act of self-colonization of the Russian people’* shifts the
focus away from the ex-Soviet republics, the voices of whose peoples are unheard or slow in
emerging, and erases, rather than critically or strategically blurs, the distinctions between
master/slave and coloniser/colonised. The work on the postcoloniality of these regions is still
so underdeveloped that it seems premature to rush into asserting such radical claims on
Russia’s subalternity without first ascertaining what subalternity even entails in the post-Soviet
world more broadly. Furthermore, arguing for Russia’s subaltern nature in this context surely
reinforces Russia’s own discourse on its victim and subaltern status in world politics, as well

as its historical position as an object of colonisation by foreign powers?4!

3% Morozov, p. 36.

0 Boris Groys, ‘Umena ropona’ in Ymonus u obmern (Moscow: Znak, 1993), pp. 357 -365, p. 358.

*! When explaining the dominance of this self-subalternising rhetoric in Russia, James Wertsch argues
that one important narrative schema by which Russia has shaped its collective memory is ‘the expulsion
of foreign enemies’— based on foreign invasions including ‘even the reign of communism in the
twentieth century’. Wertsch picks out the main elements of this narrative template: 1. Russia is peaceful
and not interfering with others; 2. Russia is viciously and wantonly attacked without provocation ; 3.
Russia almost loses everything in total defeat as the enemy attempts to destroy it as a civilization; 4.
Through heroism and exceptionalism, and against all odds, Russia triumphs and succeeds in expelling
the foreign enemy. James Wertsch, ‘National Narratives and the Conservative Nature of Collective
Memory’, Neohelicon, 34.2 (2007), 23-33 (p. 30).
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The Soviet Union: A Colonial Empire?

Unlike the rich critical tradition examining Russian Orientalist literature, the study of
postcolonial literatures and cultures of the former Soviet republics remains a rare phenomenon,
and one mainly limited to the northern sphere of the former Soviet Union.*? In his seminal
essay comparing the Soviet and colonial ‘Post-s’, David Chioni Moore remarks ‘how
extraordinarily postcolonial the societies of the former Soviet regions are’ and ‘how
extraordinarily little attention is paid to this fact, at least in these terms’.** Indeed, one could
even talk about a positive desire not to pay attention: many scholars have objected to extending
postcolonial terminology to the former Soviet Union for its alleged limited value. Stephen
Velychenko, for instance, claims not to understand why postcolonialism, ‘only a technique of
literary criticism’, ‘should be concerned with politics and economics nor why anyone outside
the field of literature should be troubled by its dubious methods and preconceptions’.**

Moore considers Russia’s supposedly ambiguous identity between East and West (the
idea perpetuated by the above-mentioned works by Etkind and Morozov), as one of the two
most popular objections to post-Soviet postcolonialism, and dismisses it as an ‘odd, unprovable
idea’.*> He counters the second objection which stems from the fact that Russia’s colonies were

adjacent to, rather than separated by water from the colonial centre, as in the British and French

cases, by pointing out that ‘when one considers the easy Marseille-Algiers sail or the generally

2 See in particular Smola and Uffelmann, eds, Postcolonial Slavic Literatures; Violeta Kelertas, Baltic
Postcolonialism (Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi, 2006); Ukraine in the 1990s, ed. by Marko
Pavlyshyn and J.M.E. Clarke (Melbourne: Monash University, 1992); From Sovietology to
Postcoloniality: Poland and Ukraine from a Postcolonial Perspective, ed. by Janusz Korek (Huddinge:
Sodertorns hogskola, 2007); Claire Cavanagh, ‘Postcolonial Poland’, Common Knowledge, 10.1
(2004), 82-92; Postcolonial Approaches to Eastern European Cinema: Portraying Neighbours On-
Screen, ed. by Ewa Mazierska, Lars Kristensen and Eva Néripea (London: [.B. Tauris, 2014).

# David Chioni Moore, ‘Is the Post- in Postcolonial the Post- in Post-Soviet? Toward a Global
Postcolonial Critique’, PMLA, 116.1 (2001), 111-128 (p. 114).

# Stephen Velychenko, ‘Post-Colonialism and Ukrainian History’, 4b Imperio, 3.1 (2004), 391-404 (p.
396).

* Moore, ‘Is the Post’, p. 119.
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pleasant London-Cairo voyage, one is puzzled that the infinitely rougher path from Moscow to
Tashkent [...] is granted an “adjacence™.*® Alexander Morrison is similarly critical of ‘the
land/sea’ distinction.*’ It is indeed puzzling that so much weight should be given to the
‘geographical contiguity’ between Russia and its neighbours in determining USSR’s
postcoloniality since the territorial proximity between Russia and its geopolitically important
neighbours is in fact likely to constantly tempt Russia in its colonial ambitions to culturally,
politically or militarily annex its nearby ‘buffer-zones’ separating it from the West.*®

Harsha Ram suggests that the underrepresentation of non-Russian Soviet ethnicities in
Western universities, and their regional isolation from global intellectual debates may be a
more significant factor in the underdevelopment of Eurasian postcolonial studies than the
purely methodological question of postcolonialism’s applicability to the post-Soviet region.*
Moore, for his part, attributes the lack of dialogue between postcolonial critics and the post-
Soviet world to the former’s Marxist sympathies, as well as to their historical indebtedness to
the three-worlds theory.’® Sharad Chari and Katherine Verdery similarly argue that one of the
reasons why socialist and colonial empires have been considered largely separate from each
other has been the partitioning of the world through the Cold War division of intellectual labour
whereby the First World was studied chiefly by mainstream economics and sociology, the

Second World chiefly by political science, and the Third World chiefly by anthropology and

* Ibid., p. 119.

" Morrison highlights that ‘[i]n the Indian case, once the Suez Canal was opened in 1869, journey times
from Southampton to Bombay were less than half those of Moscow to Tashkent, let alone Irkutsk or
Vladivostok’. Alexander Morrison, ‘What is “Colonisation”? An Alternative View of Taming the Wild
Field’, Forum for Anthropology and Culture, 4 (2008), 402-415, p. 414.

*8 One could make an argument about the colonial nature of Russia’s military interventions in Ukraine
and Georgia, and the ongoing ‘creeping occupation’ in the latter. For example, according to Viatcheslav
Morozov, ‘[e]ven though the 2008 war with Georgia cannot be exclusively blamed on Russia’s
imperialism, it definitely strengthened imperialist attitudes’, Morozov, Russia’s Postcolonial, p.110

* Harsha Ram in Spivak et al., ‘Are We’, p. 832.

> Moore, ‘Is the Post’, p. 117.
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development studies.’! In addition, as Nancy Condee highlights, Russia remains a challenge to
scholars of both the First and Third Worlds as they inextricably associate modernity with
capitalism, the nation-state, and liberal democracy.’? Naturally then, Russia differs to them in
its markers of modernity due to ‘the relative impoverishment of its center in contrast to its
Western borders; its constructions of ethnicity, nationality, and race; its state-driven, highly
centralized structure; and [...] the relative weakness of its own national formations’.>?

There are several issues with both the clear-cut distinctions involved in the Three Worlds
theory evoked by Chari and Verdery and the rigid understanding of modernity alluded to by
Condee. First of all, after 1989 many Soviet countries became, like postcolonial ones,
synonymous with underdevelopment.>* In addition, if we define modernity ‘as the emergence
of nation-states, the establishment of parliamentary democracy, and the spread of industrial
capitalism in Western Europe’ then certainly ‘none of these aspects of modern political and
economic systems pertained in the Imperial Russian and Soviet cases’.>> However, as Hrach

Bayadyan points out

if we are guided by such definitions which ear-mark a number of characteristic aspects of
transformation, namely industrialization, urbanization, secularization, universal literacy, etc. we
will see that many aspects of modernization were fully incorporated into the objectives of Soviet
power. In the meantime, Soviet society was characterized by aspects of the Enlightenment such
as the belief in progress, the faith in reason and science.’

>! Sharad Chari and Katherine Verdery, ‘Thinking Between the Posts: Postcolonialism, Postsocialism,
and Ethnography After the Cold War’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, 51.1 (2008), 6-34,
p. 18.

32 Nancy Condee in Spivak et al., ‘Are We’, p. 831.

>3 Condee, ‘Are We’, p. 831.

> Chari and Verdery, Thinking’, p. 19.

>> David Lloyd Hoffmann, ‘European Modernity and Soviet Socialism’, in Russian Modernity: Politics,
Knowledge, Practice ed. by David Hoffmann and lanni Kotsonis (Houndmills: Macmillan Press, 2000),
pp. 245-260, p. 246.

6 Hrach Bayadyan, ‘Soviet Armenian Identity and Cultural Representation’, <http://acsl.am/wp-
content/uploads/2008/11/guidelines Soviet%20Armenian%?20Identity%20and%20Cultural%20Repre
sentation.pdf> [accessed 3 May 2017], p. 201.
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Therefore, Soviet modernity, while undoubtedly ambiguous — after all, the early Soviet
discourse privileged a new collective Soviet identity over nationalism — cannot be easily
dismissed.’” Moreover, the concepts of ‘development’ and ‘modernization’ are altogether
thorny and often critiqued by postcolonial scholars as forms of Eurocentric domination.>®

An alternative model to the Three Worlds system has been proposed by Mark von Hagen
who argues that in order to transcend the binary paradigms of Russia/Orient and Soviet
Union/modernisation, the post-Soviet world should be considered in critical discourse as a new
Eurasia.’ Jennifer Suchland agrees, arguing that ‘rather than categorize the former second
world as just a derivative of the postcolonial or of neoliberalism, a territorial understanding of
Eurasia emphasizes the point that postsocialism is a unique place and experience’.®® However,
if the aim, as von Hagen argues, is to dissociate post-Soviet states ‘from state socialism and
their former attachments to the Soviet world’,%! then Suchland’s approach, which inevitably
reinforces the connection between the paradigms of Eurasia and socialism, risks further

isolating these states within the discursive field of socialism which, ‘unique’ as it may be,

°7 As Ronald Suny points out, ‘Moscow had governed through local national cadres and promoted
national cultures, education in the local languages, and the advancement of native leaders — all within
the bounds of a policy that favoured the eventual creation of a single sovetskii narod (Soviet people)’.
Ronald Grigor Suny, The Revenge of the Past: Nationalism, Revolution and the Collapse of the Soviet
Union (Stanford: Stanford University Press,1993), pp. 129-130. Even in the 1960s, the question of the
disappearance of nationalities in favour of a supposedly ethically neutral Soviet identity remained
explicit in official rhetoric. In his commentary on the Party Program Nikita Khrushchev declared, for
instance: ‘Communists will not conserve and perpetuate national distinctions. [...] It is essential that
we stress the education of the masses in the spirit of proletarian internationalism and Soviet patriotism.
Even the slightest vestiges of nationalism should be eradicated with uncompromising Bolshevik
determination’. Nikita Khrushchev, Report on the Program of the C.P.S.U., October 17, 1961, Pravda,
October 19, 1961, pp. 1-10 (p. 1), quoted in Alfred D. Law, ‘Soviet Nationality Policy and the New
Program of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union’, The Russian Review, 22.1 (1963), 3-29 (p. 10).
>% See for instance Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture (London/New York: Routledge, [1994];
2004), p.203; Wolfgang Sachs, The Development Dictionary: A Guide to Knowledge as Power
(London: Zed Books, 1992); Arturo Escobar, Encountering Development: The Making and Unmaking
of the Third World (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995).

> Mark Von Hagen, ‘Empires, Borderlands, and Diasporas: Eurasia as Anti-Paradigm for the Post-
Soviet Era’, American Historical Review, 109.2 (2004), 445-468 (p. 446).

6 Jennifer Suchland, ‘Is Postsocialism Transnational?’, Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and
Society, 36.4 (2011), 837-862 (pp. 855-856).

6! Hagen, ‘Empires’, p. 446.
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cannot be fully understood outside of the post-colonial context. In addition, the term Eurasia
remains an indeterminate, politically totalising and potentially homogenising category with a
relatively muddy history.®> More importantly, like the umbrella term post-Soviet, this neutral
term glosses the historical and persisting power inequalities between the ‘colonisers’ and the
‘colonised’, and lacks the intense connotations of political struggle associated with colonialism
and imperialism, the discursive fields of which, no matter how unsavoury, are nonetheless still
relevant in post-Soviet countries.

Russian and Soviet historians have altogether tended to eschew the concept of Russian
imperialism or colonialism, so that post-colonial theory has been slower in permeating the
field. As Vitaly Chernetsky remarks, ‘throughout the 1990s, postcolonialism was perhaps the
only major contemporary theoretical discourse persistently ignored by Russian academics’.%
Epp Annus goes as far as to suggest that ‘post-Soviet Russia is a unique postcolonial (and
arguably still colonial) oppressor that refuses to acknowledge its colonial past’.®

Western scholars have been much more receptive to considering Soviet imperialism,
especially in the Caucasus and Central Asia, as at least partly colonial in nature. When pointing
out the diversity of Russian colonised territory and the profoundly different modes of
metropolitan expansion, critics of particularistic theories such as ‘internal colonisation’
consider the Russo-Soviet domination of the Caucasus and Central Asia as most closely fitting
the standard models of ‘Western colonisation’.®> Henry Carey and Rafal Raciborski claim that

‘if cultural differences are significant, then arguably only the Islamic republics in Central Asia,

Transcaucasia, and provinces inside Russia have been colonies’.®® Indeed, arguments for the

62 Harsha Ram in Spivak et al., ‘Are We’, pp. 832-833.

63 Vitaly Chernetsky, ‘On Some Post-Soviet Postcolonialisms’, PMLA, 121.3 (2006), 833-836 (p .834).
% Epp Annus, ‘The Problem of Soviet Colonialism in the Baltics’, Journal of Baltic Studies, 43.1
(2011), 21-45 (p. 24).

6 Moore, ‘Is the Post’, p.121; Nancy Condee in Spivak et al, ‘Are We’, p. 830.

% Henry F. Carey and Rafal Raciborski, ‘Postcolonialism: A Valid Paradigm for the Former Sovietized
States and Yugoslavia?’, East European Politics and Societies, 2.18 (2004), 191-235, p. 200.
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separateness of Ukraine and Belorussia from the Russian imperial centre hold some force,
although considerably less so than arguments about distinctive history in the case of Central
Asia and the Caucasus whose languages, religions, social and cultural histories differ from
those of Russia.®” While Maria Todorova objects to the application of postcolonialism to the
Soviet state’s relations with the Balkans and Eastern Europe, she considers the former’s
relationship with Central Asia and the Caucasus as colonial ‘par excellence’.® Mykota
Riabczuk talks of the ‘rather standard colonialism in the Russo-Soviet Asia and Caucasus’.%’
David Kenneth Fieldhouse similarly remarks that ‘in 1917 Central Asia was a typical colonial
society, autocratically governed by aliens, with a growing settler population [...], and a
dependent primary economy’.”® Nonetheless, one has to note that the ambiguities of Soviet
nationalities policy and the influence of Communist ideology ensured that the Soviet political
model was not simply reincarnated from Russian imperial policies, but rather took on a

distinctive, and at times more progressive imperial form in these regions.

The Caucasus and Central Asia under the Soviet Empire

Societies in the Caucasus and Central Asia display remarkable heterogeneity and ambivalence
both in their relationship with Russia and in their self-perception as colonial nations. Due to
Armenia’s common Christian religion with Russia, and the Armenian genocide, Armenian

authors often evoke the rhetoric of Russia as Armenia’s saviour from Turkey, problematising

7 However, Armenia and Georgia are Christian countries.

8 Maria Todorova, ‘Balkanism and Postcolonialism, or on the Beauty of the Airplane View’, in In
Marx’s Shadow: Knowledge, Power, and Intellectuals in Eastern Europe and Russia, ed. by Costica
Bradatan and Serguei Alex Oushakin (New York: The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, 2010),
pp. 175-197 (p. 179).

%9 Riabczuk, ‘Colonialism’, p. 56

" David Kenneth Fieldhouse, The Colonial Empires: A Comparative Survey from the Eighteenth
Century (New York: Delacorte, 1966), p. 339.
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Russia’s identity as a ‘coloniser’. In Narine Abgaryan’s Jlioou komopwie 6ce20a co MHOU
(2014), the young protagonist, influenced by this rhetoric, is haunted by a nightmare where
her house is crushed by a gigantic bug — her fellow villagers’ pejorative metaphor for Turks.”!
By extension, the villagers’ criticism of the Soviet policies threatening their local traditions is
often directed at the abstract Soviet regime, rather than Russia. Interestingly, despite a similar
geopolitical context in Georgia, the rhetoric on Russia as a saviour is absent in Georgian
literature. Rather, with twenty percent of the country’s territory currently under Russian
control, Georgians commonly regard Russia as an ‘occupier’.”> Meanwhile, ‘a very common
refrain from Central Asians, and not just the current ruling elite,” Alex Cooley suggests, ‘is that
the Russians “brought us electricity and education” or that, in fact, the Soviet Union was a
political organization forged of “15 sisters [union republics]” of equal stature’. 7> Ronald Suny
points out, however, that ‘empire exists even if peripheral populations are convinced that the
result of their association with the empire is beneficial rather than exploitative, as long as the
two conditions of distinction and subordination obtain’.’”* In fact, post-colonial societies,
especially the elites, often recognise the benefits, however relative, of colonial influence.”
However, that does not stop them from engaging with the realities of imperial and colonial
power.

The ‘voluntary’ nature of the incorporation of the Caucasus and Central Asia into the
Soviet Union is debatable at best. Contrary to Lenin’s proclaimed plan for ‘the establishment

of state borders according to the ‘sympathies’ of the population, and including complete

! Narine Abgaryan, Jlioou komopeie 6cezda co muoii [People who are always with me] (Moscow: ACT,
2014), p. 217.

2 As evidenced by June-July 2019 anti-occupation protests in Tbilisi.

3 Alex Cooley in Collier et al., ‘Empire’, p. 7.

™ A State of Nations: Empire and Nation-Making in the Age of Lenin and Stalin, ed. by Ronald Grigor
Suny and Terry Martin (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), p. 26.

> For instance, in their autobiographical works and fiction, many North African writers convey their
gratitude for having been exposed to French language and culture through Francophone education, all
while acknowledging the otherwise traumatic legacies of French colonialism. These include Albert
Memmi, Jacques Derrida, Assia Djebar, Maissa Bey, Malika Mokeddem and others.
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freedom of secession’,’® in the immediate years after the Russian Revolution, the Bolsheviks
violently suppressed expressions of national-determination in the region.”” Hence, the Soviet
Union has been described as an ‘anti-imperialist Empire’, one that was externally anti-
imperialist in its declared animosity to First World predation but evidencing imperialist
tendencies.”® Nazif Shahrani contends that after conquering Turkistan, the Soviets immediately
set out to transform it through a ‘three-pronged attack’: first, a territorial, political and
ultimately cultural fragmentation of the region; second, cultural isolation of its peoples both
from their historic past as well as other Muslim and Turko-Persian speaking areas in the region;
and third, defamation and destruction of religious, especially Islamic, belief, values, and
institutions.” However, the temporary early Soviet alliance between Bolshevism and Jadidism
at this time (a reform movement among Central Asia’s Muslim intellectuals) suggests some
degree of ideological contiguity among Soviet ‘coloniser’/’colonised’ entities in the region.®°
As part of the National Delimitation process of 1924—1929, Soviet leaders fixed countless
formerly less defined identities in Turkistan into national entities, shaping the states of the
region in their current borders. Terms such as Turkistan (homeland of the Turks or Turkic-
speaking peoples) implying larger and more inclusive political and cultural identity, suddenly

disappeared from public discourse, and instead, new language based ‘nationalisms’ were

7 Vladimir Lenin, ‘Utoru muckyccuu o camoomnpenenenuu’ (1916), in Bonpocvi nayuonanshoii
noaumuky u npoaemapcxoeo unmeprayuonaiusma (Moscow: Politizdat, 1965), p. 129.

" Ariel Cohen, Russian Imperialism: Development and Crisis (Westport: Praeger Publishers, 1996),
pp. 70-74.

" Nancy Condee in Spivak et al., ‘Are We’, p. 830. For Lenin, imperialism was a capitalist
phenomenon, and he criticised those who claimed that it was compatible with socialism. ‘The leaders
of the present-day, so-called, “Social-Democratic” Party of Germany’, Lenin wrote, ‘are justly called
“social-imperialists”, that is, socialists in words and imperialists in deeds’. Vladimir Lenin, ‘Critique
of Imperialism’, in [Imperialism the Highest Stage of Capitalism (1917) Available at:
<https://www.marxists.org/archive/lenin/works/1916/imp-hsc/ch09.htm> [accessed 19 January 2017].
7 Nazif Shahrani, ‘Central Asia and The Challenge of the Soviet Legacy’, Central Asian Survey, 12.2
(1993), 123-135, pp. 128-129.

8 On Jadidism see Adeeb Khalid, The Politics of Muslim Cultural Reform: Jadidism in Central Asia
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998).
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promoted through competition for access to strategic resources.’! Perhaps even more than
languages, women in Central Asia were central in these processes as certain patterns of gender
relations — in particular specific forms of female dress and seclusion — were often used as
national markers.?? As Douglas Northrop has argued, the Soviets ‘defined the new Uzbek
nation in large part through its distinctive patterns of gender relations and customs of female
seclusion, and especially through the heavy cotton-and-horsehair veils worn by Uzbek
women’.®> However, while Northrop considers the creation of distinct national identities as
colonial in nature, Sergei Abashin has suggested that the Central Asian republics were not
simply top-down creations of the Soviet State’s ‘divide and conquer’ policy and that groups
such as Jadids and pan/anti-pan Turkists played an important part in the process.?*

Initially, Communist party ideologues ardently supported native languages and ‘native-
language education’, particularly seeking to promote the State and its values.®®> However, in
Turkistan, Central Asian Muslims became culturally isolated, especially from the Muslim
world, as the adoption of Cyrillic alphabets ‘rendered the literacy skills of the educated Central
Asians obsolete and denied the new generations of Central Asian youth access to their
considerable literary heritage written in Arabic-Persian script’.®¢ Among others, Soviet Kazakh
writer Bakhytzhan Kanapyanov frequently evokes his fractured identity as one of the traumatic
effects of Russification.’” Similarly, the preservation of indigenous cultures was also openly

championed in Soviet political policy (take, for example, the extensive effort to preserve

81 Shahrani, 'Central Asia’, p. 129.

82 Douglas Northrop, Veiled Empire: Gender and Power in Stalinist Central Asia (Ithaca, New York:
Cornell University Press, 2003), pp. 33-34.

 Ibid., p. 34.

8 Sergei Abashin, ‘VicTopus 3aposkIeHHs H COBPEMEHHOE COCTOSHHE CPEHEa3HaTCKHX
HaroHanm3MoB’ in Hayuornanuzmwl 6 Cpednei Azuu: B nouckax udenmuunocmu (Saint Petersburg:
Anereiis, 2007), pp. 177-207.

85 Slezkine, ‘The USSR’, p. 420.

8 Shahrani, 'Central Asia’, pp. 129-130.

87 See Caffee, ‘Russophonia’, p. 42.
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historic buildings in Central Asia during the first decade of Soviet power).%® Nonetheless, the
cultural looting which began with the Russian imperial presence in the region in the 1860s and
1870s continued well into the Soviet period, enriching Russian cultural centres such as the

Hermitage,®

and depriving the colonies ‘of their most significant symbolic monuments,
ancient, medieval and modern’.”® The cultures of other Soviet republics were not always
preserved in their authentic forms since the socialist meta-narrative fed the ‘highly clichéd,
essentializing rhetoric of national culture and identity, and the Orientalist practices exoticizing
it’.?! One example is the distortion of Armenian folk music ‘in accordance with Soviet
middlebrow culture’.??

From the 1920s, the Soviet Union manifested many traits of ‘federal colonialism’,”
especially during the korenizatsiya (nativisation) when genuine efforts were made to set up a
different model of governance.”* The centre was not as insurmountably demarcated from the
colonies as in Western colonial systems, and participation and advancement opportunities were
afforded to the Soviet peoples of various ethnicities and nationalities. For instance, while late
Soviet Georgia was characterised by a low degree of ethnic Georgian mobility outside the

republic, mobility within the republic was very high.”> According to Yuri Slezkine, ‘the more

rights and opportunities a national minority would enjoy, the more “trust” it would have in the

% Vera Tolz and Svetlana Gorshenina, ‘Constructing Heritage in Early Soviet Central Asia: The Politics
of Memory in a Revolutionary Context’, Ab Imperio, 2016.4 (2017), 77-115

% Thompson, Imperial, p. 114.
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History (Stanford: Hoover Press, 2013), p. 216.

°! Hrach Bayadyan, ‘Becoming Post-Soviet’, dOCUMENTA 13 (2012), p. 4.
<http://www.hatjecantz.de/hrach-bayadyan-5272-1.html> [accessed 1 January 2019]
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%% Graham Smith, ‘Post-Colonialism and Borderland Identities’, in Nation-Building in the Post-Soviet
Borderlands: The Politics of National Identities ed. by Graham Smith, Vivien Law, Andrew Wilson,
Annette Bohr and Edward Allworth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp. 1-20, p. 4.

% See Terry Dean Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire: Nations and Nationalism in the Soviet Union,
1923-1939 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001); Philip G. Roeder, ‘Soviet Federalism and Ethnic
Mobilization’ in The Soviet Nationality Reader: The Disintegration in Context, ed. by Rachel Denber
(Oxford: Westview Press, 1992), pp. 147-178.
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proletarians of the former oppressor nation’.® Such tactics of coercion and appeasement also
characterise the histories of classical colonies.”’.

However, while giving full weight to the creation of national elites at the republican level
and below, David Lane, Cameron Ross, Laurence Broers and Terry Martin highlight the
underrepresentation of non-Russian minorities in the Politburo and Soviet politics more
broadly.”® Furthermore, while some indigenous elites might have held unprecedented power
for a colonial context, their activities were restricted by the strict ideological control
characteristic of Soviet Communism throughout its existence. Philip Roeder has discussed in
detail this remoulding of Soviet elites so that they would implement Soviet policies, such as
collectivisation and industrialisation and mass urbanisation parallel with it, leading to the
severing of the Soviet peoples, all rural-based, from their traditions.”” One example in the
Central Asian context is the genocidal settling of the Kazakh nomad millions from 1929 to
1934, as part of the Soviet sedentarisation policies in the region.!%

Although the Soviet Union was supposed to embody a unified family and economic

organism, Russia often enjoyed a priority over natural resources, the distribution of goods and

% Yuri Slezkine, ‘The USSR as a Communal Apartment, or How a Socialist State Promoted Ethnic
Particularism’, Slavic Review, 2.53 (1994), 414-452 (p. 419).
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the foreign trade sector.!?! Soviet official Grigory Zinoviev’s September 1920 proclamation
suggests that the exploitation under the tsarist regime persisted in the guise of the civilising
rhetoric under the communists: ‘[w]e cannot do without the petroleum of Azerbaijan or the
cotton of Turkistan. We take these products which are necessary for us, not as the former
[Tsarist Russian] exploiters, but as older brothers bearing the torch of civilization’ — Zinoviev
declared.!®? The values of socialism were notably undermined by the exploitation of the cotton
industry in Central Asia which also resulted in environmental disasters such as the near-
disappearance of the Aral Sea.!% Such problematic environmental effects of Soviet economic
policies were only exacerbated by the Soviet Union’s environmental policies. While there exist
debates as to whether the Communist ideology supported ecological fairness, critics agree that
Soviet economic policies were overall disastrous.'*

From the point of view of Soviet ideologues, electrification, industrialisation, and the
physical transformation of the landscape of the ‘peripheries’ in many ways defined the

construction of Soviet nations, languages, and the new Soviet identity.!® This crucial

101 Kappeler, p. 322; Cyril E. Black, and E.C Helmreich, Twentieth Century Europe: A History (New
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interdependence of the cultural and the political in the Soviet project is particularly well
illustrated by Soviet efforts to foster a multi-ethnic Soviet literature which would fuel the
Communist regime’s state and nation-building ambitions, its ‘national Bolshevism’!%. The key

vehicle of this process was the Soviet policy druzhba narodov (‘Friendship of the Peoples’).

Druzhba Narodov and the Formation of Russophone Elites

The Soviet policy druzhba narodov emerged in the late 1930s and aimed to consolidate Soviet
identity by encouraging fraternity between Russian and non-Russian ethnic groups. It
emphasised that the expansion of Russian dominance was agreeable to both sides: this was not
‘conquest’ or ‘annexation’, but ‘fusion’,!” a claim that remained dominant in state rhetoric
throughout the Soviet period.!%® Seeking to convince themselves and the world that the Soviet
Union was in both theory and practice an inclusive, multinational community, Soviet officials
launched a concerted effort to make non-Russians more visible and thereby render the
imagined community as real as possible.!%” Those who looked most distinctly non-Russian
were particularly exhibited as labour heroes at agricultural conferences and served as delegates

at republican and national congresses.!!’ Thus, especially during the 1930s, ‘to look non-

1% David Brandenberger, National Bolshevism: Stalinist Mass Culture and the Formation of Modern
Russian National Identity, 1931-1956 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002)

97 Taras Kuzio, ‘History, Memory and Nation Building in the Post-Soviet Colonial Space',
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peoples on a voluntary basis in a single multi-national state — the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics —
their close cooperation in state, economic, and cultural development, their fraternal friendship, and a
flourishing economy and culture constitute the most important result of the Leninist national policy’.
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Russian was to some degree advantageous for members of non-Russian nationalities’.!!! And
yet, druzhba narodov was not simply a slogan promoted at the top; it had genuine resonance,
especially outside of Russia. In her loosely autobiographical novel B Cogsemckom Coroze ne
o110 aodspona (2018)!12, Olga Breininger’s protagonist (who, like the author, is from an
ethnic German background) recounts how her native Kazakh region, Karaganda, embodied the
policy’s fraternal spirit. Growing up in a multicultural, non-hierarchical setting with Russians,
Kazakhs, Germans, Koreans, deported Chechens and exiled Ingushetians, the protagonist lacks
awareness of the concept of national identity.

Druzhba narodov took a noticeably different form in the lead-up to, and during the
Second World War. From then on, the USSR transformed into an integrated and homogeneous
empire with Russian language, the Soviet /lingua franca, and Russian culture as its centrepieces.
The notions of ‘second-classness’ and ‘subordination’ began to re-emerge, as evident in the
1937 Pravda [the Communist Party’s official newspaper]| declaration: ‘Russian culture
enriches the culture of other peoples [...] it is the most advanced, the most humane’.!!3 By this
time, rhetorical internationalism was firmly replaced by cultural centralisation and a strong
emphasis on the leading role of the Russian majority population. The discourse on Russia as
an ‘Elder Brother’, and ‘the most outstanding of all the nations forming the Soviet Union’ that
became explicit at this time echoed the Western European colonisers’ self-fashioning as more
civilized, modern, advanced, and superior than the nations they colonised.!'* Furthermore,
Russia constructed itself as a spearhead and saviour of its sibling republics from a common

dangerous enemy (as evoked in Stalin’s famous toast of May 1945).

" Ibid., p. 5.
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Russia’s discourse on its main role in defeating the Nazis adds a new dimension to the
classical Western model of colonialism. The ‘colonised’” who subscribe to the idea of the
colonisers as ‘saviours’ might close their eyes to certain negative aspects of domination and
put aside their hostility in favour of viewing the dominant power as partly justified in its
imperialistic ambitions. Moreover, the natural desire of identifying with the victorious power
creates a psychological dichotomy in the subjected people and heightens the ambivalence of
their identity definition in relation to the coloniser. The surge of Russian-inflected Soviet
patriotism after the Great Patriotic War provides one historical example of this phenomenon.
The Second World War provided a perfect villain against which the various Soviet nationalities
could unite in a common patriotic struggle, and later, Russia’s victory over Germany became
a powerful source for collective pride. Consider, for instance, Armenian writer Rachy
Ovanesian’s retrospective assessment of World War II period in his speech at the 1988 Plenum
of the USSR Writers’” Union:

It seems to me that the happiest period of friendship among our peoples was the cruel years of

the Great Fatherland War. In those years, when the question of the Motherland’s life or death

was being decided, our peoples showed how quickly they could master Russian, or to be more
precise, the language of destroying the enemy, they showed how correctly and successfully they

found the paths of brotherhood and how equal they were. The danger threatening the Soviet
Union made them a real, large, and united family.'"?

Ovanesian’s statement reveals the durability of the idea that Russians led the ‘united
family’ of Soviet republics into ‘destroying the enemy’, even in a time of glasnost when the
State officially sought to reveal the horrors of the Soviet past. In fact, such beliefs are also
proclaimed by post-Soviet cultural elites, among them Azeri author Rena Yuzbashi: ‘M&b1 Bce
noMHuM Benukyto OredectBeHHyto BoiiHy, Mbl Bce mOMHUM, 4TO Poccust Obu1a TOKOMOTHBOM,

JBIDKYIEH cwioil 6oppObl ¢ (QammsmoM, u, HaBepHoe, Pycckuili Hapon Oozee Bcero

15 “From the 1988 Plenum of the USSR Writers’ Union’, Soviet Studies in Literature, 25.2 (1989), 88-
113, pp. 101-102.
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norepsin’.!1® Yuzbashi’s comment echoes Vladimir Putin’s 2010 statement that the Russian
Federation suffered the greatest proportional losses in World War II, a ‘historical fact’ that is
debated by other former Soviet republics, especially Ukraine.!!”

Through most of the Soviet period, in conjunction with druzhba narodov, the Soviet state
allotted vast resources to developing and supporting non-Russian Soviet literature. The USSR
Writers’ Union actively promoted cultural diversity. Each republic had its own Writers” Union,
literary journals, publishers, and non-Russians were at times even guaranteed a percentage of
most publishers’ total annual production.!'® In fact, the dynamics of social and cultural
subordination inherent within druzhba narodov became especially explicit from the 1940s,
explaining the persistently strong Russocentric leanings of Russophone cultural elites
evidenced by Ovanesian and Yuzbashi. Soviet colonial notions such as primordial ethnicity,
backward nations, and Russian cultural and linguistic dominance began to be taken for granted

in state rhetoric, as evidenced by the following 1961 declaration by Nikita Khrushchev:

With reciprocal fraternal assistance, primarily from the Great Russian people, all the Soviet non-
Russian republics have set up their own modern industries, trained their own national working
class and intelligentsia, and developed a culture that is national in form and socialist in content.
Many nations which in the past were backward have achieved socialism [...].""

16 Rena Yuzbashi, interview, ‘Five o’clock ¢ Asepom Tapubom’, 26 April 2015, 11:15-11:30
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t2qRLJTrH4w> [accessed 2 August 2019]
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This rhetoric on Russia’s guiding role became a staple of Russophone literature. As Sergei
Baruzhdin, Russian member of the Soviet Writers’ Union noted in 1988, ‘the pompous image
of the “elder brother” went on to migrate from literature to literature, from book to book, like
some form of obligatory character’.!

In the Soviet Thaw of the late 1950s and 60s, post-war decolonisation and the beginnings
of a postcolonial consciousness in world literature coincided with Soviet attempts to exert
influence and control in newly independent states.!?! The resulting internationalist ideological
leaning of Russophone writers of this period is well captured by Rachy Ovanesian’s claim that
‘a true writer is a banner-carrier of internationalism, and true literature is a banner of
internationalism’.!?? This interpretation persisted throughout Soviet history, as evidenced by
Olzhas Suleimenov’s description of the sixties’ literary generation:

All of us want to be writers who are both national and international, we are all members of one
team, though each has his own specific aims. We are marginal personalities, who were born on

the border of at least two cultures, and we are all both a bridge between them and a conduit of

mutual influences. We represent world culture in our own, and our own culture in world

culture’.!®

A politically-minded Kazakh writer and public intellectual who was involved in Soviet
anticolonial projects such as the Association of African and Asian Writers, Suleimenov used
Russian language to construct ‘non-Russian—yet completely Soviet—identities’.!2*

From these post-Stalin decades onwards, the Soviet empire maintained itself through

‘tolerance of diversity and local national control with the ultimate sanction of the threat or use

120 Sergei Baruzhdin’s speech, ‘From the 1988 Plenum’, p. 91.

121 Caffee, ‘Russophonia’, p. 48

122 Rachy Ovanesian, From the 1988 Plenum’, p. 103.

123 Olzhas Suleimenov and S. Taroshchinaia, ‘We Have Come to Act’, Soviet Studies in Literature, 25.2
(1989), 17-24, p. 22-23.

124 Caffee, ‘Russophonia’, p. 48.
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of armed force (as in Thbilisi in 1956, Erevan in 1965, Alma-Ata in 1986, and Baku in 1990)’.1%
However, as Ronald Suny observes, ‘underneath the deceptive stability of the political
structures, a fuse had already been lit by the 1960s — with the appearance of a powerful,
articulate civil society expressing itself in a national idiom’.!?¢ These revived expressions of
national consciousness also found their way in literature. Focusing on Suleimenov’s later
career, Naomi Caffee makes an argument that as the optimism of the Thaw gave way to the
disenchantments of the Brezhnev era, ‘druzhba narodov was ruefully re-imagined as tiur 'ma
narodov’, and Russophone writers became voices of opposition and national self-determination
on the local level.!?” However, Caffee’s analysis suggests a more temperate nature of the
subversive potential of these authors’ oeuvre than her initial claim would suggest — in fact, she
focuses on how Suleimenov ‘subtly’ articulated their difference by ‘manipulating elements of
the dominant literary discourse’.!?® Indeed, even ‘an essential revisionist text of the
Brezhnevite and perestroika periods’'?°, Suleimenov’s 43 u 5 (1975) — which is strangely
absent in Caffee’s analysis — resists classification as ‘nationalist’, let alone ‘anti-colonial’.
Harsha Ram has problematised the work’s easy association with seminal decolonial texts such
as Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth (Les Damnés de la Terre) (1968) and Edward
Said’s Orientalism (1978). He points out that, one the one hand, the work represents ‘the
definitive intervention by a non-Russian Soviet intellectual to address the question of

interethnic relations and their consequences for Russian and Central Asian history’.!*? On the

other hand, Ram remarks, ‘Suleimenov’s position has never been one of militant revolt: even

125 Suny, The Revenge, p. 131.

126 Ibid., p. 131.

127 Ibid. pp. 48-49.

128 Ibid., pp. 111.

'2 Harsha Ram, ‘Imagining Eurasia: The Poetics and Ideology of Olzhas Suleimenov's AZ i IA’,
Slavic Review, 60.2 (2001), 289-311, p. 289.
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as he has pleaded for the ethnic dignity of his people, his ultimate vision has been one of
“synthesis” and “interdependence” between Slav and Turk’.!3!

Due to its controversial nature, 43 u A was withdrawn from active circulation in the
middle of the Brezhnev era and Suleimenov was instructed to publish a letter of apology. 32
However, this constituted a rather mild punishment considering the strictness of Soviet
censorship. The reason for such lenience on the part of Soviet officials again lies in the policy
of druzhba narodov which still held force at this time. The cultural policies under Brezhnev
continued to promote non-Russian writers and even granted them preferential treatment,
allowing them comparative leeway in political and stylistic iconoclasm and moderate

dissent.!33

As Anthony Olcott points out in reference to Chingiz Aitmatov’s subversive novel
The Day Lasts Longer than a Hundred Years (1980)'*4, no one had ‘any illusions about why it

was Aitmatov who was given so much leash, when other writers were being jailed for less; had

he been Russian, Aitmatov too would have been silenced’. He adds:

Because the USSR of those years was pursuing policies designed to show the wonderful harmony
in which the many ethnic groups of the country live and work (as it was then maintained they
did), Aitmatov, a Kirgiz, enjoyed a latitude far greater than did his Russian fellow writers, which
his ability to write in Russian permitted him to put to socially-useful purposes.'*’

Olcott suggests that ‘this combination of having to publish non-Russians and not really
paying attention to what they said’ meant that ‘most of the thematic and even stylistic
innovations of Soviet literature in the 1970s and 1980s came from non-Russian writers like

Aitmatov, Grant Matevosian, Fazil Iskander, Anatolii Kim, Nodar Dumbadze, Arto Valton,

B bid., p. 293. Ram quotes Suleimenov from Olzhas Suleimenov, ‘K vzaimozavisimosti’ (1977-78),

in Esse, Publitsistika, Stikhi, Poemy (Alma-Ata,1989), pp. 55-56.

132 Ram, ‘Imagining’, p. 189, p. 295.

133 Anthony Olcott, ‘Introduction: Non-Russian Soviet Writers Today’, Soviet Studies in Literature,
25.2 (1989), 5-16, p. 4.

134 The novel almost openly denounced the cultural mankurtisation of Central Asian nations and
suggested that the social disintegration of the Brezhnev era was a product of the Soviets’ deliberate
erasure of the past.

135 Olcott, ‘Introduction’, p. 4.
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and others’.!13® However, the extent of Russophone authors’ ideological freedom should not be
overestimated. As in the case of national elites, cultural freedom was generally tightly bound
by the central state which consolidated power in the ‘periphery’ and closely monitored both its
social and political spheres.!’” As Nariman Skakov points out, ‘the locals could not resist
cultural subjugation and were not able to write back to the centre of the Soviet empire [...].
Almost every attempt to make an autonomous local voice heard was cast as a manifestation of
bourgeois nationalism’.!*® As mentioned earlier, Suleimenov was one of the authors limited by
this reality. Indeed, while the Soviet Union developed an enormous body of non-Russian
writers, ‘conditions for most of these writers, particularly those dependent upon publishing in
a home republic, were far from ideal, because of the flagrant favouritism and abuse of position

this system encouraged’.!3® As Uzbek writer Narbai Khudaiberganov complained in 1988:

We in Uzbekistan (is it only among us?) had (and still have) a certain “official view” of life and
literature, which elevates certain writers, leaving others in the shade [...]. In this “view” writer
number one in Uzbekistan was of course [former Party First Secretary Sharif] Rashidov, who
gathered about himself a particular group of writers who in essence led the literary parade and

defined the creative climate in the republic, getting generous rewards for their selfless service

and devotion to the “father of the nation”.'*’

Furthermore, as Olcott highlights, ‘for all the power and riches many of them accrued,
the role these non-Russian writers played in Soviet culture was often an uncomfortable one,
for the same literary policies that got them published also trivialized them’.!*! With a few
exceptions, non-Russian Russophone creative artists from Central Asia could not enjoy the
same prestige that was afforded to ethnic Russian authors. As Catriona Kelly demonstrates in

her paper on Central Asian filmmakers at Lenfilm, creative artists from Central Asia who

136 Ibid., p. 8.

137 Skakov, ‘Culture One and a Half>.
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140 Narbai Khudaiberganov quoted in Olcott, ‘Introduction’, p. 6.
1 Olcott, ‘Introduction’, p. 8.
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moved to the Soviet metropolis were likely to experience not just ‘spatial dislocation’, but also
an acute version of the ‘fear of being singled out as naive or uncouth incomers’ (to quote Jeff
Sahadeo)'*? due to Orientalist perceptions of their culture.!* In Leningrad, Kelly adds,
‘attitudes to this ‘periphery’ were particularly condescending, as one of Isaiah Berlin’s
informants (probably the poet Anna Akhmatova) told him when he visited the city as a young

diplomat in 1946’:

The [official] ‘line’ at present was to devote attention to the lesser-known parts of the Soviet
Union, such as Siberia or Tadzhikstan [...] a mass of pseudo-archaic lyrics and bogus ballads and
epics and official poetry generally [...] were driving out whatever originality there was among
these primitive or semi-medieval peoples. They asserted with much pride that the Leningrad
literary papers were commendably free from this incubus, which cluttered up the pages of the
Moscow literary weekly, although they made an exception in favour of Georgian and Armenian
literature, which contained works of true genius.'**

This situation was ‘fundamentally different to the contemporary case of Kazakh author
Chingiz Aitmatov (1928-2008), who was able to invoke regional subjects (as in IIpowati,
TI'ynvcapwt!, 1966) without risk to his status as a major writer’.!4> The same can be said of
Abkhazian writer Fazil Iskander and Chuvash poet Gennady Aigi.!*® As evidenced by Berlin’s
statement, the cultures of Armenia and Georgia were similarly held in high regard. In fact, of
the Soviet Union’s large titular nationalities, only the Russians, Ukrainians, Georgians,
Armenians, Jews and Germans were deemed ‘advanced’ and were grouped together as western
nationalities, unlike the remaining vast majority of Soviet nationalities that were judged

culturally backward.!*” Contributing to this classification was the fact that both Georgia and

142 Jeff Sahadeo, ‘Soviet “Blacks” and Place Making in Leningrad and Moscow’, Slavic Review, 71. 2
(2012), 331-358 (p. 333, p. 340).

43 Catriona Kelly, ‘The Black-and-White Poppies of Russian Arthouse: Central Asian Directors at
Lenfilm , 1961-1990°, paper presented at an interdisciplinary symposium ‘Central Asia in Russian
Language and Culture, 10 March 2019, New College, Oxford.

!4 Kelly, ‘The Black-and-White’.

' Ibid.
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7 Terry Dean Martin, The Affirmative Action Empire: Nations and Nationalism in the Soviet Union,
1923-1939 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2001), p. 23.
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Armenia boasted strongly established literary traditions before 1917, unlike Central Asia which
historically favoured oral traditions associated with nomadism, thus supposed Oriental
‘backwardness’, rather than anything resembling a ‘Western’ literary or artistic tradition. Such
cultural snobbery targeting ‘peripheral’ cultures from non-Russian Soviet republics persisted

well into the late eighties, as Lithuanian writer Vitautas Kublius explains:

Apparently, the idea, established in the postwar years, still has not dispersed, that the literature
of the fraternal Soviet republics is a grey, monotonous, peripheral literature in which you can
find ‘local color’ but you won't find content that will move mankind at large. The official
paternalistic attitude to the national literatures hasn't disappeared either — cold and calculated
compliments conceal the hard conviction that only great nations make great literature.'**

It is important to point out that, arguably, women writers and film directors of the late
Soviet period had the same marginal status of ‘not really mattering’. In a key study on Russian
women writers, Catriona Kelly considers the example of Tatiana Esenina’s satirical story
“Kens —Yyno XX-oro Beka’ (1962). Poet Aleksandr Tvardovsky, then editor of Novy mir, was
told by a literary censor of the day that he had been unhappy with one passage in Esenina’s
story, which had just been published in Novy mir. Tvardovsky appeased the critic by
deliberately misreading the political dimension of Esenina’s satire, remarking ‘Well, you know
these women writers. What can you do?’, to which the mollified censor replied: ‘Women
writers. That’s it, women writers.!*’ Kelly points out that while Soviet women writers have not
been entirely free of guilt in the formation of negative stereotypes around their works, this
exchange ‘indicates the prevalence of the view that flights of charming, if slightly irrational,

fancy are characteristic of women’s writing’.!>

' Vitautas Kublius quoted in Olcott, ‘Introduction’, p. 8. I slightly modified the original translation in
parts where it was grammatically unsound.

49 Catriona Kelly, 4 History of Russian Women's Writing 18201992 (Wotton-Under-Edge, UK:
Clarendon Press, 1994), p. 349.

150 Kelly, 4 History, p. 349.
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From the 1980s onwards, the coming to the fore of mass nationalist popular fronts
signalled the retreat of druzhba narodov and its support of non-Russian literatures. Though
effectively contained until the ‘Gorbachev revolution’, the dissident movements building up
since the 1960s, ones that shaped the oppositional discourse and generated the leading
spokespeople for the nation in the late 1980s (Levon Ter Pterosyan in Armenia, Zviad
Gamsakhurdia in Georgia and so on), now openly challenged ‘the supranational relationship
of superordination and subordination dictated by the imperial system’.!>! In Armenia and
Georgia, intellectuals and activists began to rapidly undermine the power of local Communist
parties and put forward ethnocultural demands against the Russifying programs of the Soviet
Communist party.!>? In Central Asia, on the other hand, where dissident movements had not
previously existed and a closer relation between the apparatus and the intelligentsia was the
norm, Communist apparatchiki maintained their hold on both state and society and managed
to suppress the relatively weak “democratic” oppositions. !>

The changes brought about by glasnost and perestroika were overall unfavourable to the
dissemination of Russophone literature. Mikhail Gorbachev’s introduction of self-financing
freed publishers of the necessity to represent other nationalities, so that even the one Soviet
journal dedicated to non-Russian literatures, Druzhba narodov, devoted more pages to
Russians than non-Russians.!>* The result was ‘wholesale disappearance of non-Russian
themes, and non-Russians, from the national stage’.!> This retreat of state paternalism has left
non-Russians writers in a difficult situation for several reasons. First, they struggle to find
‘native audiences’ to fall back on since, as noted by Olcott, ‘many of the native languages have

too few readers to support a professional literature or supply the resources it requires’.!>® In

15! Suny, The Revenge, p. 131.
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fact, Sergei Baruzdin has suggested that even such prominent authors as Chinghiz Aitmatov,
Grant Matevosian, and Ion Drutse ‘were valued first of all by the all-union reader, and not the
local, republican reader’.!>” In fact, Goskino also expressed concern that Soviet viewers in the

republics weren’t much interested in films made in the republics.!*®

Moreover, ‘many non-
Russian writers themselves do not know the language of their nationality well enough to write
in it, or in some cases even to speak more than a few simple sentences’.!>® This could explain
why countries with strong native-language literary traditions such as the Baltics, or Georgia,
have quite easily continued this tradition in the post-Soviet era, whereas Russian has remained
the dominant literary language in other parts of the former union, especially in Central Asia.
Even ‘so ancient and jealously guarded a language as Armenian’ is often displaced by Russian
in cultural productions due to the degree of the Russification of the Armenian intelligentsia.!°

Two Armenian Russophone authors discussed in this thesis, Narine Abgaryan and Maryam

Petrosyan, have both regretfully declared their inability to write in literary Armenian.!6!

Post-Soviet Mythmaking, National Building and Censorship

The dissolution of the Soviet Union has granted greater freedom to creative artists in the
Caucasus and Central Asia as they are no longer strictly bound by the need to pay lip-service
to dominant political ideologies. The use of literature for propagandist aims — formerly

widespread — is now exceptional in the region. Turkmenistan, to be sure, has faced increased

157 Sergei Baruzhdin’s speech, ‘From the 1988 Plenum’, p. 91.

158 According to Catriona Kelly, ‘even the most widely-watched Central Asian films, such as Death of
an Ataman with 30 million viewers, ranked significantly below such pan-Soviet hits as Mosfilm’s
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115 million, or indeed Mosfilm’s Anna Karenina (Aleksandr Zarkhi, 1967), with 81 million viewers’.
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cultural isolation since the fall of the Soviet Union, with the only prominent Turkmen woman
writer composing odes to the horse of President Gurbanguly Berdymukhammedov.!%? Neither
are conditions favourable for writers in Uzbekistan, as demonstrated by acclaimed Uzbek
author Hamid Ismailov’s exile from his country to the UK in 1992 due to state censorship and

the ongoing ban on his books.!63

Ismailov has made the following comment on his censored
novel The Devil’s Dance (2016): ‘I can easily draw parallels between the events in the novel
and what is happening today between writers and the authorities. Even today, writers face
imprisonment or persecution for their work’.!%* The work was likely perceived as controversial
by the State as it sheds unfavourable light on certain historical episodes in Uzbekistan’s
supposedly glorious pre-colonial golden era (the Uzbek khanate), and Stalin’s regime.!6°
Elsewhere, literature has generally been one of the most free and uncensored creative
mediums due to the falling importance that even authoritarian post-Soviet governments attach
to it. Indeed, Lilya Kalaus, who has written a daring political satire on Kazakh politics— @ono
Iocneonett Haoeoxcowr : Ilocmxononuansnoviti poman (2012) — admits that the flipside of the
state’s lack of interest in local creative arts has allowed her to escape policing of her subversive

work.'® Nonetheless, open political critiques of Soviet and post-Soviet regimes remain risky.

For example, Kazakh journalist Zhanbolat Mamay has faced obstacles organising public

12 Sputnik, ‘Ode Written to Turkmen President’s Horse’, 27 April 2012
<https://sputniknews.com/world/20120427173092509/> [accessed 2 September 2019]

163 Tsmailov, who currently resides in the UK, fled Uzbekistan in 1992 because of what the
authoritarian state described as his ‘unacceptable democratic tendencies’. Alison Flood, ‘First Uzbek
Novel Translated into English Lands €20,000 Prize’, The Guardian, 8 March 2019,
<https://www.theguardian.com/books/2019/mar/08/first-uzbek-novel-translated-into-english-lands-
20000-prize> [accessed 12 April 2019].

164 Zaynab Mukhammad-Dost, *’Hamid Ismailov On “The Devils’ Dance” and Other Works’, Voices
of Central Asia, <https://voicesoncentralasia.org/hamid-ismailov-the-devils-dance-and-other-works/>
[accessed 2 September 2019].

15 The Devils’ Dance focuses on the nineteenth-century Uzbek poet Oyxon, a slave who was forcibly
married to three khans, and the author Abdulla Qodiriy, who was writing her story when he was
imprisoned by Stalin’s secret police, the NKVD, in 1937. The novel was initially published chapter by
chapter on Facebook where it went viral. It was smuggled into Uzbekistan in printed editions following
the death of dictator Islam Karimov in 2016. The novel’s English translation was recently awarded the
EBRD literature prize. Flood, ‘First Uzbek’.
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screenings of his historical documentaries on mass political repressions (1920s and 1930s), and
the mass famine (1931-1933) (what he assesses as a deliberate genocide of the Kazakh nation)
in Kazakhstan. Mamay believes that these obstacles were engineered by the Kazakh
government which fears Kremlin and rejects all political and historical evaluations of ‘the
crimes committed by the Communist regime’.!®” Both Ismailov’s and Mamay’s cases suggest
that critiques of the Soviet regime are generally unwelcome in Central Asia. One reason for
this is that in Central Asian republics, independence has become ‘a cover for preservation of
the old ruling elites’, the Soviet apparatchiki covered with the mantle of nationalism and thus
at least covertly subservient to Russo-Soviet state ideologies.!®®

While the Russian metropolis no longer appears to be policing, at least directly, the
bounds of creative representation outside Russia, having emerged from the confines of Soviet
censorship, creative artists from the Caucasus and Central Asia are now facing a new challenge
in the form of post-Soviet nation-building and mythmaking. In western empires, nation-states
were created prior to the formation of their overseas empires, meaning that disentangling
countries such as England and France from their empires was relatively easy because they
could fall back upon established pre-imperial nation-states.!$® However, disentangling the ex-
colonial nations which have often been radically altered by colonial policies is rarely as
straightforward. This is especially true in the post-Soviet context particularly since ‘nations’ in

the modern sense ‘are a very recent creation in the ethnic, cultural, and linguistic mosaic of

167 ‘Bracte He Xouer AaBaTb  HUCTOPHUYCCKHUX, MOJIUTUYCCKUX OILCHOK MNPCCTYIVICHUAM

KOMMYHHCTHYECKOTO PEXKHMa. JTO TPOJMKTOBAHO CTPAXOM Iepea peakiueil Kpemist, KoTopbrit
BO3JBHraeT JIMYHOCTh CTajqMHa B KYJIBT COBpeMEHHOro oOmiectBa. CeromHs MyTHHCKUH PEXHM
nbITaeTcss 00eIuTh OonblIeBUKOB, CTannHa, TOKa3biBas €ro Kak cmacutens oredectBa’ — Mamay
declares. ‘Onnaitn-npembepa ¢punsma «Ilpectymnenus Cranunay *, Adamdar CA, 24 September, 2019.
<https://adamdar.ca/en/post/documentary-film-stalin-s-crimes-premieres-online?lang=en-US>
[accessed 6 October 2019].

1% Suny, The Revenge, p. xiv. All first presidents of independent Central Asian states and of
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Shevardnadze.

19 Kuzio, ‘History’, p. 242.
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Central Asia’.!’® Nationalism takes a very different form in the countries of the region than in
Russia where the idea of Russian national identity has remained more stable since the Russian
imperial period,'”! and so does the fictional reflection on the question of post-Soviet identity,
as I will demonstrate in this thesis.

When defining their post-Soviet nationhoods, Central Asian states and their leaders
eagerly attempt to resurrect their collective pre-Soviet historical, linguistic, and cultural
identity in order to develop a sense of anchorage, self-esteem and pride in their ancestors.!”?
This search often takes the form ethnic primordialism and autochthonism which involves
glorifying the concerned nation’s ancient ‘golden age’, its culture and achievements, its great
founders, military leaders and heroes. !”® As a result, the mythical golden age Turkistan, with
all its heroes, has become a source of contestation as all Central nations attempt to lay claim to
its glory. According to Sergei Abashin, Uzbekistan’s post-independence promotion of
‘Turkestan — our common home’ suggests the country’s pretension to regional dominance.!”*
Tajikistan is similarly promoting the idea of ‘Greater Tajikistan’ to suggest that the country is
ancient and much larger than the contemporary version, indeed encompassing most of Central

Asia.!”® Similar processes in Kazakhstan are caricatured by Kazakh author Lilya Kalaus in her

70 Douglas Northrop, ‘Nationalizing Backwardness: Gender, Empire, and Uzbek Identity’, in Suny and
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Suny points out, ‘at least a semblance of nationhood had been permitted the major non-Russian peoples,
whereas Great Russians were much more limited in manifesting their ethnic national aspirations or
enjoying the institutions and privileges of nation state. Buried within a federation within a federation,
the Russian ‘nation’ experienced the same sense of peril that smaller peoples of the Soviet Union felt.
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distorted almost beyond recovery’. Suny, The Revenge, p. 129.
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novel @ono nocreoneti naoescovl: (Ilocm)xononuanvuoil poman (2013) mentioned earlier.
The novel, which is based in Burkutstan (an allegory of Kazakhstan) recurrently alludes to the
country’s typically postcolonial, excessive preoccupation with national culture. In one episode,
as the locals pass around a newly printed note of ten thousand ‘tuangs’!’®, they mock the
embarrassing spelling mistake made by the National Bank — Hanibank who, as they claim, ‘no-
Oypkytckuii He Gasapsr’.!’’ Ironically, while the national language in Burkutstan is being
displaced by Russian and English, the note itself evidences the state’s hypocritical efforts at
glorifying indigenous culture. The note features Abu Ali ibn Mubarak,!”® a thinker and healer
of the Ancient Orient, who, despite his questionable connection to Burkut culture, is turned
into a national symbol through the manipulation of knowledge and visual arts. As we learn
from the narrator:
K 6ypKyTaM OH HMMCJ TaKO€ K€ OTHOIICHHUC, KaK MakxkoOan I/I,Z[pI/ICOBHa K TaHIy MaJICHBKUX
He6eﬂeﬁ. HpOCTO apa6cx<oro MBICJIUTCIIA YTOopa3aujio pOaAUTHECA B KPOXOTHOM I'OPHOM CCJIICHUU
Henoz[anéKy OT TE€X MCCT, I'IC POBHO TbICAYY JICT CIYCTA CoBeTckasi BJIAaCTh nocTpouniia
HpOMBIHIHeHHLIﬁ ropoa H_[LIpKaH, LOCHTPp MCTAIIyprun H TSHKEIOTO MalInHOCTPOCHUS
BypKYTCKOﬁ COBETCKOM COLII/IaJ'II/ICTI/ILICCKOf/'I pCCHY6J'II/IKI/I. VYuTeIBas UCIaMCKHE Tpaauuu, HU
OIHOI'0 MOPTPETa A6y Ann ubu My6apa1<a B HCﬁCTBHTeHBHOCTH HHUKOTa HE CYHICCTBOBAJIO, HO
9TO A0CAJHOC YIMYyHIICHUC OBLIO HCIIPABJICHO IIpU CO3JaHUUN BypKYTCKOI\/JI SHIUKJIIONCAHUH. Tax
My0Oapak cTaqm CUMBOJOM OypKYTCKOW TOCYJAapCTBEHHOCTH M OBLI BOIUIOMIEH B JECSITKAaX
CKYJBIOTYPHBIX MOHYMCHTOB, COTHAX HAY4YHBIX pa60T M Ha 0010’KKaX MUJIJIMOHOB IIKOJIBHBIX
JHCBHHKOB. OI[HaKO HacTosAlasA CjiaBa, U HEC CHUBIIAACA APCBHEMY Bpady, NpUILIA K HEMY,
Korga €ro ITIOJIHOCTBIO Ha(l)aHTaBI/IpOBaHHOC 0€e3BECTHBIM XYHO)KHHKOM-HHBHﬁHepOM
6Har0p0HHOC 60p0):[aToe JJMIO0 ¢ TOHKMM HOCOM H ,Z[O6pBIMI/I PAaCKOCBIMHU TJ1a3aMU YKPAaCHUJIO
OypKyTCKyIo Tyanbry.'”
This brief description effectively illustrates the arguments on mythmaking made by scholars

like Abashin. It conveys the techniques and stages of the nation-building process which

fabricate or twist history, materialise abstract relics and individuals into dominant visual

176 An imaginary currency evoking Kazakhstani tenge.

177 Lilya Kalaus, @ono, p. 16.

'78 Mubarak’s prototype is Al-Farabi (Alpharabius) a renowned philosopher and jurist of the Islamic
Golden Age.

179 Kalaus, @ono, p. 16.



69

sources, and consequently imprint them in the collective psyche. The passage also alludes to
an essentially arbitrary nature of the construction of national and geographic boundaries,
which, in the case of the city Shirkin, were delineated according to the Soviet industrial
interests. That the Central Asian presidents are often the spearheads of the building of the
national culture is implied by the image of the president’s hand next to Mubarak.!'#°

Perhaps an inevitable side-effect of the heightened nationalism in the Caucasus and
Central Asia has been the rise of conservative ideologies in both regions. Previously, Moscow
ensured that the subject republics were governed by a clearly defined set of principles of
communism, an ideology which had to ideally and eventually suppress all other ideologies,
whether religious, cultural, or other. This meant that the demise of the Communist system left
an ideological vacuum in the post-Soviet space, clearing the path for new, often radical
ideologies.!®! In the post-Soviet setting, some countries in the Caucasus and Central Asia can
boast a relatively stable ethnic pluralism and a generally secular religious path. In Azerbaijan,
Islam has found a modern secular expression.!'®? In Uzbekistan, Islam is also widely understood
in ways that are profoundly secular, as Adeeb Khalid has argued.!®> However, tendencies of
hegemonic nationalism, ethnocentrism and religious radicalism are also common in the two
regions.

In Georgia, the Orthodox Church’s controversial attitudes towards women and sexual

minorities have made media headlines both locally and abroad. In 2012, Patriarch Ilia II was
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‘the most secular Muslim country in the world’. Goyuhsov quoted in Shahla Sultanova, ‘Azerbaijan:
Islam Comes with a Secular Face’ (EurasiaNet.org, 2013), <http://www.eurasianet.org/node/67396>
[accessed 15 December 201], para 2.

183 Adeeb Khalid, ‘A Secular Islam: Nation, State, and Religion in Uzbekistan’, International Journal
of Middle East Studies, 4.35 (2003), 573-598 (p. 573).
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criticised for his sermon which instructed women that husbands were heads of a family. “When
your husband returns from work you have to offer him rest, offer him to wash his feet, offer
him food. You need to show warmth to your husband’ — the patriarch advised.!®* The tight
association of women and domesticity implicit in the call appears even more striking when
contrasted with the affirmation of women’s role in the public sphere made two centuries
previously by St. Gabriel Kikodze, The Bishop of Imereti, Georgia (1860-1896) : ‘Christianity
requires women to be self-sufficient, to possess the necessary wisdom and courage to act
according to their own mind and will. Christianity will not tolerate women to be slavishly
dependent on men and serve men’s passions’.!® Religious conservatism reached new heights
in May 2013 when orthodox priests and conservatives physically attacked a small gay pride
march in Tbilisi. Their counter anti-homophobia rally to uphold the ‘sanctity of family values’
echoed the homophobic tendencies of the Russian State and Church discourse.!8¢

While not associated with religion, similar extremist conservative tendencies have
recently been displayed in Central Asia, as evidenced by the public scandal following the
Woman’s Day march on 8 March 2019 in Bishkek. Disconcerted members of the public,
several politicians, and conservative nationalist groups such as Kyrgyz Choroloru were
outraged that feminists in the march were joined by queer activists, denounced the occasion as

a gay parade, and demanded that the mayor resign for allowing it.!%’

'8¢ Ilia II, “‘A Husband is a Head of a Family’ [ojakhshi mtavari aris qmari], Tabula, 29 April 2012
<http://www.tabula.ge/ge/story/59228-ilia-meore-ojaxshi-mtavari-aris-qmari> [accessed 20
September 2017]

135 St Gabriel Kikodze, ‘A Word of the Enunciation’, date unknown, my translation.
<http://www.orthodoxy.ge/tserilebi/gabriel/khareba4.htm> [accessed 20 May 2017]

186 ¢Clashes at Gay Rally in Georgia’, BBC News <https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-europe-
22565723 /conservatives-attack-gay-activists-at-rally-in-tbilisi> [accessed 17 March 2019]; See also
Tinatin Zhvania, ‘Dzaladobashi gadazrdili anti-gei protesti’ [ant-gay protest turns into violence],
Reporter, 20 May 2013 <http://reporter.ge/dzaladobashi-gadazrdili-anti-gei-protesti-7/> [accessed 2
September 2019].

87 RFE/RL’s Kyrgyz Service, ‘Rainbow Rage: Kyrgyz Rail Against LGBT Community After Central
Asia’s “First” Gay-Pride March’, RadioFreeEurope/RadioLiberty <https://www.rferl.org/a/rainbow-
rage-kyrgyz-rail-against-lgbt-after-central-asia-s-first-gay-pride-march/29825158.html> [accessed 17
March 2019]; See also Anna Kapushenko, ‘Map bumikeka 3asiBui 0 3aKOHHOCTH >KEHCKOTO Mapiia.
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As these incidents suggest, the identities of post-Soviet women have been highly
contested in the region. Madina Tlostanova argues that the disintegration of the Soviet Union
changed the content, but not the mechanism for the functioning of the Orientalist and
development discourse whereby women are often placed in a subaltern position. On the one
hand, we find local regimes whose nationalist discourses are ‘characteristic of young
postcolonial nations that permit only specific ideas and propagandistic models of national
culture, mentality, creativity, and religiosity’ and closely associate patriarchal values with so-
called tradition.!®® On the other hand, there are the ‘ex-colonisers’ and foreign-funded NGOs
that similarly ignore that women’s subjectivity ‘is a hybrid, trans-cultural and trans-value
product, which cannot be fixed within the primitive dichotomy of the paranji versus the mini-
skirt’.'®® Such oversight of conflicting subjectivities and fluid gender models in Central Asian
and Caucasian locales, for instance neglect of the fact that the ‘Russian imperial model worked
in parallel with the Afghan, Turkish, Persian, and Arabic modernization influences’, works to
reinforce the stable binary opposition of modernity versus tradition.!*°

The result of the above-mentioned dynamics is the tripartite re-Orientalising — from the
West and Western mainstream gender discourses, from ‘local self-Orientalized caricatures that
still strive to squeeze Central Asia or Caucasus into the procrustean bed of ready-made
stereotypes’, and from the new nation-state ‘which is once again just using the woman as a
banner of its nation- building’.!”! By extension, gender discourses can be similarly

characterised by a tripartite scheme which sees women as ‘forever climbing the stairs of

«Ksipk Hopo» TpeboBanu ero orctaBki u3-3a yuyactus B akuuu JITBT-mogpeit’, Kloop.KZ, 11 March
2019 <https://kloop.kg/blog/2019/03/11/mer-bishkeka-zayavil-o-zakonnosti-zhenskogo-marsha-kyrk-
choro-trebovali-ego-otstavki-iz-za-uchastiya-v-aktsii-lgbt-
lyudej/?tbclid=IwAR1Pmfkvxq94JWzdBhOwwCg7rKwMIaO2t mHDvAyF3tg8JxP6dRNbnMAEvo
> [accessed 4 September, 2019]

'88 Tlostanova, ‘Postcolonial’, p. 42.

'8 Tlostanova, ‘The Janus-Faced’, p. 8.

190 Tlostanova, Gender, p. 188.

! Tlostanova, ‘The Janus-Faced’, p. 8.
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modernity — from traditionalism through the Soviet half-traditional, half-modern model to the
Western liberated female’.!??

The centrality of gender in post-Soviet nation-building is evidenced by the discourses
around what women are allowed to represent and how they are allowed to be represented. A
good example is a recent scandal in Kazakhstan over a public statue of a pair of lovers, a young
man and a young woman. In 2005, Nazarbayev ceremoniously unveiled the sculpture — called
‘Lovers’ — in the park of the same name in Astana. Eleven years later, a female citizen of
Astana wrote a blog to criticise the depiction of the young woman in the statue for her tight-
fitting dress: “Uto o yMaroT HHOCTPAHIIbL, KOTOPbIE OY/IyT CMOTPETh IOCTONPUMEYATETEHOCTH HallIeH
CTOJIMIIBI, WJIM TOCTH U3 ApyrHX pervoHoB Kasaxcrana?” — she complained.'”® The post went viral
and prompted a member of the then ruling party ‘Hyp Oran’ Talgat Sholtaev to cover the
scandalous female figure with a cloth (Figure 1). ‘Heyxxenu Tak BBITTIAIAT HAIW JIEBYIIKA?
Heyxenn tak OyayT Hac BOCHPUHMMATh MHOCTPAHLbI, AyMaTh, YTO HAIIMX JEBYLIEK HE
yBaxaror?’ — Sholtaev echoed the indignation of his fellow female detractor.!®* The scandal
around the statue led the ministry of culture to open a special investigation and recommend the
blurring of the female statue’s silhouette. More broadly, the incident suggests Kazakhstan’s

conflicting anxieties over its image in the West as both ‘traditional’ and modern and points to

the contested meanings of these terms in Kazakh society.

192 Tlostanova, ‘Postcolonial’, p. 42.

193 Bakhtizhan Bermagabet, ‘ITpo Bmo61éunyto kasamky’, blogpost, 3 October 2016
<https://yvision.kz/post/682840#comment3008413> [accessed 20 August 2019]

194 Tenginews, *¥Kutenb AcTaHbl HAKPBUI CKAHIATBHYIO CKYJIBITYPY JAEBYIIKHU TaTkoM’, 16 March
2016, <https://tengrinews.kz/kazakhstan news/jitel-astanyi-nakryil-skandalnuyu-skulpturu-devushki-
platkom-290828/> [accessed 20 August 2019]
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Figure 1. Citizen of Astana Talgat Sholtaev posing in front of a woman’s statue covered by him
195

with a cloth. Photo by @talgatramazanuly.

In view of these complexities, female creative artists often face the pressures of self-
censorship and have to find strategies of navigating around the taboos and constraints imposed
on them. This was evident in the exhibition of Kazakhstani artist Zoya Fal’kova that I visited
in Almaty in 2016. The ironically titled project, ‘Moaepuusanust coznanusi’, was hosted in
Essentay Mall, a luxurious shopping and entertainment centre which fittingly captures
Kazakhstan’s self-promotion as a prospering, democratic power on the world stage. The title
of Fal’kova’s project appropriately echoed the major 160-million-dollar state project
‘MonepHH3aIus oonecTBeHHOro co3Hanust’ [Pyxanu JKanreipy]. Initiated in the same year by
former Kazakh President Nursultan Nazarbayev, the project seeks to modernise Kazakh society
and reject ‘archaic customs and predilections jarring with global standards’.'®® However,
detractors considered Fal’kova’s project too modern for Kazakhstan’s post-Soviet reality,
justifying its ironic title. The artist presented a series of nude drawings of his male depicted in

poses evoking traditional European-style paintings.

195 Tenginews, “XKurens’.

196 “Pgn apxamuecKuX M He BIMCHIBAIONINXCS B II0OANBHEIH MU TIPHBBIYEK U IIPHCTPACTHI HYKHO
octaBuTh B npornwioM’ — argued Nazarbayev. The project would fund various eclectic initiatives
ranging from Kazakh designers’ visits abroad to the switch of the national alphabet from Cyrillic to
Latin. Sanat Urnaliev, ‘Muuirapabl Ha «MOJCPHU3AIUIO OOIIECTBEHHOTO COZHAHUS»
RadioFreedomKZ, 15 February 2018, <https://rus.azattyq.org/a/ruhani-zhangyru-modernizacia-
soznania/29040740.htmI> [accessed 20 August 2019].



74

Apprehensive about the reception of her work, Fal’kova, in an act of deliberate self-
censorship, gathered some of her more daring nudes behind a wall on which she wrote
humorously: ‘IleH30psI 3Ty BO3MyTHTENbHYIO 0OHaXXEHKY yOpanu 3a cteHKy . However, two
hours prior to the opening, the PR team of Essentay refused to display the nudes, denouncing
them as ‘pornography’. To salvage the situation, Fal’kova covered up the sexual organs of her
partner’s portraits with pieces of cloth. Fal’kova’s strategic use of clothes (Figure 2)
deliberately resonated with the scandal over the statue of lovers a year prior to the exhibition.
In retrospect, Fal’kova comments that she turned her act of self-censorship into an act of ‘self-
actualisation’. This act charged her pieces with added political meaning and attracted more
visitors to her project. ‘Jlrogu BXOOWIM W 3ariisAbIBalid MOJ 3TU IUIATKHU. [...] JaBlieHUE
LIEH3YPBl MOKHO NMPEBPATUTH B HEKUI1 aKTYyaIbHbBIM HHCTPYMEHT U1 TOT0, YTOOBI UATH IPOTUB

97 Incidentally, Fal’kova is not the only female creative

sToil 1en3ypsl’ — Fal’kova recalls.
artist who has criticised ‘Pyxanu XKanrbipy’. Kazakh author Zaure Bataeva has openly

denounced the project as the embodiment of Kazakh’s state’s internalising of Soviet racism.!*®

7 Aiturgan Azimzhanova, ‘O uensype "BHyTpH ce6s" MOTOBOPHIIH XY/I0KHHKH, KYPHATUCTBI U
npaBo3amutaukn’, Hola News, 21 December 2018, <https://holanews.kz/view/news/32334>
[accessed 20 August 2019].

198 ‘MBI 10 cMX TIOp He XOTHM HPU3HABATH, 4TO MbI 70 JIeT )KUIIM B PACHCTCKOI CTpaHe U
YHACJIEOBAIN €€ PACUCTCKYIO KYJIbTYpy. 3a 25 JeT He3aBUCUMOCTH JAECOBETU3AIMA HUKOT 1A HE
paccmarpuBajiach Kak BakKHas 4acTh MOAECPHHU3ALMH CO3HAHUS — HEY IUBUTEIBHO, YTO HAIN
M/ICOJIOTH BEPHYIIUCH K UAESIM COBETCKOI MonepHu3anmu uepe3 Pyxanu Xanreipy’ — Bataeva
declares. Zaure Bataeva, ‘«HopmanbHbie» n «mamber» ka3axu’, blog post, 1 August 2019,
<https://www.zaurebatayeva.blog/post/HopmainbHbIe-H-MambeT-ka3axi> [accessed 2 October 2019].
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Figure 2. Exhibition guests peeping under the paintings of Zoya Fal'kova. Photo by Yuliya
Kozlova.

199

As reactions to Fal’kova’s project demonstrate, even the relative political freedom in the
sphere of culture has not always operated in gender terms. Self-censorship and societal
pressures still restrict the boundaries for representations of/by women, and women writers are
also influenced by these constraints. During one of her public appearances, Armenian author
Narine Abgaryan was questioned by a female reader who found the author’s use of swearwords
in her autobiographical novel Ilonaexaswas excessive and complained that ‘Bcé e Taku MbI
apMsiHE U Y Hac ecTh Kakoe-To BHyTpeHHee Tady’. In her response, Abgaryan admitted that she
was indeed apprehensive about her language, and even attempted to cancel the publication of
her book.??’ Abgaryan’s comment hints at the extent to which Russophone women might feel

pressure to observe propriety dictated to women by their countries’ customs.

19 [entp 1, 'BricTaBka B AJIMaThl: BMECTO XOJICTa — HPOCTBIHS, BMECTO KPACOK — cBekina', 23 June

2017, <https://centrel.com/kazakhstan/vystavka-v-almaty-vmesto-holsta-prostynya-vmesto-krasok-
svekla/feed/> [accessed 20 August 2019].

2% Narine Abgaryan, interview, Rau TV (Pay Tenectynus), ‘Berpeua ¢ ITucarensuuneit Hapune
Abrapsn', lom kyneTypsl PAY, 20 September 2016, 14:22-16:05
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_CDyTxnyndM> [accessed 11 April 2018].
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It has to be emphasised that in the context of these complex post-Soviet realities where
societies come to terms with the legacies of the Soviet past all while confronting the
nationalistic tendencies of their postcolonial regimes, the originality of post-Soviet writing
from the region is a testament to the increasingly daring and independent spirit of creative

201 Rather than offer up sentimental, nationalistic prose to help the political

artists in the region.
drive of national mythmaking, these writers often push the boundaries of the acceptable and

satirise their post-colonial regimes.

Conclusion

Central Asia and the Caucasus cannot be considered as typical colonies, and neither is Russia
a typical ex-colonial metropolis. This is not to suggest that Russia is an internal colony, an idea
that, as I hope to have shown, exoticises Russo-Soviet imperialism and perpetuates Russian
Orientalist and colonial discourses, both in academia and in Russian foreign policy. Rather, the
specificity of Russian Orientalism lies in the fact that it is secondarily derived from Western
Orientalism, meaning that the former is always complicated by Russia’s historically
problematic self-definition vis-a-vis the West. The resulting insecurities have in many ways

heightened the Russo-Soviet state’s demonstrations of Russian cultural and political

21 This is also true of certain post-Soviet states outside of Central Asia and the Caucasus. For instance,
post-Soviet women writers in Lithuania, especially Jurga Ivanauskaité, were heavily criticised for their
modern and supposedly unpatriotic styles. Ivanauskaité’s 1993 novel Ragana ir lietus [The Witch and
the Rain], a love story told by three women, caused a national scandal. The municipality of Vilnius
banned the novel from the capital’s bookstores, ruling that it could only be sold in shops selling erotic
products. Howard Jarvis, ‘Jurga Ivanauskaité. Gone with her Dreams’, Vilnius Now, 17 February 2008
<https://www.alfa.lt/straipsnis/1 70055/jurga-ivanauskaite-gone-with-her-dreams> [accessed 4 July
2017].
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superiority at the expense of colonial policies in the Caucasus and Central Asia. This
phenomenon determined the ambiguity of Soviet policies such as druzhba narodov, both
patronising and enabling, especially in relation to the native intelligentsia in the two regions,
and it has also determined the lived reality of many post-Soviet subjects, especially the doubly
Orientalised women from the Caucasus and Central Asia.

As I shall demonstrate in this thesis, Russophone writing from the two regions provides
a diverse and sophisticated record of the conflicts and contrasts in the Russian imperial/colonial
project and its social and cultural echoes in the post-Soviet period. Rather than trying to
underline shared characteristics or plot a timeline, or conversely, attempting to separate out
authors and geographical areas, the chapters are organised into thematic groupings which have
emerged organically in the process of my research.

The study moves from retrospective fiction concerned with evaluating and digesting the
Soviet past, to works that seek to accommodate post-Soviet legacies and come to terms with
the post-Soviet present, to fictions that move beyond the Soviet experience and look to the
future. This sequence suggests a dynamic evolution of post-Soviet identity discourses, as well

as of the range and ambition of Russophone cultures in the Caucasus and Central Asia.
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Chapter Two

Unhomely Identities: The Traumatic Search for a Post-Soviet Home

Introduction

299

‘In the House of Fiction you can hear, today, the deep stirring of the “unhomely” — writes
Homi Bhabha.! Bhabha’s concept of the unhomely, based on Freud’s uncanny [unheimlich],
provides a useful theoretical framework for responding to the experience of alienation and
displacement that marks modern existence in general, but especially the post-colonial, and
post-Soviet existence more specifically. The resonance of the unhomely can be heard in
Armenian writer Mariam Petrosyan’s novel Jom, ¢ komopom (2009),2 Georgian writer and
filmmaker Nana Ekvtimishvili’s novel the The Pear Field (2015),> Georgian author Teona
Dolenjashvili’s Memphis (2008),* and Kazakh/Russian/German writer Olga Breininger’s novel
B Cosemckom cotoze ne 6110 addapona (2018).° 1 argue that post-Soviet literary evocations of
the uncanny represent a specific model within wider postcolonial narratives of the unhomely

due to such traumatic factors as the rapidity of the Soviet Union’s cultural collapse, the national

humiliation with which it was associated, the ambivalence towards its results, the repression of

! Homi Bhabha, ‘The World and the Home’, Social Text, 31.32 (1992), 141-53 (p. 141).

2 Mariam Petrosyan, JJom, 6 komopom [The House in Which] (Moscow: I'astpu/Livebook: 2009).

3 Nana Ekvtimishvili, The Pear Field [Msxlebis mindori] (Tbilisi: Sulakauri Publishing, 2015).

* Teona Dolenjashvili, Memphis [Memfisi] (Tbilisi: Siesta Publishing House, 2008).

> Olga Breininger, B Cosemckom corose ne 6vino adospora [There Was No Adderall in The Soviet
Union] (2015) (Moscow: ACT, 2018).
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the collective trauma suffered under the Soviet regime, and the radical shift from a
communitarian to an individualistic consciousness. In the works analysed, this specificity
manifests itself through three key motifs of home, abandoned children, and corrupted natural
world, and it is through such interlinked metaphors that a broader discourse of the traumatic
search for a psychospiritual homeland and post-Soviet subjectivity is generated.

As John Hawley observes ‘the quest for a home, the return to one’s homeland, has been
a constant in world literature, but has taken on greater urgency in recent decades’.® In large
part, this is because, as Edward Said remarks, ‘our age—with its modern warfare, imperialism,
and the quasi-theological ambitions of totalitarian rulers—is indeed the age of the refugee, the
displaced person, mass immigration.” In his essay ‘The World and the Home’ (1992), Homi
Bhabha offers his own interpretation of the phenomenon in a postcolonial context. Bhabha
explores his notion of the unhomely by transposing Freud’s exploration of the uncanny or the
unheimlich to a cultural context. Unhomeliness is not about being physically homeless. ‘It has
less to do with forcible eviction and more to do with the uncanny literary and social effects of
enforced social accommodation, or historical migrations and cultural relocations.’® Neither is
unhomeliness the same as other types of alienation found in the great tradition of literary and
intellectual culture embodying exile — represented by Dante, Joyce, Conrad, Hemingway,
Fitzgerald, Simone Weil, Theodor Adorno and others. The post-Soviet unhomely is no mere
self-alienation, but rather an internal splitting that cannot be dissociated from a traumatic,
schismatic context external to one’s self. Unhomeliness is above all a colonial and post-colonial
condition and its resonance can be heard in the novels analysed in this chapter. I argue that for

the protagonists of these fictions, and to a large extent their writers, the difficulties in

6 John Hawley, ‘Theorizing the Diaspora’ in Global Fissures/Postcolonial Fusions, ed. by Clara A.B.
Joseph and Janet Wilson (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2006), pp. 3-16 (pp. 3-4).

7 Edward W. Said, Reflections on Exile and Other Literary and Cultural Essays (London: Granta
Publications, 2001), p. 374.

8 Bhabha, ‘The World’, p. 141.
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negotiating an identity are exacerbated by their post-colonial situation. The Freudian uncanny
moments which they experience during their identity struggles become a specific part of their
‘cultural’, ‘unhomely’ experience of dealing with the wider identity politics of their nation
states.

In Freud’s analysis, uncanny experiences are mysterious, ambivalent and ‘undoubtedly
related to what is frightening — to what arouses dread and horror’.” At the same time, the
uncanny ‘leads back to what is known of old and long familiar’, suggesting that it rouses the
repressed experiences from our unconscious.!? Indeed, it relates to something ‘repressed which
recurs’.!! Thus, the uncanny often occurs when a familiar, comforting, recognisable thing or
event is encountered in an unsettling or eerie context to suggest the doubling of the ego. This
unlikely conjunction of the familiar and the alien is what determines the dynamic of the
uncanny’s power to disturb. The uncanny moment is typically associated with optical tropes
such as mirrors and commonly involves self-alienations and split personhoods,
doppelgingers, ghosts, déja vu and nightmares.'> The uncanny also ‘has to do with a
strangeness of framing and borders, an experience of liminality’.!3

The experience of the uncanny is not, of course, unique to the post-colonial situation:
indeed, examples can quite easily be found in modernist writing generally. One striking
example occurs in Jack Kerouac’s novel On the Road (1957). The narrator, Sal, experiences
an uncanny moment while he is staying at a hotel and preparing to set out on a road trip from

America’s East Side to the West Side:

? Sigmund Freud, ‘The “Uncanny”, in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of
Sigmund Freud: Volume 17, 1917-1919, ed.by James Strachey, Anna Freud, Alix Strachey and Alan
Tyson (London: the Hogarth Press and The Institute of Psycho-Analysis, 1955), pp. 219-252 (p. 219).
' Freud, ‘Uncanny’, p. 220.

" Ibid., p. 241.

'2 Sadeq Rahimi, ‘The Ego, the Ocular, and the Uncanny: Why Are Metaphors of Vision Central in
Accounts of the Uncanny?’, The International Journal of Psychoanalysis, 94.3 (2013), 453-76.

13 Nicholas Royle, The Uncanny (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003), p. 2.
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I woke up as the sun was reddening; and that was the one distinct time in my life, the strangest
moment of all, that I didn’t know who I was — I was far away from home haunted and tired with
travel, in a cheap hotel room I’d never seen, hearing the hiss of steam outside, and the creek of
the old wood of the hotel and footsteps upstairs and all the sad sounds, and I looked at the cracked
high ceiling and really didn’t know who I was for about fifteen strange seconds. I wasn’t scared,;
I was just somebody else, some stranger, and my whole life was a haunted life, the life of a ghost.
I was halfway across America, at the dividing line between the East of my youth and the West of
my future, and maybe that’s why it happened right there and then, that strange red afternoon.'*

Sal finds himself at a threshold, in a liminal space in both a literal and metaphorical sense.
Geographically and physically, he is located between the American East and West,
metaphorically — between his past as a young man, and his future as an independent man
seeking an adventure away from his mother’s home. Registering the importance of this moment
in the evolution of his identity in an eerie and unsettling setting of a motel, Sal experiences an
estrangement from his self, perceiving himself an uncanny stranger, a ghost. The difference is
that while Sal soon forgets his sense of alienation with the help of a comforting serving of an
apple pie with ice-cream, characters in post-colonial fiction cannot so easily suppress the
uncanny elements of their identity. The uncanny moments in post-colonial settings are always
complicated by a third dimension — the public — the cultural or the political. They are unhomely
moments ‘where the private and public touch’.!> The threshold is not only between one’s
individual selves (as in Sal’s case), but between the private and the public. This is a crucial
point, and I shall be expanding on it in detail here.

Homi Bhabha transposes the uncanny to the political context and suggests that it
underscores the ambivalence and liminality of the national space and one’s identity within this
space. ‘Appearing as a ghost-shadow of the unfamiliar, the unhomely [...] signifies the
impossibility of securing a safe continuity for the self, of identifying this self’s status with

given cultural notions of habitation’.!® According to Bhabha, the ‘unhomely moment relates

' Jack Kerouac, On the Road (1957) (London: Penguin, 1991) pp. 15-16.

'S Bhabha, ‘The World’, p. 149.

!¢ Radhika Mohanram and Gita Rajan, Postcolonial Discourse and Changing Cultural Contexts: Theory
and Criticism (Westport, CT: Greenwood Publishing Group, 1994), p. 108.
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the traumatic ambivalences of a personal, psychic history to the wider disjunctions of political
existence’.!” It is ‘the shock of recognition of the world-in-the home, the home-in-the-world’,
of the fact that the personal is the political.!® In the unhomely moment, ‘the recesses of
domestic spaces become sites for history’s most intricate invasions’.!” ‘The border between
home and world becomes confused; and, uncannily, the private the public become part of each
other, forcing upon us a vision that is as divided as it is disorienting.’?? As a result, one becomes
unable to dissociate one’s ‘home’ from its political and cultural context, one’s private sphere
becomes contaminated by one's ‘public’ dimension and one's individual identity becomes
confused with the sense of collective identity. As Fflur Dafydd puts it:
Colonisation confuses one’s origins, the very root of one’s identity, and the world becomes an
ambivalent, nebulous and insecure place. The uncanny is [...] that which dissolves any sense of
fixed knowledge and causes the disruption of a perceived ‘concrete’ world. Suddenly one must
question where world ends, and self begins. Can the two be separated? In the unhomely moment,

nothing is secure. To whom does one ‘belong’ culturally to oneself, or to a nation-state and
cultural collective? *!

In the unhomely moment, ‘private and public, past and present, the psyche and the social
develop an interstitial intimacy’.2? The political invades the private, highlighting how, in the
post-colonial context, national history is inextricably linked with one’s search for identity.

If colonial settings foster a strong bond between private and public due to the colonial
power’s control of the domestic space of the colonised,?® then this connection acquires a

particular significance in the Soviet context with the Soviet order’s special interest in enforcing

17 Bhabha, ‘The World,’ p. 144.

¥ Ibid., p. 141.

¥ Ibid., p. 141.

2 Ibid., p. 141.

2! Fflur Dafydd, ‘[A] Shifting / Identity Never Your Own’: The Uncanny and the Unhomely in the
Writing of R.S. Thomas (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Wales, Bangor, 2004)
<http://e.bangor.ac.uk/4342/2/DX230578 1 0001.pdf>, p. 193.

22 Bhabha, ‘The World’, p. 148.

2 See for instance Emily Rose Stevenson’s analysis of how the British sought to control Indian
women’s domestic space. Emily Rose Stevenson, ‘Home, Sweet Home: Women and the “Other Space”
of Domesticity in Colonial Indian Postcards, ca. 1880-1920°, Visual Anthropology, 26.4(2003), 298-
327.
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the merging of one’s individual self with a cultural collective. As Hana Havelkova puts it, ‘the
totalitarian government thoroughly suspended individual subjectivity in the form of people’s
autonomous development as citizens, as owners, as thinking beings, as acting subjects, and as
men and women shaping their own lives’.?* Perhaps reinforcing the ideological demands of
Soviet Communism was the national ideology of the ‘coloniser’ itself, one that has historically
placed emphasis on privileging the community over the individual — a tendency in large part
rooted in Russian Orthodoxy’s emphasis on sobornost’, a spiritual community which condemns
the type of individualism one associates with the West. It is not coincidental that, as Svetlana
Boym remarks, ‘until recently, many words used in Western public and private spheres lacked
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Russian equivalents: among them are the words for “privacy,” “self,” “mentality,” and
“identity””.2> In the Soviet era, where there was little space for privacy, “private life” had

subversive connotations” — Boym points out.?® As she continues,

it [private life] was not merely an escape from public and political life but also a niche where
alternative civic consciousness developed. It was in those kitchensalons of the 1960s, in the
crammed rooms of communal apartments, that the dreams of change were first nurtured, long
before political opportunities and economic transformations.?’

The dissolution of the Soviet has led post-Societies to re-evaluate the meaning of the
private space. Even if the home has been re-appropriated from the grip of imperial-political
ideology, in the unhomely moments, the private space is still invaded by traumas of the past,
as one still asks : ‘to whom does one ‘belong’ culturally to oneself, or to a nation-state and

cultural collective?’.2® Due to the close symbolic association between women and domestic

24 Hana Havelkova, ‘A Few Prefeminist Thoughts’, in Gender Politics and Post-Communism:
Reflections from Eastern Europe and the Former Soviet Union, ed. by Nanette Funk, and Magda
Mueller (London: Routledge, 1993), pp. 62-73 (p. 69).

23 Svetlana Boym, Common Places: Mythologies of Everyday Life in Russia (Cambridge MA; London:
Harvard University Press, 1994), p. 3.

2% Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001), eBook, p. 242.

2" Boym, The Future, p. 242.

8 Dafydd, ‘Shifting’, p. 193.
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space, this question acquires particular pertinence for women. Both colonialism and its
inevitable aftermath in the ex-colonies — nationalism — place gender at the centre of their
ideologies. Aside from the fact that Western colonisers discursively shaped colonial women as
backwards in order to justify their civilising mission, they also encouraged women to act as
native instruments of colonialism in their domestic space. The ideology of imperial domesticity
is well captured by the following declaration in The Times (July 2, 1910):

women are the great home-makers — the social weavers — and they have begun to use their gifts

for imperial purposes. They are following up the fight and struggle of men and finding ways to

bind the citizens of the Empire together, ways which are slow, quiet, and unobtrusive, but none
the less effective and lasting.*’

The symbolic association of the feminine with the domestic and the ‘double burden’
prevalent in the Soviet period have persisted in the post-Soviet era.’® Added to this, post-Soviet
successor states have made use of women as banners of their nation- building, which inevitably
reinforces the link between women and domesticity.3! In this context, post-Soviet women
writers’ very act of imagining a space, whether private, or domestic, is charged with political
meaning. Whether deliberately subversive or not, their unhomely visions of imagined private
spaces provide alternative models to colonial and nationalist conceptions of these spaces. At
the very least, their fictions do not ‘bind the citizens of the Empire together’ in ‘ways which
are slow, quiet, and unobtrusive’, but on the contrary, expose the chaotic and oppressive post-
colonial realities of their nation states.

Further exacerbating this process of grappling between communal and private spaces in
the post-Soviet space is the specificity of the Soviet colonial trauma. As mentioned previously,
the uncanny also deals with repressed memories and experiences that emerge in the present as

transformed anxieties. In its transposition into a colonial context, the uncanny becomes the

2 Stevenson, ‘Home’, p. 298.
30 See the Introduction.
3! See Chapter One.
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unhomely as one is faced with the repressed memories and traumas associated with
colonialism, such as colonial violence. If in Freud’s uncanny, the repressed memories are
mainly connected to individual experiences, in the unhomely, it is often the collective trauma
or memory that invades one’s individual, private and familiar space in an unsettling, eerie
moment. Here again one can speak of the specificity of the post-Soviet unhomely due to the
way that the memories of the totalitarian past were repressed in the post-Soviet period. Boym
considers that, ‘the collective trauma of the past was hardly acknowledged; or if it was,
everyone was seen as an innocent victim or a cog in the system only following orders’.>? As

Boris Noordenbos similarly observes:

It is commonplace the historical revelations of the perestroika era have not encouraged in Russian
society profound debates about the cruelties of collectivization, mass deportations, the Gulag,
and other forms of totalitarian repression under Soviet rule. The short-lived fascination (in the
press and on television) with past atrocities and injustices was not followed by a thorough, nation-
wide rethinking of collective responsibility, nor by decisive juridical steps against former Party
leaders, or by serious compensations for the victims of Soviet terror and inequities.>

Noordenbos suggests that the repression of collective Soviet memories, what Alexander
Etkind calls ‘the repression of repressions’,** in part explains the current instability of Russian
narratives about the Soviet legacy, and one might add, the ambivalence towards the dissolution
of the Union: ‘ever since the late 1990s popular and political stances toward the Soviet past
unpredictably oscillate between rejection and loyalty, denial and nostalgia’.> Boym also
suggests that as a result of this phenomenon, one now observes in the post-Soviet space a mass
nostalgia similar to a nationwide midlife crisis, ‘many are longing for the time of their

childhood and youth, projecting personal affective memories onto the larger historical picture

32 Boym, The Future, p. 125.

33 Boris Noordenbos, ‘Shocking Histories and Missing Memories: Trauma in Viktor Pelevin's Capaev
i Pustota’, Russian Literature, 85 (2016), 43-68 (p. 43).

3* Alexander Etkind, ‘Stories of the Undead in the Land of the Unburied: Magical

Historicism in Contemporary Russian Fiction’, Slavic Review, 63.3 (2009), 631-658 (p. 635).

3% Noordenbos, ‘Shocking’, p. 43.
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and partaking collectively in a selective forgetting’.’® However, the more one represses one’s
traumatic memories, the more powerfully the uncanny invades one’s mind, which is why, as I
will demonstrate, post-Soviet literature is dominated by specifically post-Soviet unhomely
moments.

In fact, as Noorbendos highlights, unlike public discourse, imaginative fiction from the
1980s and 1990s, has often offered more profound engagements with the atrocity-filled
twentieth century: ‘Russian novels and stories, especially from the period directly after
perestroika, have vividly reflected on the problems involved in the collective remembrance (or
oblivion) of Soviet history, and have linked these issues to wider philosophical and
historiographical concerns’.’” Victor Pelevin’s Yanaes u nycmoma (1996), which employs the
hero’s individual shock, trauma and amnesia to reflect on the possibilities of collective memory
in the post-Soviet context, may be considered ‘a prime example of this tendency’.®

However, the unhomely moments associated with the traumas of the post-Soviet
transition, including the black holes of history evoked in the 80s and 90s Russian literature,
have somehow escaped critical attention where those experiencing the dislocations are non-
Russian. As this chapter shows, the phenomenon is dominant in post-literature from the
Caucasus and Central Asia, and not only in writing by women. Kazakhstani author Nikolay
Veryovochkin’s acclaimed novella Yenosex 6e3 umenu (2006) evokes the post-Soviet identity-
based trauma through its protagonist, a homeless amnesiac living under the neglected memorial
of the Great Patriotic War in the city of Nenuzhensk (literary meaning a city that is not needed),
after the collapse of the ‘big country’.?* Every time the homeless man attempts to remember

his past, he experiences eerie hallucinations and nightmares (in one of them, he sees himself as

3 Boym, The Future, p. 169.

37 Noordenbos, ‘Shocking’, p. 44.

% Ibid., p. 44.

39 Nikolay Veryovochkin, Yenosek 6e3 umenu [Man without a name], Druzhba Narodov, 11 (2006).
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a living dead lying on the bottom of the lake), to the point where he can no longer separate
dream and reality. In his astute reading, Dmitry Mel’nikov suggests that the story evokes the
collective amnesia of the Soviet past which leads to ‘the uncanny (the fantastic)’ negotiations
of a ruptured post-Soviet identity.** However, the uncanny in this story cannot be defined as
merely ‘fantastic’, without reference to Freud’s analysis of the term.

Furthermore, the manner in which it appears in the story is not merely Freudian, but also
unhomely. The tramp’s personal amnesia intersects with the collective repressing of memory
in the post-Soviet context, leading to the unhomely visions where one’s mind is invaded by the
traumas of a collective psyche. The traumatic collective amnesia is also a leading theme in
Kazakhstani author Olga Markova’s dystopian novel Boow: zemwur (2002) set in a post-
apocalyptic city where most inhabitants have forgotten who they are.*!

According to Boym, during the early days of glasnost, the mankurt, a slave who has been
tortured into losing a memory, as described in Kyrgyz author Chingiz Aitmatov's novel 2/

AJonvwe eexa onumcs dens (1980), became a metaphor for homo sovieticus. The critical

campaign against the forgetting of the totalitarian past became synonymous with
mankurtisation of human beings.*> Boym remarks that ten years since then, ‘it seems that this
struggle against mankurtisation has become history, and mankurts — people without memory —
have again fallen into oblivion’.** However, characters who resemble mankurts have on the

contrary proliferated in post-Soviet literature in the former Soviet republics. How fitting it is

in this context that Kazakh author Nikolay Veryovockin’s allegory of post-Soviet mankurts

* Dmitry Mel’nikov, ‘Literature ad Marginem? Imagining National Territory and Developing New
Identities in Post-Soviet Kazakhstani Russophone Writing’, paper presented at Workshop on
Russophone Literatures, Centre for East European and International Studies (ZOiS) Berlin, March 28,
2019.

1 Olga Markova, Boow: nemui (Almaty: Mycarer, 2002)

*2 Boym, The Future, p. 169.

# Ibid., p. 169.
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was brought under the limelight by none other than the father of the mankurt-homo sovieticus,
Chingiz Aitmatov.

As Denis Letnyakov points out, Soviet identity did have at its base ‘concrete symbols
that were significant for many people’, including the USSR’s achievements in space, and sport,
‘as well as general sociocultural practices’.** While the ‘extraordinary explosion of anti-
imperial mobilization’* (1988-1991) across the Soviet republics signalled a widespread
rejection of Soviet values and markers of identity, post-Soviet nostalgia may sometimes stem
not only from the loss of socio-economic stability of the Soviet era, but also from the loss of a
stable identity, both personal and regional, especially among the young nations of Central Asia.
If the Soviet superpower was one large ‘communal apartment’,* the post-Soviet space became
one of homelessness not only on a personal level, but in terms of the region’s problematic
positioning on the global stage. Not ‘advanced’ enough to be accepted by the European family,
and not ‘under-underdeveloped’ enough to qualify as the ‘Third World’, losers in the Cold War
in the eyes of the West, and traitors of the communist ideals in the eyes of the global proletariat,
post-Soviet nations in the Caucasus and Central Asia often find themselves in a political
position of metaphorical homelessness.

As aresult, homelessness has become a common trope through which post-Soviet authors
evoke their unhomely identities. This is not surprising, since, as noted by Rosemary George,
the very term ‘home-country’ ‘suggests the particular intersection of private and public and of
individual and communal that is manifest in imagining a space as home’.*’ Imagining a home

in the post-Soviet era thus entails a reflection on what the home was or was not in the Soviet

999

* Denis E. Letnyakov ‘Critical Commentary on the Concept of “Soviet Empire™”, Russian Studies in
Philosophy’, 55:3-4 (2017), 293-304 (p. 295).

# Mark Beissinger, ‘Soviet Empire as “Family Resemblance™ Slavic Review, 65.2 (2006), 294-303
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period and a redefinition of one’s place in a new space, the independent nation-state, that is no
longer part of a communal home.

The uncanny moments in post-Soviet writing occur at moments where one’s self-identity
is facing a struggle: the Soviet, the colonial, the public, the communitarian, the traumatic versus
the post-Soviet/colonial, the private, the torn, the liminal, the (also) traumatic. In Mariam

Petrosyan’s /Jom, 6 komopom (2009) this conflict occurs in a fictional subversive space evoking

the ‘crammed rooms of communal apartments’ that Boym refers to — a mysterious boarding
house for disabled children. In this private space, Petrosyan develops her ‘alternative civic
consciousness’, in resistance to both the Soviet order and the equally problematic post-

Soviet/colonial nationalism.

Mariam Petrosyan’s /Jlom, ¢ komopom (2009)

‘Must the novel be a house? [...] Is the novel also a house where the unhomely can live?’*® —
asks Bhabha. An affirmative answer to this question can be found in Mariam Petrosyan’s novel
Hom, 6 komopom [The House in Which] (2009) which tells of a fictional mysterious boarding
school for students with mental and physical disabilities. There are no grand actions in the plot,
rather the narrative focuses on the interactions between the students and their magical
experiences in the mysterious parts of the House known as ‘usznanka’ (Inside Out). Mariam
Petrosyan was born 10 August 1969 in Yerevan, Armenia, in a half-Russian, half-Armenian
family who spoke Armenian, but whose literary language was Russian. Following in the

footsteps of her great-grandfather Martiros Saryan, a famous Armenian painter, Petrosyan

*8 Bhabha, ‘The World’, p. 142.
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began her career as an artist before becoming famous as a writer. ** The widely acclaimed /Jom,
6 komopom took her twenty years to complete and is her only novel to date.’® The author
struggles to identify herself firmly and fully with either of the two categories of Russian or
Armenian writers and belongs to the category of Russophone writers who find themselves in a
marginal position. When asked about her cultural affiliation, and whether cultural belonging is
important to her, Petrosyan conveys her identity struggle. Initially, she claims to be a Russian
writer, but then immediately contradicts herself, explaining that since she lives in Armenia and
has no deep understanding of Russian life, she feels uncomfortable when being labelled a
Russian writer:

3HaCTC, s 3aTPYAHAKOCH CKa3aTb, A COOCTBEHHO ApMHHKa, HO mucaTeneM s cebs omryniaro,

KOHCYHO, CKOpPEC PYCCKUM. HOCKOHLKy s IPAKTUYCCKU HUKOT'Ja HE ObLIa B POCCI/II/I, TO A IOYTHU

HC HAXO0XKyChb B 3TOHM wumocracu. Sl TYT KHUBY CBOCH apMSIHCKOfI JKU3HBIO, a4 3TO PYCCKOC
MUCATCILCTBO CBA3AaHO KAK-TO C ... g JaXXC HC MOI'Y Ha3BaThb cebs PYCCKUM l'II/Ica,TC.]'IeM.S1

By struggling to define her cultural affiliation in relation to single nation or a specific
geographical entity in her response, Petrosyan suggests her own internal liminality and her
contention of being labelled according to standard markers of nationality. In fact, in another
interview, Petrosyan explicitly declares: ‘Y MeHs HeT MpHUBSI3KM HU KO BpDEMEHHU, HU K CTpaHe,
HU K HairoHaibHocTH .2 Bhabha argues that post-colonial ‘counter-narratives of the nation
[...] continually evoke and erase its totalizing boundaries — both actual and conceptual’ and

‘disturb those ideological manoeuvres through which “imagined communities” are given

¥ After graduating from an art college, Petrosyan worked as a cartoonist at Armenfilm in Armenia, then
joined Soyuzmultfilm in Moscow where she lived until 1995, and returned to Armenfilm where she
worked until 2000.

% Among other awards, the novel won third place in the ‘readers’ favourite’ section of the Russian
literary prize ‘Bonbmas xaura’ (2009) and won the prize ‘Pycckas npemusa’ (2009). It has also been
translated in more than a dozen languages, including English, with the title The Gray House.

51 Mariam Petrosyan interviewed on Radio Van, March 7, 2016, 16:30-17:00
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dJkhXr2qCU0&t=5896s> [accessed 28 August 2019].

32 Konstantin Mil’chin, ‘/lom, B koTopoM Mapuam IleTpocsn’, interview with Mariam Petrosyan,
Pycckuii Penopmep 24(152) 23 June, 2010 <http://rusrep.ru/2010/24/mariam_petrosyan/> [accessed 27
August, 2019].
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essentialist identities’.>®> Petrosyan’s fictional space which she creates from her marginal

position allows her to escape and challenge the traditional understandings of national
belonging. The ambivalence of her own national belonging is reflected in the author’s attempt
of rendering the house supranational. In reference to the setting of her story, Petrosyan claims:
‘MHE OBbI XOTEJIOCh, YTOOBI 3TO OBLIO B HUTAE M Be3ae. UToObI HUKTO HE MOTI CKa3aThb C
YBEPEHHOCTBIO YTO HTO KAKas-TO KOHKpeTHas crpana’.>* To this aim, she deliberately employs
non-Russian and non-Armenian nicknames for her protagonists.

As mentioned earlier, Freud’s notion of the ‘uncanny’ ‘has to do with a strangeness of
framing and borders, an experience of liminality’.>> In Bhabha’s hypothesis, the unhomely also
deals with liminality, a state of being caught between the prescribed binaries, a space one enters
when one is neither one thing nor the other.>® It destabilises traditional notions of national
belonging or centre and periphery, and highlights how ‘that boundary that secures the cohesive
limits of the western nation may imperceptibly turn into a contentious internal liminality that
provides a place from which to speak both of, and as, the minority the exilic, the marginal and
emergent’.’” By being located in an in-between position, the unhomely exposes prescriptive
terms and polarities, showing how binaries cannot exist as pre-given, fixed, identities, but are
destined to become radically, continually disarranged.’® Petrosyan’s sense of in-betweenness
resulted from her ambiguous cultural identity is echoed in her construction of the house. The
house is literally ‘liminal’ (from the Latin word for ‘threshold”), located both on the margins

of some unknown city, as well as on the ‘neutral territory between two worlds’, uniform blocks

of flats on one side, and deconstructed buildings on the other.>® In her interviews, Petrosyan

53 Homi Bhabha, ‘DissemiNation: Time, Narrative, and the Margins of the Modern Nation’ in Nation
and Narration ed. by Homi Bhabha (London/New York: Routledge: 1990), pp. 291-322, p. 300.

> Mariam Petrosyan, Radio Van, 14:48-14:58.

>> Nicholas Royle, The Uncanny, p. 2.

> Bhabha, ‘The World’, especially p. 149.

>" Bhabha, ‘DissemiNation’, p. 300.

*¥ Dafydd, ‘Shifting’, p. 194.

%9 Petrosyan, Jom, p. 7.
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often mentions that above all, she created the fictional space of the house for herself,*° echoing
Bhabha’s suggestion that the novel can indeed be a house which houses the unhomely. By
creating a fictional universe which is in-between realities and temporalities, Petrosyan
resembles ‘a subject that inhabits the rim of an “in-between” reality’, whose ‘inscription of this
border existence inhabits a stillness of time and a strangeness of framing’.%!

In the context of post-independence rise of nationalism characteristic of post-Soviet and
indeed post-colonial countries, it is significant that Petrosyan creates precisely such neutral in-
between universe. As Elleke Boehmer observes, ‘nationalism, like patriarchy, favours
singleness—one identity, one growth pattern, and will promote specifically unitary or “one-
eyed” forms of consciousness’.%? Petrosyan’s novel is far from such ‘one-eyed consciousness’.
The text is disorienting in its markers of time, space and identity, the narration tends to
unexpectedly shift from first to third person, from one of the numerous characters to the other,
to the present from the past, and back again, disturbing the chronology. By being ‘B nurne u
Besne’, the text employs the mode of magic realism, ‘an amalgamation of reality and fantasy’,
a genre often associated with postcolonial writing. Interestingly, as Sarah Upstone suggests, in
magic realism, allegorical representations of home hold immense power of contaminating the

colonial vision:

The home is not only a space of postcolonial resistance because it is reclaimed from its colonial
service; it is a space of postcolonial resistance because it is instead a site of hope and awakening
- not closed down into order, but opened up to marvellous possibility.**

60 Mariam Petrosyan interviewed in St Petersburg, 19 July 2016, 7:41-7:44
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XHScQbbPaZM> [accessed 1 September, 2019]

6! Bhabha, ‘The World’, p. 148.

62 Elleke Boehmer, Stories of Women: Gender and Narrative in the Postcolonial Nation (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 2005), p. 39.
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In this regard, Petrosyan’s novel suggests a very interesting, unusual perception of the
‘unhomely’ —as a source of strength and subversion. Adhering to the precepts of magic realism,
time in Petrosyan’s novel is cyclical, rather than linear. Same things happen more than once.
Within the house there exists a parallel universe, or ‘usnanka’ (‘Inside Out’). Some characters
have an ability of travelling to parallel spaces, some of them, once leaving the house, return to
it again as children, repeating their cycle. Borders, mixing and change are important themes.
The writer maintains ironic distance not to compromise the magical world view and the
supernatural is unquestionably integrated into authentic descriptions of humans. Throughout
the work, a definite shift from one mode of writing to the other never occurs, and the novel
remains suspended between the conventions of both realism and fantasy.

Again, Petrosyan’s marginal position is pertinent here, since as Robert Kroetsch and
Linda Kenyon observe, ‘magic realism as a literary practice seems to be closely linked with a
perception of “living on the margins”, encoding within it, perhaps, a concept of resistance to
the massive imperial centre and its totalizing systems’.%* According to Upstone, the magical-
realist novel refuses both colonial and national metaphors of home, instead opening it up to
diverse meanings encompassing the fluid and subversive.®> The genre ‘also draws upon
transformative strategies that facilitate a new form of resistance’.®¢ Upstone argues that if
‘nineteenth-century fiction's representation of domesticity . . . helped to formulate the ordered
space we now recognize as the household’, ‘the postcolonial magical-realist novel’s
disordering of this space maybe seen to hold the same potential now: a force not only reflecting

the status quo but also offering pathways towards new experience’.’

64 Linda Kenyon, ‘A Conversation with Robert Kroetsch’, The New Quarterly, 5.1 (1985), quoted in
Stephen Slemon, ‘Magic Realism as Post-Colonial Discourse’, Canadian Literature, 116 (1988), p. 10.
65 Upstone, ‘Domesticity’, p. 265.

5 Ibid., p. 265.

57 Ibid., p. 266.
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At the same time, Upstone stresses that ‘this is not to suggest that magical-realist texts
avoid allegorical elements; indeed, they are often steeped in them’.%® Rather, magic realism
uses metaphor and allegory ‘not to serve order or an ideal, but rather to reveal inconsistencies
and the fact that the discourse of order is both inherently false and — from a post-colonial point
of view — immensely damaging’.%® Petrosyan’s seemingly apolitical novel is no exception to
this pattern as while offering a model of a new experience of supranational belonging, it also
employs allegories pertaining to the Soviet order. In fact, apart from being located in-between
and outside of time, her fictional space is also located in between history — it contains the
worlds which alternately appear as Soviet and post-Soviet.

Magic realism’s upsetting of colonial orders acquires a special significance in post-Soviet
literature due to the Soviet regime’s emphasis on conformity and order over individualism.
While Petrosyan’s novel is pronouncedly more fantastical and apolitical than other novels
analysed in this chapter, subtle references to the Soviet era provide the crucial context for
understanding the protagonists’ struggle with identity. The first chapter, which can be read as
an allegory of the Soviet order, sets the scene for Petrosyan’s fictional deconstruction of this
very order through the alternative, subversive and mysterious parts of her house. The chapter

is narrated by one of the protagonists Kuril’shik who recounts how he is expelled from his

group, called Fazany [®azamsi], the Komsomol type, prudish, rule-abiding students, due to not

conforming to their rules of uniformity by wearing bright red sneakers. Kuril’shik is called into
the headmaster’s office where a massive red fire extinguisher hangs above his head, as a
portrait of Soviet leaders would, making it hard for Kuril’shik to concentrate. He remarks that

this ideal placement allows the headmaster to hide away:

 Ibid., p. 265.
% Ibid., p. 265.
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On A0 TOro MNpUKOBBIBAJI BHHUMAHHUC, YTO IMPUTIAACTHECA K CaAMOMY JUPCKTOPY YIKE HC

MMOJIy4ajI0Ch. CI/I,I[HH_II/Iﬁ o aHTUKBAPHBIM OTHCHHBIM ,Z[I/IpI/DKa6J'ICM, HaBCPHOC, HA YTO-TO TAKOC

1 paCCUUTHIBACT. I[YMaTB MOXHO TOJIBKO O TOM, KaK OBl 5Ta IITYKa HC CBAJIWJIACh U HC Y6I/Iﬂa €ro

npiamMo 'y TeOs Ha riazax. Hu Ha 4uro APYroc HE OCTACTCA CHUIL. Hemnnoxoit cnocod CIPATATHCA,

0CTaBasCh Ha BHjLY.”°

The headmaster bears an uncanny resemblance to Soviet bureaucrats who could count on
authoritarian figures to shirk responsibility for their victims, but who ultimately remained
under constant threat of being crushed by those on top, as the headmaster would be if the
extinguisher fell on him. It is in this context that Kuril’shik has to negotiate his identity. On
top of dealing with feelings of alienation and loss that plague him, he has to determine his
‘political’ affiliation, thus to decide which of the several groups in the house he belongs to, the
conformists of his present group, or the rebels of other chaotic groups.

Fazany, the group to which Kuril’shik initially belongs exists as a separate world from
the rest of the house and is ruled according to an order which is reminiscent of Soviet
Communism. This order denies any show of individuality, enforces and favours conformity,
group mentality and obedience through posters, slogans and instructions. ‘Minute by minute’,
everyone has to follow a strict, tedious timetable: ‘Cupsuas rumHacTuKa. 3aCTHIIKA KPOBATEH.
«ITomoru ofieTbest coceny - M cocell MOMOXKET Tebe». YMbIBaHue. . . «Kau cBoeil ouepenu u
He 3azepkuBail qpyrux» . . .. Cronosas. Ypoku. ObeneHHbli nepepsiB. Ypoku. Bpems as
orapixa. U Tak o Geckoneunoctu’.’! The immaculately clean rooms with their ‘cTpoiinbie
psztel xkene3ubix kpoarei’ reflects the order of the group.’? Everyone has to be alike, ‘Bce kak
y Bcex, Huuero numrHero’, lead the same mechanical existence where ‘kaxxmoe nBrkeHue

noseneHo 1o asromaruzma’ and have the same ‘collective’ feelings and concerns.” The fact

that Fazany are the only group in the house who do not travel to ‘uznanxa’, the magical part of

70 Petrosyan, Jom, p. 13.
" Ibid., p. 21.
™ Ibid.. p. 20.
” Ibid.. p. 21.
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the house, emphasises their rejection of freedom and creativity in favour of a robotic existence
which stifles critical thinking. ‘@a3anbs )Xu3Hb HE pacrojiaraia K TOMy, 4ToObl y3HaBaTh 4TO-
To HOBoe. OHa BoOOIIe Mayjo K yeMmy pacnonaraia. [...] KojulekTuBHBIE cTpaxu — He
IPOCTYIUTHCS Obl, KOJUIEKTUBHBIE MEUTHI — OapaHbst KOTJIETKA Ha 3aBTpaK.’ '

Other groups in the house, and especially the fourth group where Kuril’shik moves, serve
as a foil to Fazany and perhaps evoke the chaos of the post-Soviet order, with an exception of
its nationalistic tendencies which Petrosyan shrouds in magic realism. The groups operate in a
violent but individualistic manner. Echoing Petrosyan’s attempt to posit her fiction outside of
time and space, members of this group are ordered to free themselves ‘ot mroboro Buaa
u3MepuTeseil BpeMeHH: OyTMIbHUKOB, XPOHOMETPOB, CEKYHIOMEPOB, HAPYYHBIX YacoB U T.
1’73 For these characters, their unhomely ‘border existence inhabits a stillness of time”.”®

The first of these non-conformist groups that Kuril’shik encounters are Birds [IItursi].
In describing this encounter, Petrosyan employs the metaphor of a deceptive tree which vividly
evokes Kuril’shik’s identity troubles. As we shall see, other authors in this chapter also heavily
employ naturalistic imagery for similar purposes. When Kuril’shik participates in a student
exhibition entitled ‘My love for the World” (Mos 1106086 kK MupY), he submits a painting with
an ironic title ‘“The Tree of Life’ featuring a deceptive tree. At first sight, the crooked branches
of the tree seem to be bearing pears, but at a closer look skulls and worms become apparent
instead. Kuril’shik’s world, then, is deceptive, hopeless and grim, and he is haunted by this
vision.”” Importantly, this vision resurfaces to plague him at a defining moment of his self-
definition, his attempt of figuring out which of the groups in the house he could belong to.

Birds are the first group he has to consider.

™ Ibid., pp. 19-20.

7 Ibid., p. 42.

7 Bhabha, ‘The World’, p. 148.
" Petrosyan, JJom, p. 13.
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Birds are known for their ridiculous attire which serves as a carnivalesque foil to the
Komsomol attire of Fazany. They wear enormous bibs with childish pictures printed on them
and carry pots of their favourite plants. As Kuril’shik notes, their apparel creates a grotesque
contrast with their physiognomy, ‘npu ux Tpaype ¥ THyCHbIX (PU3MOHOMHUSX, CMOTPUTCS ITO
onsTh ke rupkom’.’® When seeing them and entertaining the thought that he might have to join
them, Kuril’shik freezes in a daydream and his imagination conjures a nightmarish vision
‘ocszaemoe npocto 10 Kytu’.”” In the nightmare, he finds himself in the Birds’ dark, damp
bedroom where ‘okHa 3apociu mmomoM’ and ‘BCIOLY pacTeHus B TOpiikax U B Kajakax .5
Birds are sitting around doing needlework, getting up from time to time to deliver their work

for assessment to their leader Vulture [CrepBarauxk] sitting on a mantlepiece. Failing miserably

at needlework, Kuril’shik panics that he will fail the test and pay with his life. All flustered, he
knocks down a pot geranium, and this is what follows:
[lamaeT ruranTckas repaHb, pPa3MEpPOM C XOPOIIMH KYCT CHUPEHH, OCBHIIAeTCs 3eMII,
pasJieTaroTCs IIUHSHBIC YePETIKH.
Cpenu pasrpoma Ha TOJY — O€IbIiA, YUCTCHLKHUN YSIIOBEYCCKHI deperl 0e3 HUKHEH YeTFOCTH.
Bce Bokpyr 3amMuparoT, cMOTPSIT Ha MeHsI U Ha 4eper. [loTom pasmaeTcs Mep3Koe XpIOKaHbe.
— Ha-na, Kypunbimuk, Te1 He omoOCst, — ToBOpUT CTEPBITHUK, COCKAKHBAsI C KAMUHHOM TOJIKH

" KOBBUIAA B MOCM HAINlpaBJICHUU. — D10 HaI HpCI[BI}_'[yH_II/Iﬁ HOBHUYOK, MUD €TO npaxy!
On CMCCTCA, MMOKa3bIBass HCBO3MOXXHO OCTPBIC, aKYyJIbU BY6BI. . .81

Kuril’shik’s vision recreates the imagery of his painting in the unhomely setting of the
Birds’ eerie room. The large geranium plant which looks healthy and normal is in fact growing
on skulls, pointing to how intertwined death and life are in Kuril’shik’s vision, as in his painting
the ‘Tree of Life’. To his horror, Kuril’shik discovers that one of the skulls belongs to a dead

newcomer like him. He is tormented with mixed feelings regarding his future identity. On the

78 Ibid., p. 23.
7 Ibid., p. 23.
% Ibid., p. 23.
81 Ibid., p. 23.
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one hand, he is terrified that he will fail the test and end up as a skull under Birds’ plants, like
the dead newcomer before him, on the other hand, he is not eager to associate his identity with
Birds, but he would do ‘uto yrogHo, TOmbKO He KUTh 0oJjblIe B 1epsoii’.’? In the vision,
Vulture, the group’s leader, displaces the supreme authority figure — the headmaster Akula,
and the association between them is reinforced by Vulture’s ‘shark-like’ teeth. Kuril’shik’s
search for identity is again overseen by a hostile authority figure. Even in the microcosmic
setting of an individual group that is supposed to provide an alternative to the conformist
Fazany, his belonging and sense of self is still determined by a political order. In Kuril’shik’s
uncanny nightmare, the private comes together with the public, his internal sense of alienation
and despair is magnified by the politics of belonging in the house.

In this regard, it important to comment on the symbolism of the geranium plant in
Kuril’shik’s vision, which, like Kuril’shik’s red sneakers, stands for individualism and non-
conformity which challenges the Soviet order. According to Svetlana Boym, ‘geraniums were
purged and physically eradicated in Stalin’s time’.** This was part of a general hostility to
plotted plants of all kinds as “petit-bourgeois’ [Memanckue]. In ‘Rubber Plants and the Soviet
Order of Things’, a chapter of her study, Common Places, Boym analyses the famous Soviet
painting The New Apartment (1952) by Aleksandr Laktionov which depicts a family moving
into their new home (Figure 3).3% The painting, ‘an icon of Soviet civilization’, represents
Stalinist domestic bliss, an official ideal of domestic space, except for one detail — the rubber
plant in the foreground. When the painting was first exhibited in the early 1950s, it was
censored by critics who accused it of ‘celebrating the petty bourgeois values of philistinism

and banality embodied in the rubber plant, and of “putting a varnish” on Soviet reality’.%> As

82 Ibid., p. 24.

% Boym, Common Places, p. 8.
% Ibid., p. 8.

8 Ibid., p. 8.
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Boym explains, the rubber plant was regarded ‘as the last sickly survivor of the imagined

bourgeois greenhouses, or a poor relative of the ubiquitous geranium in the windowboxes of

middle-class residents’.3°

Figure 3. Aleksandr Laktionov, The New Apartment (1952).

What is even more interesting in Boym’s reading of the painting, aside from the
symbolism of the rubber plant, is how Boym goes on to describe what she perceives as the

eerie effects produced by the image. The New Apartment was exhibited in 1952-1953, when

% Ibid., p. 8.
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massive show trials of ‘cosmopolitans’ in Soviet Russia resulted in the persecution and murder

of thousands of Jews.?” This leads Boym to make the following observation:

Perhaps the brightly lit scene of moving into the new apartment is so paranoiacally codified
because behind the threshold, in the unrepresentable space of cultural memory, lurks another
scene — that of removing someone from their old apartment —the scene of arrest and home search
that was an everyday occurrence of the Stalinist perestroika of life from the 1930s to the 1950s.™

What Boym is describing here is a quintessentially unhomely moment where ‘the recesses of
domestic spaces become sites for history’s most intricate invasions’, where the traumas of
collective history invade one’s most private, comfortable space — in this case both the physical
apartment in the painting , and Boym’s uncanny response to it.* It is an unhomely moment
commonly evoked in postcolonial fiction.”® In this regard, The New Apartment closely
resembles Kuril’shik’s nightmarish vision not only due to the centrality of the geranium plant,
but also the unhomely moments that creep into both of them. The geranium plant cracks open
to reveal human skulls. The skull facing Kuril’shik is missing its jaw, as if the person to whom
it belongs had been forbidden to speak. The individuality of Birds, as expressed by the
geranium plant, is thus built on the deaths of the silenced and the repressed that have gone
before, and perhaps of those who have given their life in pursuit of individualism. As noted

earlier, in the uncanny moment, the border between home and world becomes confused, and,

7 Ibid., p. 8.

% Ibid., p. 8.

% Bhabha, ‘The World’, p. 144.

% One particularly fitting example here is Iraqi woman writer Buthainah al-Nasiri’s short story ‘Al-
‘Awdah ila baytihi’ (‘Homecoming’) (1996) which revolves around a Jewish couple who move from
Germany to Israel. Knowing that their new home has been appropriated from a Palestinian family, the
couple fail to settle in. Instead, they experience unhomely nightmares (such as their bedroom being
turned into a battlefield), and auditory and visual hallucinations such as ghosts of previous inhabitants.
For the analysis of the story see Ferial J. Ghazoul, ‘Iraqi Short Fiction: The Unhomely at Home and
Abroad’, Journal of Arabic Literature, 35 (2004), 1-24.
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uncannily, ‘the private the public become part of each other, forcing upon us a vision that is as
divided as it is disorienting’.”!

It is important to note that the geranium plant reappears later in the book in yet another
nightmare that Kuril’shik sees. In the vision, Kuril’shik is being buried alive by Fazany, when
suddenly, he glances at a geranium plant on a windowsill. The plant grows to immense
proportion, eventually covering the whole room and saving Kuril’shik.”? Given the allegories
of the Soviet order that pepper Petrosyan’s narration, it might not be too far-fetched to suggest
that what the author is invoking in Kuril’shik’s visions, at least subconsciously, is the unhomely
moment when the repressed memories of the totalitarian era are transformed into identity
anxieties so common in the post-Soviet, post-colonial era. One has to bear in mind here the
peculiarly widespread experiences of displacement across the Caucasus and Central Asia, such
as the flight of Kazakhs over the border during collectivization or Central Asia’s (particularly
Kazakhstan’s) hosting of the deported populations, such as Kalmyks, Germans, and Crimean
Tatars after WWII, experiences explicitly evoked by texts analysed later in this chapter.

Besides allusions to the Soviet order, in its temporal hybridity, Petrosyan’s novel also
evokes the traumas of the post-Soviet transition, a period which further prompts manifestations
of the unhomely. The house — which used to be white but has turned grey and is facing
demolition — reflects Petrosyan’s account of the dilapidating infrastructure in Armenia, and its
capital Yerevan, ravaged by the traumatic transition period:

Apmenust Moria Obl CTaTh XOpOIIeH ChbeMOYHOM TUIOMIAIKOM Tt (GriIbMa yKacoB, OOCBUKA WITH

HOCTPIH,I[yc’I’pHaJ'ILHOfI CTPCIIAJIKUA. B HeckonpKuX marax ot LCHTpa EpeBaHa HAa4YMUHAIOTCA CJICIbI

3aITyCTCHHUH. Ha BBIC3AC M3 Tropoda YKC HACTOAIIasd paspyxa — IMOJYypPa3BaJICHHBIC I0Ma,

HCKOIIAaCMbIC TPAKTOPLI, 3aPKAaBCBIINC aBTO3aIllpaBKU. W Bce 3T0 Ha BBEDKIKCHHOM COJIHIIEM

IJIOCKOI'0Ophbe. Tspkenas XU3Hb U YiKacChbl 6J'IOKa,Z[I>I B nepBoﬁ mojoBuHe 90-x 3A€Ch MPEAMCT

KysbTa.”

°! Bhabha, ‘The World’, p. 141.
92 Petrosyan, Jom, pp. 428-429.
9 Petrosyan in Mil’chin, ‘om’.



102

The bloodshed of the nineties translates in Petrosyan’s fiction into the violent rules of
hegemonic masculinity that operate within the house. The nicknames of Petrosyan’s
protagonists sound like those of vory v zakone and members of streets gangs that held powerful
influence in the post-Soviet space of the nineties, especially in Russia, Georgia and Armenia.**
Indeed, each group in the house (except the law-abiding Fazany) has its own head, ‘Boxax’.
Periodically, the heads participate in a ceremony where all the group members circle around
and watch them fight each other to death to establish their superiority. The graduation which
takes place every six years is a particularly violent occurrence. Terrified of the outside world
and reluctant to leave, students lose control. No one is safe in the house at this time, not even

the students’ favourite teacher Elk [JIocs], who ends up getting killed. We learn that around

thirty murders have taken place in the house. Considering this, it is strange that Petrosyan
normalises and glosses over such violence by describing her fictional space as a happy place:
*51 ymaro, 4TO HTO BECENIOE MECTO, CBETIIOE MECTO B 061eM-T0” . °° Violence — an inseparable
part of the author’s imagining of her private space — determines the author’s ambivalent
relations to post-Soviet realities and informs the unhomely moments of the protagonists, as
evidenced in Kuril’shik’s visions. Such unhomely meetings between the private and the public,
the personal and the political, are not exclusive to Petrosyan’s fiction, as I will now go on to

discuss.

% Svetlana Stephenson, Gangs of Russia: From the Streets to the Corridors of Power (Ithaca/London:
Cornell University Press, 2015), p. 153; See also Evgenia Zakharova, ‘Black Matsoni: The Pragmatics
of the Thbilisi Street Code’, Forum for Anthropology and Culture, 13(2017), 247-279.

% Mariam Petrosyan interviewed in Moscow, 19 June 2014, 12:40 — 12:58
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ghGyJeFR5c4&t=749s> [accessed 1 September 2019]
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Nana Ekvtimishvili’s The Pear Field (2015)

Nana Ekvtimishvili’s novel The Pear Field (2015), which focuses on a home for abandoned
children with learning difficulties in the 1990s Tbilisi, also echoes the wider post-Soviet and
post-colonial literary preoccupation with the search of a psycho-spiritual homeland and the
definition of a post-Soviet identity. Like Petrosyan, Ekvtimishvili employs fiction as a ‘place
from which to speak both of, and as, the minority the exilic, the marginal and emergent’.”® As
the author explains, her novel is about how disabled or abandoned children have to invent their
own rules of survival, of communication, justice or injustice, and how they cope with their
everyday life.”” They are outcasts in a society which refers to them by the derogatory name of
‘retards’ and treats them accordingly. It can be argued that these children symbolise a sense of
marginality, damaged identity and vulnerability that can be detected among post-Soviet
nations. The absence of father figures points to both the physical absence of men in the context
of post-Soviet crisis of masculinity, as well as the metaphorical orphaning of post-Soviet
nations after the dissolution of the Soviet order and the retreat of the fatherly role played by
the Soviet state.”

The struggles of Ekvtimishvili’s protagonists echo the struggles of post-Soviet Georgia

as it emerges from Soviet rule. Growing up in the nineties, a period which saw Georgia become

% Bhabha, ‘DissemiNation’, p. 300.

97 Nana Ekvtimishvili interviewed on The Morning Show, Imedi TV, Georgia, May 13, 2015, 11:07-
11:17, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BZRr31KJVYY> [accessed 28 August, 2019].

% On this topic see, among others, Sergei Kukhterin, ‘Fathers and Patriarchs in Communist and Post-
Communist Russia’ in Gender, State and Society in Soviet and Post-Soviet Russia ed.by Sarah
Ashwin (London: Routledge, 2000); John Shoeberlin, ‘Doubtful Dead Fathers and Musical Corpses:
What to Do with the Dead Stalin, Lenin and Tsar Nicholas?’, in Death of the Father: An
Anthropology of the End in Political Authority, ed. by John Borneman (Oxford: Berghahn Books,
2004).
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independent at a heavy cost of internal conflicts, civic unrest, increased crime, food shortages
and a crisis of masculinity, deeply marked Ekvitimishvili. Her works recurrently evoke this
dark and bittersweet period of Georgian history.”® As Ekvtimishvili explains in an interview,
her emigration to Germany allowed her to reflect on her childhood experiences and analyse the

role of Soviet legacies.:

What I considered in Georgia to be normal and ordinary, what I accepted, even though a lot of
things at the time were abnormal, and we knew that they should not be happening, became more
intense, more surprising, more painful from a distance. In reality, we lived in such violence,
which I thought to be the norm, and the Soviet legacy was so tragic for us . . . '®°

Ekvtimishvili suggests that to a large extent, her first novel is written in an attempt to

digest her childhood traumas:

The Pear Field is something that [ have been carrying in me for a very long time, it relates to my
life and my memories. Memories that never end, that I never forget and do not want to forget.
Memories of a time when everything was in chaos, when people in Tbilisi and Georgia were no
longer themselves, when they lost a human face.'"!

An important theme for Ekvtimishvili is the value of each human being, of different people, of
people with different opinions, which she argues was taken for granted in the Soviet period and

continues to be disregarded in the post-Soviet period. Ekvtimishvili explains:

When the Soviet Union was collapsing, I was a child and I was constantly observing, asking
myself all sorts of questions: what are we fighting against? [...] Why is Georgia not free [...]?
What is independence, and what does it mean to me? What should be changed? Where is this
restriction, this communism, this order, where is it? As more time passes, the more I find myself
capable of answering these questions and linking them to our present reality. When I was a child,
for example, it [the Soviet order] was expressed in the neckties, in the tanks advancing on the
Rustaveli avenue on the 9" of April.'”* But the important thing is that the Soviet order does not
only manifest itself in such tangible things, it is in one’s way of thinking, it sits deep within the

% Ekvtimishvili’s award-winning semi-autobiographical debut feature In Bloom (2013; co-directed
with Simon Gross) follows two teenage girls in Tbilisi in the 1990s.

100 Ekvtimishvili, The Morning Show, 12:12-12:40.

' Nana Ekvtimishvili interviewed on Midday Show [Shuadge], GDS channel, 11 December 2015,
3:46 -4:27, <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bi_GJ6-mlFs> [accessed 28 August 2019].

192 The April 9 tragedy refers to the Soviet troops’ bloody quelling of the peaceful anti-Soviet, pro-
independence demonstrations in Tbilisi on April 9, 1989, which left 21 people dead, and hundreds of
people wounded, poisoned and maimed.
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human consciousness and we are still struggling with it today. It was important for me to convey
to some extent, the Soviet legacy in this novel, its effects on the relationships between children
and adults, between people, our relationship with those weaker than us. '

The abandoned children in Ekvtimishvili’s fictional house and the people in the society
around them can be read as a collective allegory for what Ekvtimishvili perceives as a
dehumanised and uniform early post-Soviet Georgian identity. The harsh order operating
within her fictional house, as well as outside of it, lends itself to be read as a metaphor for the
intangible legacies of the Soviet order. The theme of abandoned children chosen by
Ekvtimishvili seems particularly important in the context of post-Soviet Georgia’s search for
identity. The chaotic Georgia of the 1990s can also be regarded as a metaphorical orphan
disorientated after emerging from the paternalistic supervision by the Soviet State.

While Ekvtimishvili is critical of Soviet legacies, her narrator highlights certain benefits
of the Soviet paternalistic state, pointing out that the marginalised members of society, the
orphans and the disabled, would be protected by schemes that would provide accommodation
and jobs for them.!"* After the dissolution of the Soviet order, the orphanage in the novel
becomes dilapidated, like the country itself. The image of the block of houses near the
orphanage captures the crumbling order of the country and sets the atmosphere of hopelessness
and death which dominates the novel. The right side of the building is missing, as if it had been
‘ripped out’, due to a fire or an earthquake, while its left side comprises the unhomely homes
of its inhabitants who remain in the building. ‘Overall the building is weirdly tilted, as if the
side where people still live has been bent downwards towards the earth by the weight of its

inhabitants, as if the whole block was slowly drowning into earth.’!%

193 Nana Ekvtimishvili, Q&A, llia State University Tbilisi, June 24, 2016, 9:26 - 11:20
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F--OiKQ-zGc> [accessed 30 August 2019]

104 Exvtimishvili, The Pear Field, p. 41.

19 Ibid., p. 32.
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The fact that the West takes over the support of the orphanage by sending humanitarian
aid hints that it is replacing the Soviet state as a potential adoptive parent for the country. The
abandoned children’s only hope is to be adopted by westerners, echoing Georgia’s hopeful
gaze towards the western world. The pear trees that grow in the swamp field on the grounds of
the boarding house, also featuring in the book’s cover (Figure 4), lend themselves to be read
as a metaphor for the abandoned children, and perhaps for Georgia as whole. Although the
pears are ripe and appear delicious, they are tasteless, and thus symbolise deceptive fruitfulness
and unfulfilled potential. Moreover, reaching them demands crossing the swamps, thus —a vain
effort. The futility of such an effort mirrors the deception of an American couple who arrive in
Georgia to adopt Irakli — one of the boys in the house.

Like the pears that are better off attached to their tree, Irakli also refuses to swap the
boarding house for the glamourous promise of the American dream. Emigration would erase
the boy’s efforts of creating a semblance of a home and identity for himself in the home.
Ironically, belonging to a physical home of the Americans would lead him to lose any
semblance of rootedness that he can lay claim to and to perceive the unhomely nature of his
identity even more painfully.!% The house in Georgia may be unhomely, but it is the only real
and familiar one these children have. This is why the protagonist Lela never leaves the house

even though she is eighteen and no longer officially eligible to remain.

19 This is precisely the experience of female protagonists in the next two novels analysed. Their
emigration only heightens their self-perception as abandoned, homeless children.
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Figure 4. The Cover of the Georgian edition of The Pear Field (2015).

bJbd
Jdannanaancn

The children in the home represent the most vulnerable segment of early post-Soviet
Georgian society, one ruled by chaos and injustice. Uncoincidentally, the novel opens with an
incident where Sergo, one of the children in the home, is run over by a car. The driver escapes
punishment and is not even interrogated. Similarly, everyone turns a blind eye on the abuses
taking place in the home, on how the headmistress appropriates the humanitarian aid, how the
male caregiver sexually abuses the children including the protagonist Lela, how children
themselves rape little newcomer girls near the pear field. Growing up as a witness to this level
of injustice leads the protagonist Lela to suffer in pain and develop intense feelings of
vulnerability and a lack of security which manifest themselves in her nightmares. In one of her
nightmares she sees an apartment of a woman called Mzia who lives in a block of flats near
the orphanage, with her plump little daughter. Lela visits Mzia with her friend Irakli whenever
he wants to telephone his mother. Mzia’s home is the only secure space that Lela is allowed to

enter, a place where ‘reign supreme cleanliness and a magical smell of baked pastry’.!%” Lela’s

07 Ekvtimishvili, The Pear Field, p. 47.
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sense of hopelessness and her painful familiarity with injustice turn this homely place into a
grotesque, unhomely setting in her nightmare:

In the hallway, Mzia’s child is lying on the floor, as if she were a sick person lying in bed, but

no one is paying any attention to her and she moans calmly, thrown away in a corner like a used

towel . . . Lela notices that the hairy mole on her face has grown to cover half of her face.

Suddenly a pensive-looking district inspector slowly enters the room, followed by Mzia. It seems

that he fails to notice the children and, tired and sad looking, he heads towards the door. Mzia

opens the door, Firuz [the inspector] halts and looks back at her as if about to say something, but
instead shrugs his shoulders:

“There is no such thing here...they must be out of their mind ... what idiots’ — he retorts and

leaves. Mzia closes the door. At this moment, Lela notices that the back of Lela’s head is cracked

open in the middle, letting out a stream of blood . . . 1%

Lela’s dream reveals her deep fears and insecurities. Firstly, it points to her pessimistic,
or perhaps realistic worldview. She suspects that Mzia’s child, who seems to have a secure
home and identity, can equally become a victim of neglect and injustice reigning in her world.
Moreover, the appearance of the inspector in her dream is an unhomely moment where ‘the
private and public develop an interstitial intimacy’.!% We can only speculate what the inspector
is referring to by ‘here’, the orphanage or Georgian society. His enigmatic retort might be
suggesting that he is aware of the abuses in the orphanage but choses to turn a blind eye on
them, the same way that the community turns a blind eye on the severity of not investigating
the car accident which took Sergo’s life. Either way, the presence of the representative of a
public sector in Mzia’s house suggests the contamination of Lela’s private sphere with the
public domain. The cancerous mole on the girl’s face together with Mzia’s cracked and open

skull speak of Lela’s fear that sickness and imminent death will similarly corrupt all markers

of security and comfort around her.

1% Ibid., pp. 87-88.
199 Bhabha, ‘The World’, p. 148.
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This general sense of corruption and abandonment evoked by Ekvtimishvili is often
echoed in the melancholic outlook of young people in post-Soviet Georgia.!'® For example, in
an article in which young people in the Caucasus are asked to select an object which represents

their identity, a Georgian respondent, Giorgi Jinoridze, explains his choice of a blooming tree:

For me, identity is revealed through emotions rather than objects. One spring day, [ was coming
back from work when I saw a blooming tree near [Tbilisi’s] Station Square; the surrounding was
so grim, that tree looked like an innocent adolescent about to be filmed in pornography. I can use
the same comparison for our country. Georgia should be heaven on earth, but, unfortunately,
indecent people corrupt its beauty. I am not like those people, I am like my country.'"!

The metaphor of a blooming tree is reminiscent of Ekvtimishvili’s image of the pear field
and Kuril’shik’s painting ‘Tree of Life’. Both trees are rooted in grim surroundings, both are
visually appealing, but corrupt. In addition, in both metaphors, the denoting subjects are young
children who themselves serve as an extended metaphor for the whole country. In both cases,
the identity of a young post-Soviet Georgia becomes inseparable from the identity of its new
post-Soviet generation. Natural imagery, alongside the metaphor of a house and abandoned
children, is central in these novels’ exploration of identity. Images of nature are constantly
subverted by, or juxtaposed with motifs of loss, waste, decay, as well as of drowning,
destruction, and bleak future. Ekvtimishvili’s house is dilapidated, and full of rotting,
unpleasant smells. As mentioned previously, Petrosyan’s house used to be white but has turned
grey and is facing demolition. By confronting the readers with the unhomely metaphors which
subvert the traditional symbols of security, stability and fertility, such as a house, or a tree,
these novels effectively convey a sense of loss and desperation at the heart of the characters’
identity struggles. In addition, politics and the public sphere are tightly linked to the identity

politics of these fictional characters behind all of whom lurk hostile authority figures, whether

19 The Georgian youth’s bleak vision of their country is captured particularly well by a documentary
film When the Earth Seems to be Light (2015) (co-directed by David Meskhi, Tamuna Karumidze
and Salome Machaidze) on young skaters, artists and musicians in Georgia.

" Ikin Huseynov, Sona Kocharyan and Tamuna Chkareuli, ‘It Is, I Am', Chaikhana <https://chai-
khana.org/en/story/699/it-is-i-am> [accessed 20 August 2018].
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Kuril’shik’s headmaster, the caregivers of Ekvtimishvili’s abandoned children or the ‘indecent

people’ that Giorgi Jinoridze is referring to.

Teona Dolenjashvili’s Memphis (2008)

Teona Dolenjashvili’s Memphis (2008) similarly explores the questions of an unhomely quest
for a post-Soviet home and identity through intertwining motifs of an abandoned child and
contrasting imagery of nature and death. Born in 1977, Dolenjashvili graduated with a degree
in Journalism and Filmmaking from the Department of the Tbilisi State University. For several
years she worked at the Georgian Television as a feature broadcasting director and author. She
began actively publishing her literary works from 2004. Her works have been translated from
Georgian into German, English, Italian, Spanish, Russian, Ukrainian, Lithuanian, Slovak and
Azeri languages.!'? Memphis is narrated by a female protagonist, Ana. The narrative follows
her traumatic childhood and youth in the 1990s Tbilisi and her subsequent emigration to
Germany and Switzerland. The theme of abandonment is central in the book. Ana’s father
leaves her and her mother when Ana is still young. Later, Ana’s mother also mysteriously
disappears. This inexplicable vanishing haunts Ana until she discovers, alongside the readers,
that in order to provide for her daughter, Ana’s mother became an organ donor and died during

an operation.'’> As in previous novels, the protagonist’s unhomely quest for identity is

12 Teona Dolenjashvili, Personal Page, Goodreads
<https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/5227460.Teona_Dolenjashvili> [accessed 1 September
2019].

'3 It has to be mentioned here that narratives on dystopian institutions have nothing inherently post-
Soviet and are widespread, for instance, organ donation features centrally in Kazuo Ishiguro's Never
Let Me Go (2005). However, dystopias do acquire a specific function in postcolonial literatures do the
connection between decoloniality and utopian thinking, as I shall discuss in Chapter Five.
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informed by the traumas and the ambivalence associated with the post-Soviet transition.
Ana’s ambiguous relation to the Soviet past manifests itself in her ‘paradoxical
nostalgia for the aesthetic of socialist-realism and Soviet architecture’.!'* “More than once,
when walking in the bright street of Paris, Vienna or Zurich’ she has felt ‘an urge to wander in
those plain buildings, narrow Khrushchyovkas and dusty, low-ceiling rooms’.!'> Ana’s
nostalgia is ‘paradoxical’ since she associates these very buildings, including her school, with
the stifling Soviet regime. In Ana’s description of her ‘ordinary grey school’, the monotonous
classrooms, ‘identical like peas in a pod’, and causing ‘an absurd sensation of repetition in
space’, point to the Soviet ideology’s suppression of individuality. The stagnation of the Soviet
order is contrasted with the vivid imagery of the ‘beautiful garden’ full of poplar trees, a natural
alternative that transcends grey political reality.!'® Such ‘organic’ anti-Soviet discourse was
also typical of the 1970s and 1980s, as manifested in the ‘village prose’ movement, the

ecological protests in Siberia.!!’

Schools, such as one described by Dolenjashvili, are unhomely, liminal buildings on the
threshold of political times. Physically, they have remained mostly unchanged as the ordered,
if somewhat stifling, Soviet school system was replaced by post-Soviet chaos and violence. In
Ana’s childhood, when dissident movements were on the rise, her school constituted ‘a
shambolic mix of soviet attributes and the new wave of the national movement’ which later
‘completely washed over the ideological colour red’.!'® As evidenced by Ana’s nostalgia for
Soviet architecture, schools are the unhomely spaces where the familiar and nostalgic traces of

Soviet security are battling with the symbolism of nascent nationalism and the invasion of post-

14 Dolenjashvili, Memphis, p. 18.

5 Ibid., p. 18.

"6 Ibid., p. 18.

"7 1 would like to thank Catriona Kelly for pointing out this parallel. See also Kathleen F. Parthé,
Russian Village Prose: The Radiant Past (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992).

"8 Dolenjashvili, Memphis, p. 18.
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Soviet chaos. It is unsurprising, therefore, that such buildings and institutions are central in the
novels and symbolise their authors’ own liminal positioning between the Soviet and the post-
Soviet.

Just as buildings or houses are steeped in politics and become focal points for the
negotiation of the protagonists’ and their author’s identities, so nature in Dolenjashvili’s novels
is far from representing a neutral metaphor. As in the previous novels, the images of childhood,
death and nature are interlinked in a single metaphor that recurs throughout the book.
Subverting traditional symbolic associations of children with innocence, and harmony with

119 children

nature, as manifested, for instance, in common depictions of children with doves,
in this novel become actors in a play of death, as in Kuril’shik’s nightmare of Birds. In one
prominent example of this metaphorical subversion, the protagonist observes children in the
yard burying a dead bird and placing flowers on its grave. The blooming apple and plum trees
and the green shovel used by the children symbolise life and nature and contrast with the
solemn burying ritual enacted by the children.

Of course, what the protagonist observes is only a common game among children as
they begin to explore death. But in the political context of post-Soviet Georgia, the scene
acquires a symbolic charge as a harbinger of the children’s dark future as they will most likely
face and/or commit violence, like the protagonist’s friend Nika whose social circumstances
later turn him into a criminal. ‘Today they were playing with death, having harmless fun, but
soon the real and ruthless games would begin in their lives’ — Ana remarks.!?® Similarly to

Petrosyan’s novel, Memphis points to violence as an inseparable aspect of post-Soviet life in

the nineties. In Georgia, violence permeated all aspects of life, including children’s lives, and

19 Such paintings were popular in the eighteenth, nineteenth and early twentieth-century Europe. Some
examples include Anne-Genevieve Greuze’s Innocence, a Girl with a Dove (circa 1795), Jean-Baptiste
Greuze’s Girl with Doves (1800), Hugh Collins’s Three Young Children with Doves (date unknown)
and Picasso’s Child with a Dove (1901).

120 Dolenjashvili, Memphis, p. 16.
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violence among children persists as one of the most pressing problems in the country.!?!
Dolenjashvili later employs the metaphor of nature in a more explicitly political context
when Ana and Nika debate whether trees are living beings. To support her argument that ‘some

trees are more alive than humans’, Ana gives an unhomely example of an eerie forest in Siberia;:
) y

Until 1937 the forest was but an empty field. Then, the field became a ground where prisoners

were buried alive and artificial forests were grown. Olga Okudzhava'?* was also among those

sentenced to death. Just imagine Galaktion'?* in this artificial forest, a living graveyard, walkin
g g gravey g

through the wind and seeking a tree with the prisoner’s number 126, the tree feeding on his

beloved, the tree under which his wife’s heart is beating. Perhaps those were the trees that were

blowing in the wind, or...those were the leaves passing through her hair in his verses...'**
Ana is referring to the Medvedev Forest Massacre of September 11, 1941 where 158 purged
prisoners were executed by the order of Soviet officials.!? Resonating with Kuril’shik’s
painting in Petrosyan’s novel, life in Ana’s vision is built on death. Trees are again employed
as metaphors and are juxtaposed with violence, death and loss of identity in the colonial
context. The burying of the victims echoes the burying of the bird by the children in Ana’s
yard, and also resonates with Kuril’shik’s nightmare where he is being buried alive by Fazany.

Alexander Etkind has proposed that ‘haunted by the unburied past, post-Soviet culture

has produced perverse memorial practices’ — ‘in a land where millions remain unburied, the

12! The most recent publicised case is the Khorava Street Murder of December 1, 2017 which took the
life of two teenage boys. For a long time, this criminal case was at the centre of current political
debates in Georgia. See for instance, ‘Murder on Khorava Street: Public Knowledge and Attitudes
towards Court Decision’, IDFI, 20 July 2018, <https://idfi.ge/en/khorava_street case> [accessed 30
October 2018]; “Thbilisi City Court’s Verdict on Murder of Two Boys Caused Outrage among
Citizens’, Georgian Journal, 31 May 2018, <https://www.georgianjournal.ge/society/34537-tbilisi-
city-courts-verdict-on-murder-of-two-boys-caused-outrage-among-citizens.html> [accessed 30
October 2018].

122 Olga Okudzhava was the wife of the famous Georgian poet Galaktion Tabidze and the aunt of the
popular Soviet musician Bulat Okudzhava. She was purged and executed by a firing squad, along with
157 other prisoners, in the forest of Medved’ near Orel, Russia on September 11, 1941.

'3 The famous Georgian poet Galaktion Tabidze (1892 —1959), commonly referred to in Georgia as
simply Galaktion.

124 Dolenjashvili, Memphis, p. 63. The protagonist is paraphrasing quotes from Galaktion Tabidze’s
poem ‘The Wind Blows’ [Kari Kris] (1920).

125 Michael Parrish, ‘The Orel Massacres, the Killings of Senior Military Officers’ in The Lesser Terror:
Soviet State Security, 1939-1953 (Westport, Conn: Praeger, 1996), pp. 69-109.
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dead return as the undead. They do so in novels, films, and other forms of culture which reflect,
shape, and possess people’s memory’.!?¢ Incidentally, Etkind devotes particular attention to
1937 and 1938 mass massacres in the pine forest near Belomor Canal, Russia as one example
of a traumatic event that sparked ghost visions. The uncanny vision of Ana and other
protagonists can be partly situated within the phenomenon identified by Etkind. Etkind argues
that Soviet repressions, such as the massacre near Belomor, were indefinite and unreliable (e.g.
people could disappear without a trace, sentences could be revoked and reinstated etc.)
meaning that ‘death could not be recognized as death, and survival could not be relied upon as
life’.!?” Thus, Etkind argues, soviet totalitarianism provided a fertile ground for ghost-making

which persists to this day.!?8

Etkind aptly perceives such ghost-making as uncanny, because,
as he points out, ‘in Freud’s logic, if the loss is not recognized, it is repressed; [...] henceforth,
it threatens to return as the uncanny. The failure to recognize death as death produces the
uncanny’.'?

However, the manner in which the repressed memories of the mysterious and tragic fates
of Soviet victims invade Ana’s and Kuril’shik’s visions is not only uncanny (they are no mere
ghost visions), but also unhomely. Ana’s uncanny tree from Siberia is later reincarnated in her
vision linking Soviet and post-Soviet violence, as well as her own life haunted by death. In this
vision, or nightmare, she sees a tree being torn from its roots and its ‘leafless, robbed trunk’
being blown into her mother’s room. When she wakes up, she finds her aunt Neliko
unconscious on the ground.!*® The uprooted tree evokes the image of Siberian trees built on

equally uprooted victims of Soviet deportations and executions. One might recall here the

famous scene from Tengiz Abuladze’s Repentance (1984) where a shipment of logs arrives at

126 Etkind, ‘Post-Soviet Hauntology’, p. 182.
27 Ibid., p. 186

128 Ibid., p. 186.

12 Ibid., p. 186

139 Dolenjasvhili, Memphis, p. 75.
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the railway station from a distant Soviet labour camp, and the mother (Nino) and her daughter
(Keti) search the log piles for a possible message from the imprisoned father (Sandro) (Figure
5). The harrowing scene depicts other women similarly looking for messages etched on logs,
evoking the sheer number of prisoners, most of whom would disappear without a trace,

desperate to reach out to their families.

Figure 5. Tengiz Abuladze, Repentance (1984). Film Still.

Reflecting how the political invades the private, the metaphorically charged tree in Ana’s
vision literarily invades her home and acts as a reminder and harbinger of the deaths of Ana’s
mother and aunt, both victims of a troubled post-Soviet order. As we know, the ‘unhomely
moment relates the traumatic ambivalences of a personal, psychic history to the wider
disjunctions of political existence’.!3! In this moment, ‘the recesses of domestic spaces become

sites for history’s most intricate invasions’.!**> The unhomely crossover between personal and

13! Bhabha, ‘The World’, p. 141.
32 Ibid., p. 144.



116

worldly manifests itself in Ana’s dream to suggest how she is haunted by the ‘psychic history’
of the Soviet past which was repressed and not properly examined in the post-Soviet era. In
this unhomely moment, her individual identity becomes confused with the sense of collective
identity to point to specifically post-Soviet, post-colonial trauma.

As foreboded by Ana’s dream, her aunt Neliko dies. Following her death ‘all the pale
violets that grew in the clay pots on the balcony wilted simultaneously. The pots now resemble
wombs without foetuses or abandoned and cold houses’.!*3 In light of her dream, the allusion
to empty houses evokes not only the protagonist’s own empty house, but also the abandoned
houses of victims of Soviet repressions and deportations. The association of dying nature with
empty houses and infertility once again links the protagonist’s psychic traumas of history with
her personal experience of being metaphorically homeless, abandoned and having gone
through an abortion, all experiences which destabilise her identity. Ana perceives her identity
formation as inseparable from her country’s search for identity. Her inner struggles echo the
troubles of her country, and she highlights that her ‘physical and existential loneliness
coincided with [her] country’s heaviest, hungriest and darkest years’.!3* In fact, Dolenjashvili
herself suggests that her protagonist’s fate and identity are strongly interlinked with ‘the wider
disjunctions of political existence’.!3 The author highlights that despite the novel’s eclectic
genre, it tells ‘an absolutely realistic story’ of Georgia, ‘and more importantly of [her] country’s
search for a place in the global context, in the European context’.!3¢ Georgia’s most recent
history thus ‘plays out alongside the life” of Dolenjashvili’s protagonist.!3’

In addition to serving as a symbol of death, both of Ana’s aunt and of the victims of the

Medvedev Forest Massacre, Ana’s dream also warns about Ana’s own death. After going

133 Dolenjashvili, Memphis, pp. 215-216.

B4 Ibid., p. 41.

135 Bhabha, ‘The World’, p. 141.

136 Interview with Teona Dolenjashvili, Georgian Broadcaster, Feb 23, 2016, 1:42-1:50,
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=no5jU8X4blA> [accessed 17 September 2018].
57 Dolenjashvili, Georgian Broadcaster, 1:54-1:57.
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through an abortion, Ana unsuccessfully attempts suicide through gas poisoning. As she falls
asleep, she sees the image of children burying a bird:
I was being diluted into something warm and viscous, as in a soft, loving fog. But from time to
time, some pictures appeared in this fog [..]. I saw someone’s hands playing on our piano a
melody that was familiar, but distorted and unpleasant. A blind woman was sitting on a chair and
was looking at me with her white eyes with missing pupils. Scared, I ran to the kitchen, but the
blind woman was there too. She offered me an empty glass. Downstairs, the children were
playing in the yard, digging up holes with their hands and burying a dead bird inside it. Then they
jumped merrily on the grave, flattening the earth [...] when the curtain fell, I saw my mother.
She had come back! She had come back! '**
By falling asleep, or dying, Ana is reverting back to her foetal state and dissolving her identity.
The warm and viscous fog envelops her like a placenta in a womb, and indeed, at the end of
her hallucination she imagines being reunited with her mother. Her return to a foetal state of
non-being is uneasy and nothing to be celebrated, however, as suggested by the eeriness of the
children’s joyful jumping on the graveyard and the unhomeliness of her home. There she hears
a familiar, but strange, unpleasant, quintessentially uncanny melody and is haunted by the ghost
of a blind woman who visited her mother before her disappearance.

It is later revealed that this blind woman sold her eyes in order to provide for her
children and visited Ana’s mother to direct her to the organisation where she could similarly
sell her organs to save her child. As Freud points out, the ‘fear of damaging or losing one’s
eyes is a terrible fear of childhood’ and psychoanalyst Sadeq Rahimi has shown how uncanny
experiences are ‘typically constructed through and associated with themes and metaphors of
vision, blindness, mirrors and other optical tropes’.?*® The blind woman who visited little Ana
terrified her and introduced an element of unhomeliness in her home, and later her memories

of her home. But aside from her inevitable association with terror, the blind woman represents

Ana’s fear that one day she might also have to give up her eyes, or other organs, like her mother.

138 Dolenjasvhili, Memphis, p. 95.
139 Ereud, ‘The Uncanny’, p. 231; Rahimi, ‘The Ego’, p. 453.
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In the same way that the blind woman prompted Ana’s mother to give up her life for
the sake of her daughter, she is now offering Ana an empty glass as a symbol of death. The
empty glass which Ana receives, as if as a reward for her mother’s sacrifice, also suggests that
Ana’s mother physically saved her child but took away her daughter’s sense of self, a sense
she can only recover by metaphorically returning to her mother’s womb. In fact, after her
mother’s death, Ana loses the sense of her identity more quickly, becoming a stranger to
herself. This process is hinted at by her aunt who tells Ana that she has a face ‘like a mirror’.*4°
The condition only intensifies when Ana finds out that she is pregnant with the child of Nika,
her childhood sweetheart who turned into a criminal and betrayed her.

At a time of discovering her pregnancy, Ana is already estranged from her body. The
author once again employs the imagery of nature to describe her alienation from herself. Once
pregnant, Ana feels that there is ‘still something living’ within her, within her ‘dead, bloodless
body, a body stuck to the bed like a dried-out herbarium butterfly’.!*! However, she makes the
traumatic choice of terminating her pregnancy and cutting ties with her old self in favour of
becoming empty. Reflecting on this decision, Ana suggests that the kind of uncanny splitting
of self that I identified in Kerouac’s novel occurs for her in a directly physical sense:

I was a ruthless, soulless murderer . . . but I understood that one who destroys also has one

privilege. She creates free spaces. I was free. Empty. From the mental burden [...] from a non-

existent love, blind patience, false morale, useless insecurities, in short, the material from which
I moulded the face of a stupid, sentimental girl.'*?

As mentioned earlier, Ana struggles with who she is even before her traumatic abortion.
From a young age she is haunted by an unhomely feeling which manifests itself through her

uneasy relation to her childhood home. One the one hand, Ana retains certain happy memories

40 Dolenjasvhili, Memphis, p. 45.
1 Ibid., p. 89.
2 Ibid., p. 91.
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of her childhood, in the beginning of the novel she asserts that ‘perhaps [her] childhood was
not that bad after all’.!** But as she grows up and becomes conscious of the horrors in both her
life and the life of others around her, an uncanny feeling begins to creep up into her mind and
her ‘big, light house’.!** Every single night she suffers from a frightening nightmare that from
a corner of her room a terrifying devil creeps up to chase after her through the dark rooms room
from which she can find no exit.!* For Ana, this is no simple childhood nightmare, rather, it
is a manifestation of her unhomely identity. When Ana returns to Georgia from Germany, she
realises that the devil in her dreams was the uncanny, ‘dark’, part of herself against which she
had been struggling all along:

This time it is not the black, terrifying devil with horns that frightens me, but rather myself, my

stranger’s face plunged into darkness. I cannot see clearly, I cannot distinguish, maybe that is

why I cannot recognise my face, it has lost its previous appearance, has acquired unfamiliar and

ugly traits, it has come to resemble someone else, someone dreadful, someone terrifying. This

face troubles me, terrifies me . . .'4

Ana’s experience of feeling estranged from herself is an uncanny experience par
excellence. In the study Strangers to Ourselves, Julia Kristeva explores the notion of internal
foreignness, the feeling that one is somehow a stranger to oneself, and argues that this occurs
when, as noted by Freud, ‘the archaic, narcissistic self [...] projects out of itself what it
experiences as dangerous or unpleasant in itself, making of it an alien double, uncanny and
daemonical’.!47 Kristeva explains that this repression of part of our self leads to a feeling of
dislocation and hinders the subject from experiencing one’s identity as whole and

‘autonomous’:

'3 I had plenty of loving care from my mother, we lived in a big, light house and the straw box in my
room was full of various toys’, Dolenjashvili, Memphis, p. 9.

" Ibid., p. 9.

45 Dolenjashvili, Memphis, p. 31.

16 Ibid., p. 208.

7 Julia Kristeva, Strangers to Ourselves, trans. by Leon S. Roudiez (Columbia University Press, 1991),
p. 183.
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Strange is the experience of the abyss separating me from the other who shocks me — I do not
perceive him, perhaps he crushes me because I negate him. Confronting the foreigner whom [
reject and with whom at the same time I identify, I lose my boundaries, I no longer have a

container, the memory of experiences when I had been abandoned overwhelm me, I lose my

composure. I feel “lost,” “indistinct,” “hazy”.'**

Echoing Kristeva’s argument, for Ana, the process of understanding her ‘other’, her childhood
self becomes a process of understanding herself. By negating her previous self, she turns it into
her dark, demonic alter ego, a demon haunting her in her dreams. It is as if she were the direct
subject of Kristeva’s words, as it is indeed the memory of her experiences of being abandoned
that plague her. The protagonist’s allusion to her difficulty in differentiating between dream
and reality also suggests the influence of the uncanny which causes ‘uncertainty, in particular
regarding the reality of who one is and what is being experienced’.!*’ Ana can only reach
autonomy or find herself by confronting her repressed traumas, and after her return from
Germany, she is forced to do just that.

Freud explores the uncanny as a discourse of the ‘self’, seeing it as a personal reaction to
one's individual surroundings that occurs for a reason, rather than merely being a random
occurrence. ‘The better orientated in his environment a person is,” writes Freud, ‘the less
readily will he get the impression of something uncanny in regard to the objects and events in
it”.!1%% One somehow makes oneself susceptible to the uncanny, according to Freud, for the
uncanny is never simply ‘out-there’ waiting to strike but is rather an individual condition that
depends on one’s own personal circumstances, one’s relation to objects and subjects in the
surrounding world. Being surrounded by familiar objects in her house confronts Ana with the
uncanny elements of her identity. As she spends time in her childhood home, she faces her

demons and the ghost of her childhood self. In the mirror she confronts her fragmentary,

48 Kristeva, Strangers, p. 187.
49 Royle, Uncanny, p. 1.
130 Freud, ‘The Uncanny’, p. 221.
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insecure, transitory self, two faces that are ‘mortal enemies’.!*! Ana cannot tell which one of

them is more real, ‘the old one which ended its life’ within the walls of her house, or the one
which she has been ‘inventing, embellishing, moulding all these years’ since her emigration.!>?
It is unsurprising that Ana’s struggle leads to a doubling of the self through her reflections
in the mirror. One of the manifestations of the uncanny is the way in which it destabilises
identity through sudden, alienating factors that lead one to feel outside oneself and to believe
that one’s identity is not fixed, or stable, but rather capable of crumbling at any given
moment.'> For Freud, this sense of insecurity is often symbolised by the appearance of the
double. The double is a real of fictitious formation which in some way challenges one’s own
individual identity. It can occur in the appearance of someone who is similar to oneself, and
yet fundamentally a very different person.'>* When faced with a double one questions one’s
true identity and looks at oneself from a distance, a different perspective, from the outside. As
Freud explains, this involves a ‘doubling, dividing and interchanging of the self’.!>> For Ana,
the double is always a younger version of herself. Her reference point is always her ambiguous
childhood which complicates her present identity and leads her to question her ‘true’ self.!>
Ana cannot figure out whether to turn her back on her traumatic childhood and deny the
identity of her young years. Despite their darkness, these are the years that are most dear to
her, as she admits, many times ‘when staying in the world’s most expensive resorts and hotels’
or her own ‘ultramodern penthouse’, she had ‘wished to return to those cold, hungry and poor
days in Tbilisi’.!>” Thus, Ana is not only struggling to find unity within herself, but to reconcile

her traumatic experiences in Georgia with her experience of emigration, and to therefore define

15! Dolenjashvili, Memphis, p. 180.
152 Ibid., p. 180.

'53 Dafydd, ‘Shifting’, p. 30

154 Ibid., p. 30.

155 Freud, ‘The Uncanny’, p. 235.
156 Dolenjashvili, Memphis, p. 29.
57 Ibid., p. 73.
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a unified national identity. Her childhood in Georgia is a prison that she holds dear. She
perceives people in her elite circle in Germany as ‘mechanic birds with something broken

158 a ‘walking corpse’.!>® In Georgia she

inside’, and she herself becomes ‘a walking dead’
finds that she might be able to detach the artifice from herself, regain part of her human face
and re-establish harmony with her surroundings: ‘this land [Georgia], its sun, wind, faces,
voices meltaway the balm of Memplhis, the earth is gaining back its unity, its life...’. Her home
in Thbilisi gives her a sense of ‘stability, self-assurance, and balance’. Her own personal
doubling is mirrored in the doubling of her surroundings, the greyness of the post-Soviet world
against the coloured brightness of the Western world from which she returns.

Later in the novel, on a turned-off TV screen Ana again sees a reflection ‘of a silly and
sentimental girl whose life ended in this house’.!®® Her response is to once again attempt
metaphorically reverting to the foetal position to negate her identity which is inextricable from
that of her country:

I am covering myself with a blanket, curling up in a foetal position...the darkness and the

cigarette smoke blur my face, help me to not see it, to forget it. [...] here, in these four walls

surrounded by autobiographical objects, I am attempting to deny myself once more ... before the
love as heavy and tormenting as my native land becomes irrevocable and begins a new sly game.

Once again, | have to cut out my stomach, suck up the heat running in my veins as if through

electric wires, tear out this entangled mass and throw it away somewhere far.'®!

At this point in the novel, Ana starts to develop feelings for Irakli, a reformed bully who
used to compete for Ana’s affection with her childhood friend and sweetheart Nika. However,
after Nika’s betrayal (he becomes a criminal and robs Ana), she can no longer put faith in love.

In the same way that she tore out the foetus of her aborted child with Nika, she now wants to

tear out her growing feelings for Irakli out of her heart. The imagery of electric wires suggests

158 Ibid., p. 145.
159 Ibid., p. 149.
160 Tbid., p. 229.
161 Tbid., p. 230.
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that her denial of selthood is leading to her mechanical, robotic existence. In addition, since
the negotiation of her identity is constantly complicated by her concern and ‘heavy’ love for
her country, her means of coping with her troubled selfhood involves not simply denying love
and motherhood, but also revoking her painful national identity. When Ana comes back to
Georgia, she realises that her identity is still as intertwined with her country’s painful history
as ever, that she and her country are one entity, that they are in fact ‘identical’:

I am sitting here, pretending that I miss foreign cities, trying to forget this wet land, this sorrow,

this place, heavy with stone, time, heavy with blood. But I know that I will fail. Wherever I go,

I am still here, built into its concrete and proud of it. Wherever I am, I still carry it with me. [ am

part of this land, and so identical to it. Old. Wet. Soaked. By these pains, full of the past. And so

heavy. Heavy with stone, bones, heavy with blood.'**

Like her country, Ana finds herself in a marginal, liminal, homeless position, and it is
fitting that she employs geographical markers, as well as the metaphor of a tramp (also
employed by Nikolay Veryovochkin in Yenosex 6e3 umenu) to signify her uncanny, in-between
identity:

I am already dead. Only a small, insignificant part of me is breathing. I live on the border. On the

border, in the margin. People living on borders cannot be subjected to classification. [ am a tramp

stuck in Tokaido station number fifty-three with a faint, daguerreotype memory. A passenger
wandering aimlessly in an endless and noisy circle, unable to find warmth and calm in any of the

temporary shelters and hotels. People like me are on a constant run. They escape classification.
They cannot find love; they cannot make decisions.'®

Again, we are reminded that the uncanny ‘has to do with a strangeness of framing and borders,
an experience of liminality’,'®* and that the unhomely is similarly rooted in a ‘border

existence’!%°, Ana is in a liminal realm, between life and death, dream and reality, the East and

the West. The reference to daguerreotypes is also significant. Daguerrotypes — photos made on

12 Ibid., p. 218.

1 Ibid., p. 240.

'64 Nicholas Royle, Uncanny, p. 2.
'65 Bhabha, ‘The World’, p. 148.
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silver-plated copper and developed with mercury vapour — were often called ‘a mirror with a
memory’.!%® Their reflective surface could be tricky to view. The author thus once again
associates her protagonist with the uncanny object of a mirror to suggest that she can be as
difficult to decipher as a daguerreotype. Ana is increasingly struggling to perceive herself, she
becomes increasingly detached and mechanical, a tramp and wanderer without an identity.

Ana’s sense of alienation and trauma inherent in negotiating her post-Soviet identify can
only be overcome through confronting her and her country’s Soviet past and its intangible
legacies (the latter, as we saw, is a key concern of Ekvtimishvili’s). Ana begins this process
when she visits her mother’s friend at her apartment. The space is decorated with various ‘relics
of the past’ gives a glimpse into the life of an older, Soviet generation, ‘the little girls and boys
who were inspired by foreign films and forbidden music, the youth that fought the absence of
free space and the monotonous Soviet hell with their striking aesthetic, their ability to love and
their make-believe’.!®” But soon Ana realises that her host’s generation coped with the Soviet
reality not only through resistance, a show of individuality in one’s private space, but also
denial, ‘a deliberate choice of closing one’s eyes on the dark aspects of life” — a collective
amnesia, or the mankurtisation that Boym refers to.!%®

When Ana confronts her host with the dark mystery of her mother’s disappearance, the
woman refuses to entertain any possibility that her friend died during an organ transplantation.
According to Ana, this is the legacy that the post-Soviet generation inherited from their
predecessors — ‘a flexibility of own’s psychology and protective instincts, a certain ability to
not notice, to deliberately avert one’s eyes from the ugliness of life’.!%° Rejecting this legacy

and refusing to be defined by the past, Ana decides to speak up. When she discovers the dark

166 “Mirror with a Memory’, Daguerreobase  <http://www.daguerreobase.org/en/news/20-news-
archive/51-a-mirror-with-a-memory> [accessed 1 September, 2019]

17 Dolenjasvhili, Memphis, p.189.

'8 Boym, The Future, p. 169

' Dolenjasvhili, Memphis, p. 191.



125

secrets of the clinic ‘New Life’ which did in fact take her mother’s life, she wishes to speak up

and expose the injustice, unlike her mother’s friend:

The guilty will pay [...] and one day there will be no hunger in our country, no cold, no poverty,
no injustice. People will no longer be humiliated, terrorised, insulted. No more will men be
degraded, women assaulted, children murdered. This land will no longer be split, severed,
destroyed. This land will no longer be turned into a bloody laboratory, a hole for experimental
rats, a dwelling for cloned humans, an infertile desert, a landfill of dirty waste.'”

Ana compares her country to an ‘infertile desert’, echoing her own infertility and the trope’s
recurrence in previous novels (as evidenced by Kuril’shik’s painting ‘Tree of Life’ in
Petrosyan’ novel, or the rotting pear field — a symbol of Georgia’s decay — in Ekvtimishvili’s
novel). Ana can never find a home, an identity, until her country and her compatriots are

suffering from the painful legacies of the Soviet order and the aftershock of its dissolution.

Olga Breininger’s B Coéemckom Coroze ne ovino aoopona (2018)

Ana’s journey of coping with her identity troubles and her deterioration into a supranational,
mechanic being resonates with the path of Olga Breininger’s protagonist in B Cogemckom
Coroze ne dvL10 aoospoaa (2018) which also examines the theme of a search of a home in the
post-Soviet world. Breininger’s novel is roughly based on the author’s life. ! Tt follows an
unnamed protagonist who grows up in Kazakhstan, does graduate work at Oxford and
eventually emigrates to the United States where she is chosen to take part in the ‘experiment
of the century’.!”? The aim of the experiment is to create a new generation of superhumans, a

breed of perfect beings who are highly intelligent, but cold, rational and free of national

70 Ibid., p. 251.

7! Breininger was born in Kazakhstan in 1987. She graduated from Maxim Gorky Literature Institute,
completed an MA degree at the University of Oxford and a PhD at Harvard.

172 Breininger, B Cosemcxkom, p. 8.
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allegiance. Breininger also employs the motif of an abandoned child to explore her unnamed
female protagonist’s struggle to find a home. Like Ana, the protagonist is constantly
negotiating her identity in relation to her past, and in particular her childhood. Peculiarly,
however, even though she has loving parents and is never abandoned, unlike the characters of
the previous novels, she comes to perceive herself as an abandoned child. This self-perception
is made particularly evident during an episode where the protagonist is staying at a New-York
hotel during her experiment. At this point, her face and her physical body are so uncanny, that
like Ana, the protagonist cannot even look in the mirror and face her reflection. When she does,
she sees an orphaned child rather than a grown woman that she is. In this uncanny moment,
she also sees a double — a mere ghost of herself, a blank canvas (a metaphor also employed by
Ana) that can assume any identity:
B orOieckax MalirH, MYaluxcs BHU3y, 110 BpO)IBeIO, BUIKY CBOC OTPAKCHUC B 3CPKaAJIC. U Bce
O9TH OT6J'ICCKI/I, " IOJIYCBCT, U 3€pPKajio, B KOTOPOM HET MCH, 4 €CTh TOJIBKO MOJd CMYyTHas TCHb,
3aK/IIOYCHHAsA B KIICTKY MaCCHBHOH 30JI0YCHOM paMbl, U MBICJIb O TOM, YTO CTOUT JIUIIb
MNPOTAHYTh PYKY — W XpYyIKas KapThHa HUCUYC3HCT, U OCTAHCTCA TOJIbKO 6HCZ[Ha$[ JCBYOHKaA,
JKMYypsliad ria3a [ . ] BOT YTO OCTAHCTCA, OcbIi JIUCT, HAa KOTOPOM MOXKHO HapUCOBATh BCC YTO
YTOoaHO. HOBTOMy s HUKOr'Ja HC BKJIFOYAr0 CBCT, 34CThIBAd B TOM MPOCTPAHCTBC MCKAY CHOM U
sBbIO [...] W Tak st ACHP 3a JHEM — MOKHUHYTHIN PeOEHOK, a HOYb 32 HOYBIO — CMYTHBIH CHITY3T

TOM, KOTOpasi MOKET OBITH KEM YTOJHO BIUTHCS, KaK PacIlIaBICHHOE OJIOBO, B JIIOOYI0 (hopMmy,
3aCTHITh B M000# (urype, 6bITh Ubeil yroIHO KEHOM, CeCTpoi, moapyroit u uaeamom.'”

The protagonist’s ‘true’ identity, linked to her self-perception as an orphan, is delimited,
enclosed and ‘imprisoned’ by a frame, while her skills as a chameleon are, on the contrary,
malleable like molten tin, flexible and limitless. These are the skills that the protagonist
develops on purpose, since if she cannot have a single identity, she will adopt endless identities,
if she cannot belong to a single place, she will belong everywhere and embrace her identity as
an eternal migrant. But of course, this chameleon identity which she carefully creates, like

Dolenjashvili’s protagonist Ana, is fragile and leaves her in constant fear that ‘xpymkas

73 Ibid., pp. 179-182.
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KapTuHa ucuesnet’. As mentioned earlier, the uncanny condition leads one to believe that one's
identity is not fixed, or stable, but rather capable of crumbling at any given moment. In
addition, like Ana, the protagonist has a thwarted experience of reality as she constantly finds
herself between two worlds, ‘B cocTosiHUM MEX 1y CHOM U HEPEabHOCThIO, IEPEIBUTASCH KaK
B tymane’.!” Her experience falls in the realm of the uncanny which, as alluded to earlier,
involves ‘uncertainty, in particular regarding the reality of who one is and what is being
experienced’.!” Like Petrosyan’s characters, she is an unhomely subject ‘that inhabits the rim
of an “inbetween” reality’.!7¢

In the final chapter of the novel written in the form of a supposed speech delivered at the
summit of the Big 20, the speaker blames the leaders of globalisation for her inability to find a
permanent home : 'S — Bama cupora. Mel — Bamia ommbka’. 177 She explains that a ‘homeless’
and ‘orphaned’ person like her is forced to survive through ‘destruction’ and adopting a
nomadic lifestyle: ‘51 Oyny oTpunate OgHY SMUTpAIUIO APYroM, ciemyromei . . . S Oymy
nepeasurathes Geckoneuno’.!’® While the speech raises the issue of globalisation, it is the
post-Soviet context that is more crucial for understanding the protagonist’s identity malaise.

For instance, as the author herself has explained to me, the protagonist was selected as a perfect

specimen for the creation of a superhuman owing precisely to her post-Soviet identity:

Ona SBIIICTCS TaKUM THIIMYHBIM OPOAYKTOM IMOCTCOBCETCKOI'O IPOCTPAHCTBA, YCIIOBCKOM, Y
KOTOpOTO OBLIIO HE TO YTOOBI OTHATO, HO Y KOTOPOI'O HE OBLIO BO3MOKHOCTHU MMOCTPOUTH YCTKYIO
HUACHTUYHOCTD, IOTOMY, YTO BCC 3TH BCIIU, KOTOPBIC TPAAUITUOHHO OIMPEACIACT UACHTUYHOCTD,
OIIATH K€ IOM, CCMbiA, OTHOLLICHM I, pa60Ta, IpocTo FCOI’pa(l)I/ISI, Y HEC HHUYCTO 3TOIO HE 6])1.]'10.179

7 Ibid., p. 25.

'75 Royle, Uncanny, p. 1.

'76 Bhabha, ‘The World’, p. 148.

'77 Breininger, B Cosecmckom, p.200. The speech is probably delivered by the protagonist, although
she claims that it could have been someone else: ‘X0TS HEM3BECTHO JOCTOBEPHO, 5 JIH 3TO WJIK KTO-TO
npyroit’ (p. 197).

78 Ibid., pp. 200-201.

'7 Olga Breininger interviewed by Tamar Koplatadze, Jlio606b, dom u adepon. Ilouck udenmuunocmu
6 cospemennom mupe, GoViralkz, June 2018 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DUPSKdleb3c>
[accessed 22 August 2018].
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Breininger suggests that the experience of her protagonist is a typical post-Soviet
experience in terms of her struggle to define an identity. However, the author seems to
contradict herself by finding the root of her protagonist’s problem in a very personal and
individual experience of a lack of home, family and relations, which are not necessarily
conditioned by politics. The statement is even more ambiguous since the protagonist does in
fact have a home and a loving family.

Indeed, Breininger’s own experience of a happy childhood in multicultural Karaganda,

0 renders her assessment of the Soviet

recounted in the ‘central’ chapter on Karaganda,'®
experience more positive and nostalgic than that of some of previous authors. In her academic
piece, Breininger comments on the phenomenon of imaginary Soviet nostalgia in reference to
Vsevolod Nepogodin’s novel Jesams oneti ¢ mae (2014), arguing that it affects young people
with no direct memory of Soviet past and who accentuate its positive elements, ignoring, or

completely denying its objectively negative dimensions.!'8!

Olga’s protagonist also
undoubtedly feels nostalgia for the Soviet order, although in her case, it is not imaginary since
she has actual living memories of growing up as a child in Soviet Kazakhstan. Olga admits that
like her protagonist, she tends to idealise this period of her life, the only time when she had a
sense of belonging (uyBcTBOBasia CBOIO CONPHUYACTHOCTH K 4eMy-TO), in the book’s central
chapter on Karaganda : ‘5l xorena nokasats MHp, B KOTOPOM Bce OBLIIO XOPOIIO, KOTOPBINA ObLT
IIOHATEH, KOTOPBIH ObLII SMOIMOHAIBLHO HACHIIIEHHBIM, KOTOPBIH 00JIbIle He cymiecTByer’. 52

If Dolenjashvili’s protagonist Ana feels patriotism in relation to Georgia, Breininger’s

protagonist pledges her allegiance to a home that no longer exists — the Soviet Union. ‘S —

'80 The author considers this chapter as the most important in the book (Koplatadze, Goviralkz).
'8! Olga Breininger, ‘IlocTkononunanshas nutepatypa. Ciydait Beeponona Hemoromuna’

[Postkolonial'naia literatura. Sluchai Vsevoloda Nepogodina], Novy Mir,
<http://movymirjournal.ru/index.php/projects/preprints/128-breininger> [accessed 22 August 2018]
'82 Breininger in Koplatadze, GoViralkz.
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IIPOMYKT DJKCIIOPTa CBOEH YK€ HECYIIECTBYIOIIEH BEIUKOM JEpXKaBbl, KOTOPOU —
€IMHCTBEHHOM — 51 4yBCTBYIO ce0st 00A3aHHOM, U 51 00emaro otaars 10ir’ — she claims.!#3

Indeed, the first part of the novel is entitled ‘CoBerckuii Coro3, KOTOPOro y>ke HHUKOI/1a
He OyneT, u ropojia, 0 KOTOphIX Bce 3a0butn’, evoking both nostalgia for the Soviet order and
the metaphorical homelessness caused by the collapse of the USSR. According to Breininger,
the Soviet spirit of the friendship of the peoples that reigned in Karaganda produced a positive
model of a multicultural community, one unlike the current disorienting globalised society.!'$*
She explains that the multicultural setting of her town where people of various ethnicities,
Russians, Germans, Kazakhs, exiled Chechens, deported Ingushetians, live peacefully side by
side, ensured that she grew up without an awareness of the concept of national identity.'®’
Similarly, her protagonist only discovers the concept of national belonging when a Russian
girl, Katya, moves to her class and shows her how the rest of the world operates. Every time
Katya calls someone’s name, she follows up with identifying their ethnicity, ‘Moii npyr
Pycnan, yedener... — ropopuia ona. Mnu: — Ta neBymika, Katsi, ona eBpeiika’, prompting the
protagonist to realise that national differences are ‘important, very important’.!3¢ Karaganda’s
multicultural space is crucial for the protagonist and marks a split between her two identities:
her identity before and after Karaganda. She accordingly develops a ‘double’ vision:
‘CTaJIKUBAsCh C JIIOOBIM HOBBIM SIBIICHHMEM WM TNPEAMETOM, si Kak Obl pa3IBauBallach W
olieHMBAaIa I71a3aMu cebs npexHeii u ceds ceituac’. '8

Not only does the protagonist grow up in a setting of cultural harmony, but she is also
surrounded by a loving family and friends. In light of such a positive experience of childhood,

the author’s earlier statement that her protagonist is a typical post-Soviet individual with no

183 Breininger, B Cosecmckom, p. 198.
'8¢ Breininger in Koplatadze, GoViralkz.
' Tbid.

'86 Breininger, B Cosecmckom, p. 47.

87 Ibid., p. 89.
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stable home, family or identity is, again, ambiguous. It has to be mentioned here that in her
teenage years, the protagonist emigrates to Germany and does suffer deeply from the treatment
she and her parents receive as emigrants. However, unless the author is implicitly blaming her
emigration on post-Soviet politics in Karaganda, the roots of her identity malaise remain
unclear. It can be argued that despite all of her idealisation of her life in Karaganda, the author
is in the process of evaluating just how healthy the model was and, more importantly and more
broadly, assessing the extent of the Soviet order’s colonial nature. Indeed, the protagonist
begins to reflect on these questions after discovering the contrast between the Russian girl’s
perception of the world and her own. This contrast leads her to question how exactly the unique
multicultural order of Karaganda came about, ‘kTo-TO Benp no/bKeH ObLI €€ MpUayMaTh U
noctpouts’.!88 While reflecting on this question, she begins to suspect the complex colonial

dynamics behind an attractive ideal:

Ceituac ObI 51 cKa3aja: s MOHsUIa, Kakas POoIacThb pasfelsieT UACI0, peabHOCTh U €€ OCO3HAHHE.
HcTopus ropoga oTBETHIIA Ha 4aCTh MOMX BOIPOCOB, HO HEKOTOPHIE BEIIX 51 TaK U HE CMOIJIA
MIOHSATH: HAIIpUMep, IoUeMy y Hac Apyx0a HapoJoB Obula, a y Katu uz Mockssl ee He Obu10. 1
cama Kats He oHMMaa, 0 4eM 51 CIIpaIIUBaLo."

The protagonist wonders why druzhba narodov was not a widespread ideal in the whole
of the Soviet Union. By realising that Russia did not implement this model as successfully as
Kazakhstan, she begins to understand the colonial dynamics between the ‘centre’ and the
‘periphery’. ‘The older brother’ could dictate an ideal for its sibling republics but retain the
privilege of not following it himself. In fact, while idealising her Soviet childhood, Breininger
is not blind to the colonial dynamics within the Soviet Union. In a scholarly article, she argues

that the Soviet Union, despite its specificity, was a colonial empire in many respects.!*® In

'8 Ibid., p. 47.
% Tbid., p. 47.
190 Breininger writes: ‘Hu Poccuiickas Wmnepus, nu Coperckuii Coio3 He ObLIM KONOHHATLHBIMHU
JepKaBaMHU B KJIACCHYECKOM CMBICIIE 3TOTO CIOBO — HO, 0€3yCIOBHO, MPEACTABISUIA COOOH MOZETD
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addition, while the protagonist paints her life in Karaganda in bright colours, at the end of the
novel, she unexpectedly puts aside her rose-tinted glasses and mentions that her country was

also plagued by violence and poverty characteristic of the post-Soviet period:

A B006H_IG-TO poaniach U BbIPOCiIa B CTPAHE, IAC OAHAXKABI IBC 3UMbI TOAPA HE OBLIO CBETa U
ropﬂqeﬁ BOABI, I'AC YalHUK KUITSTHIH Haa KOCTPOM Ha yJuIle, a Cliajiu B 3UMHEN (021 (5, Vi (X A
OJHAXJAbl HA MOHUX I'Jla3axX I'ICTI)IpHS.I[]_Ia.TI/IJ'ICTHI/If/i (XOTCJ'Ia CKa3aTb MaJIbYUK — KyJla TaM) pYCCKI/If/i
muzhik [sic] 3a6un Apyroro 10 MOMTyCMEpPTH MOHTHPOBKOH M3-3a MadyKK curaper.'”!
Breininger’s conflicted feelings about her past translate in her protagonist’s difficulty in
critically assessing the roots of her identity troubles. The repressed unhomely moments when
the protagonist is unsure of her identity seem to contribute to the intensity of her sense of
disorientation and alienation in her later life. Even as a child, before her traumatic emigrations,
the protagonist experiences unhomely moments in the form of nightmares where political
history invades her private sphere and makes her feel uneasy and uncertain about who she is.
She deliberates that being a descendant of Soviet exiles of German descent makes her an exile

herself. Even without a direct experience of the trauma of forced displacement, she is

vicariously haunted by the traumas of her descendants:

B HenmoHATHOM MHE JajiekOM aBI'YCTE€ COPOK MEPBOro 3a OIMH-SAMHCTBEHHBINH JEHDb IepecTana
cymiectBoBath PecryOnuka HemueB IloBomkbsa. bynto ee Hukorma m He Obuto. CypoBble H
CTpaIllHbIE B MOMX JICTCKUX CHaX BEPEHHIIbI TEIUTYIIEK HECTHU ACOPTUPOBAHHBIX HEMIIEB (a ecIH
HEMIIEB, CIIpalnBaia si COHHO, TO, 3HaYHT, 3TO HAIIUX POACTBEHHHKOB? D10 Koro? balymiek u
Jenyuek?) 6e3 3amacoB BObI, THIIH 1 Oe3 Teriol onexasl B Cubups u Cpeanroro Aszuro. OKoo
TIOMyMIJLTMOHA TAKUX MOHX 0abyliek u gemymek npubbimu B Kasaxcran.'”

rOCy/IapCTBEHHOCTH, TJ¢ JCJICHUE Ha IEHTP U Nepudepuro U AucOalaHC BIACTH MEXIY HUMH, ObLTH
CYIIECTBCHHBIMI W HAaMEpPEHHBIMHU, W 3a4acTy0 COBIAQJAU C ITHHYSCKUMH TpaHuamu. B sToMm
cmbicie Poccus ceromust BeicTynaeT kak npsimas Haciaenauiia CCCP, oTKpBITO momauepKuBas CBOIO
MPEEMCTBEHHOCTh M JIaBas ITOBOJbI Pa3MBIIUIATH O «PEBAHIIU3ME» HOBOW MOMMTHKW . Breininger,
‘TlocTkonoHMaNbHAS .

1 Breininger, B Cosecmckom, p. 200.

192 Ibid., p. 29.
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Breininger’s protagonist suffers from a recurrent nightmare, like Dolenjashvili’s
protagonist Ana who is chased by the same devil in her every dream. Their nightmares enter
the realm of the uncanny since the uncanny moment deals with something ‘repressed which

recurs’ and can present itself in the form of a recurring dream.!*?

By nature, the uncanny is a
mysterious and ambivalent experience. It is ‘undoubtedly related to what is frightening — to
what arouses dread and horror’,'** but at the same time, it cannot be viewed solely in terms of
negation, for ‘the uncanny is that class of the frightening which leads back to what is known
of old and long familiar’,'>> to what may be recognisable or comforting. The people in the
protagonist’s dream are both unknown and strangely familiar to her, they are the millions of
grandparents who could be her own, those whose traumas of deportation she can conjure in her
unconscious. Her dream is also unhomely as it ‘relates the traumatic ambivalences of a
personal, psychic history to the wider disjunctions of political existence’.!”® Like Ana who is
haunted by the psychic memory of the Georgian victims of deportations through the nightmare
of an uprooted tree, so Breininger’s protagonist is haunted by the traumas of her deported
ancestors. As Bhabha explains, the unhomely has to do ‘with the uncanny literary and social
effects of enforced social accommodation, or historical migrations and cultural relocations.
[...]1.77 In the stirrings of their unhomely dreams, both Ana and Breininger’s protagonist
vicariously experience the shock of historical relocations of their ancestors, their world invades
their home, leaving them disorientated.

The protagonist’s emigration to the West further destabilises her identity. She receives

a shock upon realising that outside of Karaganda, national identity is a key determinant of a

person’s life. “With all the notions of the friendship of the peoples’ in her head, the protagonist

193 Freud, ‘The Uncanny’, p. 241.
¥ Ibid., p. 219.
195 Ibid., p. 220.
19 Bhabha, ‘The World’, p. 141.
Y7 Ibid, p. 141.
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is not ready to acknowledge that from then on, ‘her background and national identity would
determine who [she] is’.!”® Consequently, she ends up developing a cold, detached and
mechanical persona to fit the demands of her surroundings. Prompted by the leader of the
experiment which aims to turn her into a superhuman, she learns to look at herself ‘ne xak Ha
’KUBOTO YEJIOBEKA, a KaK Ha CIUIAB KOH(JIMKTHBIX )KU3HEHHBIX dKcnupudncos’.!”” Like Ana,
she becomes an uncanny double, a mirror, a homeless wanderer: ‘/lom, — ToBopto s cebe
3€pKaJILHOMN, — 9TO TO, YTO MOKET OBITH Y APYTHX, HO HUKOrAa y TeOs’ 2% She travels the world,
conducting anthropological surveys, hoping that through her respondents, she will discover

where her home is.2%!

But every journey takes her further from herself, making her lose parts
of herself: ‘c kaxapIM nepeMeIeHneM CTaHOBMIILCS JIPYIMM YeJIOBEKOM M, MEpexois M3
OJIHOM TOYKH B JAPYTYIO, TEPSEIb IIe-TO NOCEPEAUHE OIHO cBoE «s1» 202 In order to retain at

least a part of herself, the protagonist attempts to clearly mark the boundaries within herself,

to imagine a territory that will remain constant throughout her movement through chaos:

B Mupe, KOTOpBI MOYKHO IEPEBO3UTH B Oarake 1 B KOTOPOM OTCYTCTBYIOT JIFOOBIE OPUEHTHPHI
W TIPUBSI3KH, €AWHCTBEHHOE, YTO OCTaeTCs, YTOOBI HE MOTEPSTHCA OKOHYATENIbHO, — 3TO
npuayMatb cebe IpaBWiia U OTTPAHUYUTH UMH TEPPUTOPHIO TBOETO MHUPA OT OKPY’KArOIIETO
xaoca. Begb X0Tb 4TO-HUOYAb — YTO-HUOYAb OHO XOTS Obl! — JOJKHO OCTAaBaThCsl HEM3MEHHBIM,

HMHaA4C TCPACTCA BCAKas BEpa U KCJIAHUC )KI/ITI>.203

The protagonist’s deliberate retreat into herself brings to mind Sri Lankan woman poet Jean
Arasanayagam’s lines: ‘I have no country now but self/ I mark my boundaries extend

demesnes/ Even beyond the darkness of those regions/ Still to be explored . . . .2%* As John

198 Breininger, B Cosecmckom, p. 81.

9 Ibid., p. 17.

29 Ihid., p. 178.

21 Thid., p. 178.

22 Ibid., p. 179.

2% bid., pp. 179-180.

2%Jean Arasanayagam, ‘I Have No Country’, in Concert of Voices: An Anthology of World Writing in
English ed.by Victor J. Ramraj (Ontario: Broadview Press, 2009), pp. 35-36.



134

Hawley remarks, Arasanaygam’s ironic use of a word such as ‘demesnes’ in this context
underscores ‘the narrowing, rather than extension, of one’s world — the willy-nilly regression
to an interior search when the world beyond one’s body becomes irretrievably foreign’.2%°
Breininger’s protagonist is similarly becoming alien to the world and her expansive conquering
of geographical territories only increases her sense of alienation.

Returning to her home in Karaganda only heightens the protagonist’s anxiety. Year after
year, she returns to her parent’s house in the hope of regaining herself, only to realise that the
person she has become can no longer feel at home, that what was once familiar to her has
become strange, unfamiliar, that she can no longer fit into this world which has remained
unchanged.??® At the same time, the protagonist contradicts herself by highlighting how the
world of her childhood and youth, the days when she was a DJ, only exist in her memory, that
everything has in fact changed in her country, and that she can only recollect her old world in
her mind.?°7 The protagonist’s ambiguous relation to her homeland highlights the ambivalence
of her national belonging. We are left wondering whether what constitutes home for her is not
a physical territory, but rather an ideal, a dream of a Soviet home, one that was lost with the
dissolution of the Soviet Union. She is struggling to figure out whether her homeland is Soviet
or post-Soviet and her contradictory accounts on the extent of how far it has changed suggest
that is indeed both. Like the protagonist, her homeland is located in a liminal position between
historical periods which means that returning to Kazakhstan only heightens the protagonist’s
sense of dislocation. This is why she is a metaphorical orphan, an unhomely subject haunted
by a shock of a radical cultural relocation resulted from the retreat of a Soviet home and the

ambivalence resulted by its post-Soviet transformation.

295 John Hawley, ‘Theorizing the Diaspora’ in Global Fissures/Postcolonial Fusions ed. by Clara A.B.
Joseph and Janet Wilson (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2006), pp. 3-16, p. 4.

296 Breininger, B Cosecmckom, p. 27.

27 Ibid., p. 54.
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Conclusion

This chapter has examined post-Soviet fictional narratives on the search of a psychospiritual
homeland and argued that they are dominated by specifically post-Soviet unhomely moments
which reveal their authors’ and protagonists’ ambivalent identities. Like post-Soviet nations,
this generation of authors and their characters are located in the historical threshold whereby
they have to assess Soviet legacies and come to terms to what extent they are now past the
‘Soviet’, or post-Soviet. Consequently, their private negotiations of identity are always
influenced by wider political considerations and they struggle to dissociate their individual
identity from a collective identity.

The unhomely moments which emerge from these confusions are exacerbated by the
ambivalence towards the Soviet experience. Some, like Breininger, are more explicit about
Soviet nostalgia. For her protagonist, the experience of alienation is especially intense due to
her idealised childhood in Karaganda, the embodiment of the friendship of the peoples, and her
disillusionment upon confronting an altogether different, unwelcoming world after her
emigration. Other writers, especially Georgian authors, are more critical of the Soviet past and
its legacies, in particular her society’s reluctance to uncover and protest against injustice.
Although in varying degrees, all authors deal with the violence associated with Soviet
colonialism and the post-Soviet reality. Even in the seemingly apolitical and ‘happy’ space of
Petrosyan’s home, characters like Kuril’shik are plagued by the dichotomy of individualism
versus collective mentality that also characterised the Soviet era. The writer echoes magic
realism’s disordering of singular visions to create an alternative vision opposing both the

stifling Soviet order and post-Soviet nationalisms.
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Regardless of the degree of their criticism, the unhomely experiences of the protagonists
are invariably informed by the humiliation associated with the post-Soviet transition as well
the trauma of repressed memories of the Soviet past which was not properly examined in the
post-Soviet era. The novels suggest a sense of loss experienced by post-Soviet countries after
the retreat of the paternalistic Soviet State through the recurrent motif of abandoned or disabled
children. This metaphor is invariably coupled with natural imagery, most commonly through
uncanny visions and nightmares. The specificity of these visions within the post-Soviet
uncanny might be attributed to the peculiarly widespread experiences of displacement across
the Caucasus and Central Asia. These unhomely moments encapsulate the characters’ feelings
of alienation, loss, corruption and decay and inform the specificity of the post-Soviet

postcolonial condition.
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Chapter Three

Navigating the Russian Literary Market as a Russophone Trickster Writer

Introduction

‘Can the subaltern speak?’ — asks feminist postcolonial scholar Gayatri Spivak in her seminal
essay which considers the historical and ideological factors obstructing the possibility of being
heard for those who inhabit the periphery.! In the post-Soviet space, Spivak’s question bears
particular relevance to the consideration of how ‘subaltern’ Russophone women migrant
writers attempt to be heard against Orientalist discourses prevalent in the former imperial
metropolis. If the previous chapter considered the psychological dimension of the post-Soviet
decolonisation, this chapter examines its cultural side and analyses how women writers
negotiate their literary voices in view of Russia’s persisting cultural hegemony relative to the
countries in the Caucasus and Central Asia.

While there exists an enormous literature on migration, the phenomenon remains
understudied from gender-critical, postcolonial and interdisciplinary perspectives.? Migration

has been regarded as being ‘genderless’ or has been viewed from an androcentric perspective.?

! Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’, in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture
ed.by Carl Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg (Champaign, Illinois: University of Illinois Press, 1988),
pp. 271-313, p. 293.

? Sabine Gatt and others, ‘Migration from a Gender-Critical, Postcolonial and Interdisciplinary
Perspective’, Osterreichische Zeitschrift Fiir Soziologie, 41.3 (2016), 1-12

3 Gatt and others, ‘Migration’, p. 2.
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Studies that go against this trend do not systematically consider the interplay of gender with
other dimensions of inequality such as class, ethnicity or people’s cultural-religious
background.* Thus, cumulative effects such as multiple discrimination (e. g. of women of
colour from the South in lower-class positions), but also status inconsistencies (e. g. the
privileged position of upper-class women from the South) do not come into focus.’ By means
of comparing fictional immigration accounts of two writers from different backgrounds, this
study adopts an intersectional analytical perspective, considering that ‘apart from gender, other
categories of difference — for instance, class, skin colour, global context of origin,
culture/religion, body — also have a significant influence in a migration context’.®

Critical works specifically focusing on post-Soviet women migrants from former Soviet
republics rarely offer much insight into women migrants’ attitudes and concerns, building on
a few answers by informants to specific, predetermined and often superficial questions. These
studies tend to be prone to repetition, speculations, generalisations and Orientalising. The only
extensive critical inquiry on women migrants from CIS countries, edited by Elena
Tyuryukanova, covers a broad range of issues from ‘gender roles in migration’ to ‘problems of
integration’ and plans for the future, but only dedicates one to three pages to each question.’
Olga Tkach and Olga Brednikova have produced numerous co-authored studies that delve
deeper into the topics in question by quoting their informants, but these also tend to be

repetitive and rather Orientalising.® In this regard, the analysis of autobiographic migrant

*Ibid., p. 3.

> Ibid., p. 3.

% Ibid., p. 6.

7 JKenwunvl-muepanmul uz cmpan CHI™ 6 Poccuu, ed. by Elena Tyuryukanova (Moscow: Makc Ipecc,
2011)

¥ For instance, when discussing linguistic obstacles to women’s integration, Olga Tkach concludes that
migrants ‘49yBCTBYIOT ce0sl BIloiHe KoMpopTHO u 6e3 3HaHuA si3bika’ without elaborating on her means
of gauging their supposed contentment. To support her claim, Tkach gives an example of an Uzbek
woman Gela in a manner than bears a tone of judgment and arguably portrays Gela as a downtrodden
Oriental woman. Gela, she writes ‘Haxoqutcs B [lerepOypre yxe 8 mecsieB. Ona npuexana B Poccuto,
HU CJIoBa He TroBops mo-pycckd. Ceiyac OHa MOXKET OOBSICHATHCS, OAHAKO BCE BHEIIHHE
KOMMYHHMKALlMM CTapaercsl JAEJerHpoBaTh MYXY, Cpazy K€ 3BOHUT €My M THpeajaracT CBOHM
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narratives in literature contributes to a more nuanced and intimate understanding of women’s
experiences of displacement.

When negotiating their identities as migrants, women face a double burden as
(post)colonial subjects, being constructed as inferior both due to their ethnicity and gender. As
Kate Averis has shown on the example of Francophone diasporic women writers, the lost
homeland does not necessarily represent a locus of secure locatedness for migrant women, but
a site in which identity was often already problematic, as indicated by the disaffected ties to
the homeland which they frequently evoke even before displacement.” Indeed, male
protagonists in post-Soviet novels and films on immigration arrive in Russia with a sense of
relative privilege accorded to them by the gender orders in their home countries. For example,
at no point in Eduard Bagirov’s novel I'acmapbaiimep (2007)'° or Eleonora Kasymova’s
Taoxcux (2007)!! do the male protagonists, economic migrants from Turkmenistan and
Tajikistan respectively, present themselves as inferior to Russians in gender terms. In
Kasymova’s Taodorcux, Er, a Tajik gastarbaiter, feels like a master in his home country, ‘on Tam

xo3suH’, and his persistent virile habitus in Russia wins him approval from women, rather than

co0eceTHIKaM TTOTOBOPHUTE C HUM. T0 €CTh My K BBICTYMaeT JiIs el He mMpoCcTo NMepeBOYMKOM, HO U
nocpeaHukoM B obmennn’. See Olga Brednikova and Olga Tkach, ‘TpynoBsie Murpantsl B CaHKT-
ITerepOypre: Brisiaenue [lpobnem u Bripabotka Pekomennmanuii. Pesynbprater MccnenoBanus’, St
Petersburg, 2012, 73pp., p. 61
<https://www.academia.edu/18643890/bpenaukoBa Onbra Ombra Tkad u np. 2012. TpymoBeie M
urpantel B_CaHKT-

ITerepOypre BhIsIBICHUE MPOOJIEM HM_BHIpAOOTKa pexkoMmeHnanuii. Pesymeratsl uccnenoBanus. C.-
ITerepOypr 73 c¢> [accessed 27 May 2018]. See also Olga Brednikova and Olga Tkach ‘Reshaping
Living Space: Concepts of Home Represented by Women Migrants Working in St. Petersburg’ in
Cultural Diversity in Russian Cities. The Urban Landscape in the Post-Soviet Era, ed. by Cordula
Gdaniec (Oxford and New York: Berghahn Books 2010); Khalimakhon Otambekovna
Khushkadamova, ‘YKenckoe murio murpamun’, (Moscow, 2010), 99-104
<http://www.isras.ru/files/File/Socis/2010-5/Hushkadamova.pdf>; Irina Britvina and Marina
Kiblitskaya, JKuzus muepanmru ¢ monoepade (Moscow: Knigodel, 2004).

? Kate Averis, Exile and Nomadism in French and Hispanic Women's Writing (Oxford: Legenda, 2014)
19 Eduard Bagirov, I'acmapé6aiimep [Gastarbaiter] (Moscow: ITonmynspuas nurepatypa, 2007)

! Eleonora Kasymova, Tadxcux [Tajik] (2008) <https://www.proza.ru/2016/02/22/278> [accessed 25
August 2019]
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criticism.!? This is not to say that gender constructions of the male ‘other’ in post-Soviet and
postcolonial migrant discourses are unproblematic, far from it.!*> Yet the concepts of agency
and strategic tactics of adaptation and survival have been extended especially rarely to female
migrants.'* And due to women’s central role in the Soviet civilising project, women authors
themselves have faced a double burden when speaking as ‘subalterns’.

My analysis focuses on two autobiographical novels, Uzbek author Bibish’s
Tanyoswuya uz Xuewt, uru ucmopus npocmooywnoti (2004)!> and Armenian author Narine
Abgaryan’s [Tonaexaswas (2011)'. References will also be made to Tox woy ons
npocmooywmnot (2005),!7 the sequel to Bibish’s first autobiography. These novels are of
particular interest for several reasons. First, they are the only Russophone fictional accounts on
women’s migration journeys from the two regions to post-Soviet Russia, and they have both
achieved notable literary success among Russian and, in Bibish’s case, international readers.!®

Furthermore, Bibish’s and Abgaryan’s intimate autobiographical insights differ from the

12 Kasymova, Taoocux, p. 60. Er saves a Russian peasant woman Katya who falls in love with him,
making her happier than she ever was with her drunkard Russian ex-husband. Er’s virility is still
arguably couched in Orientalist terms, due to the historical association of Eastern men with machismo,
however, this stereotyping is arguably more positive than women migrants’ construction as supposedly
backwards and in need of liberation.

3 For example, in Larisa Sadilova’s Oua [She] (2013), Russian woman Nadya tames her Tajik
husband’s wild, insatiable sexual appetites and helps him become more ‘civilised’ and integrated in the
Russian society. In Abgaryan’s novel [lonaexasmias, male migrants from the Caucasus are depicted as
sexually violent, driven by instinct and in need of disciplining, as discussed later in the chapter.

'4 Gatt and others, ‘Migration’, passim.

'S Bibish (Hadjarbibi Siddikova), Tanyoswuya uz Xuew: Hnu ucmopus npocmooywnoii [The Dancer

from Khiva: The Story of a Simple soul] (Saint-Petersburg: Azbuka-Klassika, 2004)

' Narine Abgaryan, [Tonaexaswas [Foreigner] (Moscow: ACT, 2011)

7 Bibish, Tox woy ons npocmodywnoti [A Talk Show for a Simple Soul] (Saint-Petersburg: Azbuka-
Klassika, 2005).

'8 Aside from these two Russophone authors, Kazakh author Aigul Kemelbayeva has written a novel in
Kazakh, Munara (Tower) (2002), some parts of which (especially the first chapter) are based on her
student years in Moscow. The work won Soros-Kazakhstan Fund’s main literary prize (2002-2003).
The first chapter ‘Bala bagushy’ (‘The Nanny’) follows a female protagonist, a Kazakh university
student, who takes up work as a nanny to support herself in in Moscow during the dissolution of the
Soviet Union. It was translated into English in 2018 by Zaure Batayeva and Shelley Fairweather-Vega
and is available at <https://www.wordswithoutborders.org/article/january-2018-kazakh-writing-sabyr-
aigul-kemelbayeva-shelley-fairweather-veg?src=intro> [accessed 20 July 2019].
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distanced, if not somewhat patronising and Orientalising views of migration and precarity
displayed in recent works on post-Soviet women migrants, both fictional and academic.!®

Although Abgaryan and Bibish are authors with different social backgrounds and
experiences of integrating in Russia, in order to succeed in the Russian market, both had to
come to terms with self-Orientalising pressures in relation to their national and gender identity,
in line with the representational tradition of immigrants prevalent in Soviet and post-Soviet
culture, as I shall go on to discuss. They thus risked presenting their migration journeys as
experiences of personal liberation and civilisation as supposedly backward Oriental women.
Building on the concept familiar in postcolonial studies as ‘trickster discourse’ (as developed
by Gerald Vizenor and others), I shall argue that in their autobiographical fiction, these authors
adopt a literary persona of a comic fool. Through seeming replication of the values surrounding
them, they subtly ironise Orientalist notions pertaining to primordial ethnicity, backward
nations, friendship of the peoples, and Russian cultural and linguistic dominance. What
emerges in their works is a culturally hybrid Russophone trickster who responds to Russia’s
complex imperial and decolonizing impulses, as well as the official government sponsorship
of positive heroes from the migrant community.2’ While the authors’ ‘subaltern” status hinders
them from speaking without collusion with dominant discourses, their trickster strategies grant
them a degree of leeway in appropriating and consequently deconstructing them.

In ‘Can the Subaltern Speak’ (1988), Spivak illustrates her arguments on female
subaltern subjects’ double inability to be heard with the example of sati, widow self-
immolation in India. In 1829, British colonisers prohibited sati, a religious ritual they deemed

a barbaric practice of traditional Hindu patriarchal society. Spivak observes that the

' In terms of cultural stereotyping one may consider Sergey Dvortsevoy’s Aiixa (2018) (winner of best
actress at Cannes 2018), an example of a rather patronising comment on migrant precarity, and Larissa
Sadilova’s Ona (2013) which I analyse later in the chapter.

2% This phenomenon is discussed later in the chapter.
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interpretations of this act have ranged from denouncing the British civilising mission, the case
of ‘white men saving brown women from brown men’, to invoking the Indian nativist argument
that ‘the women actually wanted to die’.?! However, Spivak considers that both arguments,
while not necessarily untrue, merely ‘legitimize each other’ because they obscure ‘the
testimony of the women’s voice-consciousness’.?? Bill Ashcroft and others have interpreted
Spivak’s analysis as suggesting that ‘no act of dissent or resistance occurs on behalf of an
essential subaltern subject entirely separate from the dominant discourse that provides the
language and the conceptual categories with which the subaltern voice speaks’.?® As they point
out, by the same token, the very existence of post-colonial discourse itself is an example of
such speaking, since ‘in most cases the dominant language or mode of representation is
appropriated so that the marginal voice can be heard’.?*

The colonial ban on sati bears an uncanny resemblance to Aujum — the Soviet mission to
unveil and ‘liberate’ Central Asian women.?* Echoing the civilising mission of the West, Soviet
policymakers displayed a tendency to construct women in the Caucasus and Central Asia as
backward and exotic.?® More generally, Soviet official nationality policies and the
accompanying ethnic identity-shaping notions such as primordial ethnicity, the civilisation of
backward nations, friendship of the peoples, and Russian cultural and linguistic dominance,
found a potent visual embodiment not just in literature, but in Soviet cinema, which often

reinforced the unequal relationship between Russians and their ‘younger brothers’ in the Soviet

2! Spivak, ‘Can the Subaltern’, p. 93.

22 Ibid., p. 93.

2 Spivak’s controversial essay has been interpreted in various ways by critics, however I tend to agree
with Bill Ashcroft et al.’s interpretation quoted above, see Post-Colonial Studies. The Key Concepts,
ed. by Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin (London and New York: Routledge, 2003), p.
201.

# Ibid., p. 201.

% As discussed in the Introduction.

%% See the Introduction.
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Union.?’ Tt is the Orientalist discourse shaped by this context that emigre women authors have
to appropriate in order to make their ‘subaltern’ voices heard.

Russia’s post-Soviet marketable culture is characterised by Orientalist tropes which
convey the message that while Russia might be a hostile space, it offers female migrants a
chance to be liberated from their supposedly oppressive, patriarchal regimes. Indeed, it is
possible to trace a dialogue between the representations of Russo-Central Asian/Caucasian
relations in the Soviet and post-Soviet cultural productions by Russian writers and filmmakers.
One may consider, for example, parallels between Orientalist tropes in Soviet director Dziga
Vertov’s films, Andrei Platonov’s Turkmen novella [owcan [Soul] (1933-4), Andrei
Konchalovsky’s film Ilepswiii Yuumenv (1965), and post-Soviet Russian director Larisa
Sadilova’s film Ona (2013).

The Soviet civilising mission perhaps found its most potent visual embodiment in Dziga
Vertov’s films on Aujum. Vertov’s celebratory film on Lenin, Tpu necnu o Jlenune (1934)
opens with a ‘song’ entitled ‘B uepHnoii Tropeme 0b110 HI0 Moe’” (My Face Was in a Dark
Prison) (Figure 6). The opening sequence features seven shots of veiled women and is intercut
with the written words: ‘Cnenas 6bu1a )xu3Hb Mos. be3 cBeta u 6e3 3HaHuil 51 ObLIa paObIHEH
Be3 1eneit’. After the song portrays Lenin’s achievements, a veiled woman praises Lenin:
‘Ecnu OH BHIEN Mpak, OH Jienaj CBEeT, U3 IYCTBIHU JAeNiall caj, U3 CMepTH-XKHu3Hb . The
discourse of bringing ‘light” and freedom to the ‘enslaved’ women in the Eastern ‘darkness’
echoes the colonial dichotomy of light versus dark inherent in civilising missions (e.g. the

colonial denotation of Africa as a ‘dark continent’). The concept of a male Soviet hero

" The civilisation of wilderness narrative is explicit, for instance, in Viktor Turin’s Typxcu6 (1929)
which depicts the industrialisation of the supposedly backward Central Asian terrain. For an analysis
of other Soviet movies that exemplify this trend, including Ivan Pyr’ev’s Ceunapxa u nacmyx (1941),
Mikhail Chiaureli’s Iladenue bepauna (1949), Rezo Chkheidze’s Omey conoama (1964), Shaken
Aimanov’s 3emns omyog (1966) and Georgy Danelia’s Mimino (1977), see Elena Monastireva
Monastireva-Ansdell, ‘Renegotiating the “Communal Apartment”: Migration and Identity in Soviet and
Contemporary Eurasian Cinema’, Studies in Russian and Soviet Cinema, 11.3 (2017), 228-49.
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liberating Central Asian women remained dominant in later years, as evident in Platonov’s

Iloican.

Figure 6. Dziga Vertov, Tpu necnu o Jlenune (1934), Song One: ‘B uepnoii mopovme 0b110 1Uyo
moe’. Film Still.

Lorcan revolves around Turkmen-born protagonist Nazar Chagatayev who is tasked to
travel from Moscow to Central Asia in order to bring the nomadic Dzhan nation into the
Communist fold. At the end of the novella, Chagataev brings a young girl, Aidym, back to
Moscow in the hope that ‘korga AasiM cTaHeT yueHOU JeBYIIKOW, OHA cama MPHUAET JOMOK
Ha YCTb-VYPT M HAy4YHT BCEX, KTO €€ JOKAETCS, KaK MPaBUIbHO KHMTh aanbiie’.?® Once in
Moscow, Chagataev takes Aidym shopping and buys her European shirts, skirts and coats.
Now that Aidym is clothed in supposedly more civilised attire, the narrator remarks that she
has been transformed, and Chagataev realises that she is a beauty.?” Chagataev thus begins to

fulfil his mission of liberating and modernising Central Asia and its women under the guidance

of the Soviets. As Philip Bullock remarks, in Jowcan, women of Turkmenistan serve as a

28 Andrei Platonov, Jocan (Moscow: ®TM, [1933-4] 1964), p. 77.
% Platonov, [orcan, p. 78. [AlapIM cpasy U3MeHHIAaCh B HOBOM ojexne: UaraTaeB yBUIEN, UTO OHA
KpacaBHIa].
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‘metonymic representation of Central Asia’s liberation through the intervention of Soviet
ideology’.*® Similar symbolism prevails in Andrey Konchalovsky’s ITepeswiti Yuumens (1965),
based on the eponymous story by Chingiz Aitmatov, where a Bolshevik hero rescues an
orphaned illiterate heroine from her brutal husband and sends her to her bright future in
Tashkent. Both works thus partly enact the colonial script of ‘white men saving brown women
from brown men’ described by Spivak, since women remain mute in their narratives.3!
Uncanny echoes of Orientalist tropes in Soviet culture are evident in Larisa Sadilova’s
Ona (2013) which, ironically, is often perceived as one of the most liberal films on immigration
on the market.? According to Sadilova, the film’s message ‘coincides’ with Vladimir Putin’s
publicized views on the national question, especially his call to use the individuals’ adherence
to a (Russo-centric) ‘common cultural code’ and not their ethnicity as a basis for distinguishing
between ‘us’ and ‘them’.?3 The film’s protagonist, Maiya, is a young girl who emigrates from
Tajikistan to Russia to escape an arranged marriage and reunite with her boyfriend Khamid, a
fellow Tajik and migrant-worker. Once she is in Russia, Nadya, the common-law wife of
Maiya’s uncle, becomes Maiya’s mentor. When both Maiya’s uncle and boyfriend insist that
Maiya dress modestly and cover her head, and attempt to keep Maiya in seclusion, Nadya
quickly contests their patriarchal authority. She teaches Maiya not to fear the men in her life
and, ‘in an echo, whether conscious or not, of the Soviet era unveiling of Muslim women that
is evoked in many of the 1920s and 1930s films of Dziga Vertov’, proceeds to strip the

headscarf off of Maya and dresses her in a tank top and jeans.’* When Maiya is abandoned by

her boyfriend, Nadya assumes responsibility over her. She also ‘feeds’, as she claims, and

3% Philip Ross Bullock, ““The Mountain of the Mind”: The Politics of the Gaze in Andrei Platonov’s
Dzhan’, Slavic Review, 73 (2014), 751-771 (p. 752).

3! Spivak, ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’, p. 293.

32 Beumers discusses the supposedly liberal and feminist messages of the film (““A Hero’, p. 173); See
also Monastireva, ‘Renegotiating’, p. 235.

33 Monastireva, ‘Renegotiating’, p. 235.
34 Ibid., p. 239.
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nurtures both her Tajik relatives in Russia and the extended Tajik nation. In a story reminiscent
of Soviet Russia’s civilising mission to free women from its young sister republics, a Russian
woman acts as an older sister to liberate the oppressed Tajik woman and save her people. The
film’s title ‘she’ could as well refer to the true hero of the film — Nadya, rather than the
victimised and objectified Maiya who lacks agency and is given no powerful voice. In this
context, the fact that Maiya actually remains silent for the major part of the plot because she
speaks no Russian is rather fitting. Further problematizing women migrants’ portrayal in the
film is the fact that ‘the female subject is not liberated to desire and to formulate her own
agenda’: Maiya’s happiness ultimately rests in the hands of a man, her new romantic interest,
Roma.?> Maiya is a subaltern who does not even speak.

Similar myths on the patriarchal Orient and the East/West binary more broadly are
actively fed by the Russian media, especially due to the country’s need to counter the influence
of Turkish dramas popular in both Russia and Central Asian countries.>® Russia’s response to
Turkish dramas and their message on Turkey’s liberalism can be found in series such as
Domashny channel’s Bocmounwie scenst (2017) which tell cautionary tales revolving around
ill-fated Russian women married to Middle Eastern men, and portray the Middle East as
volatile and patriarchal, unlike Russia.?”

Bibish and Abgaryan have had to establish their careers against this background of
persisting stereotypical perceptions and ‘Othering’, both cultural and social. However, this was
not their sole concern. If subaltern migrant women struggle to speak, their obstacles are

compounded by the pressures of speaking as diasporic writers. In order to highlight these

3% Jeremy Hicks, ‘She’. Introduction delivered at the 16th Russian Film Symposium, University of
Pittsburgh, May 2014, quoted in Monastireva, ‘Renegotiating’, p. 239.

36 Other examples of Orientalist Russian dramas include state-owned news channel Russia 24’s ‘special
report’ by Anna Afanaseva, Haramkuna mr000Bb. Typeukue ciessl (with interviews of troubled women
in Turkey, and Domashny channel’s Boctok-3anan [East/West] (2016-2018) the ‘first Russo-Turkish
series’. Yasemin Y. Celikkol, ‘Transnational Media in Eurasia: Russian Media Counters Turkish
Dramas’, paper presented at IPEAS Conference, Lisbon, 4 July 2019.

37 Celikkol, ‘Transnational’.
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difficulties, it is important to compare post-Soviet and postcolonial markets of migrant writing

and consider the specific postcolonial dynamics of post-Soviet marketable culture.

Migrant Narratives in Postcolonial and Post-Soviet Contexts

Not only does migrancy represent a central trope of postcolonial literature, but migrant writers
have been some of the most globally acclaimed authors within the field.*® One reason for this
high visibility, besides literary merit, has been the fact that ex-colonial powers generally retain
an economic and military upper hand on their ex-colonial territories and tend to provide wide
support to migrant literature in the form of advances, publicity, and prizes.>® As Elleke
Boehmer has argued, this phenomenon perpetuates the power asymmetries obtaining under
colonialism: ‘crudely put, the promotion of postcolonial migrant writing offers a suggestive
instance of the appropriation by Europe and America of resources in the Third World’.*® Such
appropriation ‘effectively keeps in place a cultural map of the world as divided between the
richly gifted metropolis and the meagrely endowed margin’.*! In addition, Boehmer points out,
migrant literatures tend to appeal to readers because, ‘though bearing all the attractions of the
exotic, the magical, and the other, they participate reassuringly in aesthetic and ethical

languages privileged in a host culture and can accord well with its political agendas’.*> Readers

3% These include Salman Rushdie (India/UK), Ben Okri (Nigeria/UK), Derek Walcott (St Lucia/USA),
Jean Rys (Dominica, UK), Léopold Sédar Senghor (Senegal/France); Jamaica Kincaid (Antigua/USA),
Caryl Phillips (St. Kitts/ Britain/USA), Nourbese Philip (Trinidad and Tobago/Canada); Olive Senior
(Jamaica/Canada); Amitav Ghosh (India/USA); Nuruddin Farah (Somalia/South Africa); Vikram Seth
(India/Britain/USA), and others.

3% Elleke Boehmer, Colonial and Postcolonial Literature: Migrant Metaphors, 2nd ed (Oxford: New
York: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 232.

40 Boehmer, p. 231.

! Tbid., p. 232.

2 Ibid., pp. 229-230.
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in the ex-colonies may find that they are entertained yet at the same time morally absolved by
being made to confront neo-colonial problems expressed in migrant writing and films.*?

One of the key concerns of postcolonial theory has been to establish how the continued
power asymmetries and cultural patronage determines the positions of postcolonial writers in
the countries that used to be colonies. Due to their ‘privileged’ status as in-betweens, or
mediators between two cultures, migrant writers have often been celebrated as being in a
position of ‘peculiar insight, blessed with a specific awareness of the relativity of cultural rules
and forms’.** And yet, migrant narratives have also been read in postcolonial theory as
revealing the fact that ‘no act of criticism is entirely free of complicity in that which it
criticizes’.*® In fact, postcolonial writers and directors who originate from the ‘periphery’ and
who gain success in the metropolis are often criticised for representing, or becoming part of,
the privileged elite whose work ‘willy-nilly remains collusive with and an expression of that

neo-colonial world’.*¢ As Boehmer points out, these cosmopolitans

thus participate in the time-worn processes through which those in the West scrutinize the other,
the better to understand themselves. For reasons such as these, although migrant writers are
themselves often vociferously opposed to neo-colonial malformations, their work has drawn
criticism for being a literature without loyalties, lacking in the regional and local affiliations
which are deemed so necessary at a time of mass globalization.*’

# Ibid., p. 232. The popularity of francophone post-colonial migrant writing in France, and the
accompanied box-office success of films made by North African filmmakers, both interrogating
colonial legacies, testifies to this phenomenon. See Delphine Letort, ‘Introduction: Postcolonial
Migration Stories on Screen’, Black Camera, 6.1 (2014), 92-95, p. 92.

# Andrew Smith, ‘Migrancy, Hybridity, and Postcolonial Literary Studies’ in The Cambridge
Companion to Postcolonial Literary Studies, ed. by Neil Lazarus (Cambridge University Press,
Cambridge, 2004), pp. 241-261, p. 246; On the similar privileged position ascribed to exiled writers see
Carine M. Mardorossian, ‘From Literature of Exile to Migrant Literature’, Modern Language Studies,
32.2 (2002), 15-33, especially p. 16.

> Smith, ‘Migrancy’, p. 246.

4 Boehmer, Colonial, p. 232.

7 Ibid., p. 232. For an example for such a critique see Femi Osofisan, ‘Warriors of a Failed Utopia:
West African Writers Since the 70s’, Leeds African Studies Bulletin, 61 (1996), 11-36
<https://lucas.leeds.ac.uk/article/warriors-of-a-failed-utopia-femi-osofisan/> [accessed 2 September
2019].
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In this context, female emigre creative artists from Islamic countries face a double
pressure of collusion with dominant ideologies. To this day, the wider hegemonic discourse of
migration is still marked by an explicitly Eurocentric stance and a specifically ‘postcolonial
arrogance’, as several critics have pointed out.*® According to this discourse, the West or the
Global North have a mission to civilise and emancipate the East and the Global South,
including its immigrants; this includes the idea that the woman of colour needs rescuing from
the barbaric man of colour.*” As Lila Abu-Lughod has argued, through the homogenizing
constructs of victimised Eastern women and of Muslim women as victims of Islam, the ex-
imperial powers continue to live out their colonial rescue fantasies and attempt to legitimize
interventions of various kinds, even military ones.’® The image of the apprentice
refugee/migrant in general and the Muslim woman in particular is further reinforced by
Western secular feminism.>! Thus, Western readers in the ex-colonial empires are inclined to
read the migrant protagonist's arrival in the ex-imperial centre as a narrative of progress from
oppression to freedom.’? This reading is compounded by their knowledge of the sexual
oppressiveness and often volatile political situation that immigrant authors leave behind in their
home country.>3

This situation is comparable to the post-Soviet context. Madina Tlostanova has argued
that Orientalist stereotypes, both Russian and Western, pigeonhole Central Asian and Caucasus
women ‘as stereotypical downtrodden and retarded Orientals/Muslims, or as Soviet

modernized party activists and Westernized emancipated gendered subjects — invariably

8 Sabine Gatt, Kerstin Hazibar, Verena Sauermann, Max Preglau and Michaela Ralser, ‘Migration from
a Gender-Critical, Postcolonial and Interdisciplinary Perspective’, Osterreichische Zeitschrift Fiir
Soziologie, 41 (2016), 1-12, p. 3.

* Gatt and others, ‘Migration’, p. 3.

%% Lila Abu-Lughod, Do Muslim Women Need Saving? (Cambridge: Harvard University Press: 2013).
>! Chandra Mohanty, ‘Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses’, Boundary
2.12-13 (1984), 333-358, passim.

>2 Carine M. Mardorossian, ‘From Literature of Exile to Migrant Literature’, Modern Language Studies,
32.2(2002), 15-33 (p. 22).

>3 Mardorossian, ‘From’, p. 22.
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rejecting their culture to become New Women according to the standards of Soviet or Western
modernism’.>* Thus, Russian cultural and media projects only fuel these stereotypes on the
supposedly oppressed Eastern women in need of Russian liberation. Inevitably then,
Russophone writers from the Caucasus and Central Asia, and migrant women writers in
particular, run the risk of fictionalising their host countries into the alter ego against which
Russianness is measured and unconditionally valorised.

Indeed, post-Soviet Russophone authors are facing many of the characteristically
postcolonial dilemmas as they navigate the Russian cultural market and determine their cultural
and political allegiances. Like other ex-colonial metropolises, Moscow is highly preoccupied
with the theme of migration. Responding to the need of re-evaluating relations with the migrant
‘Others’ of the former Soviet ‘East’ in the post-colonial context, and in large part due to the
Russian state’s encouragement to promote works focusing on inter-ethnic encounters, migrants
have become increasingly visible in post-Soviet culture, as I will discuss below.

Unlike capitalist empires, the Soviet Union was supposed to be administered according
to the Communist principles of equality. However, the often-unequal distribution of resources
under the Soviet regime has led to characteristically postcolonial patterns of post-Soviet
migration.> After the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991, Russia saw a significant migrant
wave of ethnic Armenians, Azerbaijanis, and Georgians trying to escape violent ethnic
conflicts and severe economic problems in the Caucasus.’® From the 2000s onwards, economic
recovery brought in a new wave of immigrants, mostly attracted by new opportunities in the
labour market, predominantly from Ukraine, Moldova, and Central Asian states.>’ Bibish and

Abgaryan are also among migrants from the Caucasus and Central Asia who sought better

> Tlostanova, Gender, p. 41.

>> Abashin, ‘Coserckoe’, pp. 47-48.

>6 Alexey Bessudnov, ‘Ethnic Hierarchy and Public Attitudes towards Immigrants in Russia’, European
Sociological Review, 32.5 (2016), pp. 567-80, p. 567.

>" Bessudnov, ‘Ethnic’, p. 567.
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opportunities in Russia. The increased presence of immigrants from the Southern former Soviet
republics in Russia has caused a reciprocal need to renegotiate the terms of the ensuing
intercultural encounter in a new, post-Soviet setting.

Special government incentives in the latter half of the 2000s have significantly
contributed to the surge of cultural representations of immigration, especially in Russian
cinema. At a meeting of the presidential councils in the city of Vladimir on 22 July 2011, the
then Russian president, Dmitry Medvedev, supported the work of the state commission in
Russian cinema as ‘simply essential for a certain kind of films [...] which form a positive image
of the country for foreign and Russian citizens, calling for an active lifestyle through the
example of the heroes portrayed on screen’.>® Several organisations were created to implement
the decree ‘On the Priorities of the National Cinema Industry’ (2011) which instructed
filmmakers to make films ‘about interethnic relations and the problems of tolerance in
society’.>® Already at the 2010 Kinotavr film festival in Odessa, ‘Russia’s Cannes’ — the main
competition featured no less than three films dealing with the plights of Russia’s migrant
workers: Dmitry Mamuliya’s /Zpyeoe nebo (2010), Andrey Stempkovsky’s O6pamnoe
osudicenue (2010) and Yusup Razykov’s I'acmapbaiimep (2009).° The difficult plight of
immigrants is also evoked in Zulfikar Musakov’s Bocmounsiii 06op ¢ kpugoti aynot (2008),

Boris Khlebnikov’s Cymacweowas nomows (2009), Aleksey Balabanov’s and Danila

¥ Medvedev quoted in Beumers, p. 169 (‘mpocTo HEOOGX0MM JUIS ONpeeNeHHOro poaa (uisMoB. K
TakuM (WIbMaM OTHOCATCS [...]  coUMaibHBIE (HUIBMBIL, (OPMHUPYIOIINE ITOJOKHUTEIBHBIN
UMUDKCTPAHbl JUISS WHOCTPAHHBIX M POCCHHCKHX TpaXk[aH, NMPHU3bIBAIOIINIBECTH aKTHBHBIA 00pa3
JKH3HH Ha IIPUMEpPE TepPOeB C IKpaHa’).

> Ministry of Culture of the RF, Prikaz no. 45, 3 February 2011, ‘O prioritetnykh temakh natsional'nykh
filmov v 2011 godu’, Ministerstvo kul'tury Rossiiskoi Federatsii [https:/pravo.roskultura.ru/
documents/165056]. The organisations implementing this decree include MiR- PAL (Migration and
Remittance Peer Assisted Learning Network) and IFESCCO Education, Scientific and Cultural
Cooperation (Mmezhgosudarstvennyi fond gumanitarnogo sotrudnichestva [MFGS] gosudarstv-
uchastnikov SNG)

50 A number of documentaries, such as Anna Moiseenko’s ITecuu A60yna (2018), Bakur Bakuradze and
Dmitry Mamuliya’s Mockea (2007) and Denis Shabaev’s Yyocas Paboma (2015) (winner of ‘best
debut’ at Russian Kinotavr Festival, Sochi 2015) have also addressed the issue of the lack of acceptance
of migrants from the Caucasus and Central Asia as Others.
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Bagrov’s bpam (1997) and Aleksandr Novykov-Yagynov’s 3gez0ur (2018). As well as Aiika
(2018), Larisa Sadilova’s Ona (2013) and Nurbek Egen’s Ilycmoti oom (2012) focus on a
migrant experience from the perspective of a female protagonist. However, added to the
favourable cultural context, the migration of filmmakers themselves from the former Soviet
republics to Moscow has further promoted the proliferation of the theme of migration in post-
Soviet films.%! Migrants have become similarly visible in literature, most notably in Eduard
Bagirov’s popular novel I'acmapbaiimep (2007).5?

In an important essay of 2014, Birgit Beumers observes that most of the works produced
since Russian state incentives were set in place present migrants as victims at the hands of
Russians and/or the Russian system.®® Beumers argues that by foregrounding structural
violence against the migrant worker on both sides of the interethnic divide, be it capitalist sex
exploitation, ethnic mafia or official state institutions, these films subvert the image of
individual Russians as racist villains and thus follow the state mission of the creation of a
positive screen image of the country for foreign and Russian citizens.%* The gastarbeiter, being
‘different from a Russian national identity, yet part of the Soviet identity’, Beumers suggests,

becomes a new ‘hero of our time’ and fulfils the traditional Russian role of a victim asserting

moral superiority through suffering.®

' Yusup Razykov, head of Uzbekfil’m since 1990, left Tashkent in 2006; Usmon Saparov and
Khodjakuli Narliev emigrated from Turkmenistan in the early 1990s; Bakhtiyor Khudoinazarov left
Dushanbe during the Civil War. Birgit Beumers, ‘A “Hero of Our Time”: The Gastarbeiter in Recent
Russian Cinema’, Zeitschrift Fiir Slavische Philologie, 70 (2014), 161-178 (p.165).

62 The roughly autobiographical Gastarbaiter focuses on a male migrant worker Yevgeny Aliev’s
dilemmas to be accepted either in post-Soviet Moscow or his home country, Turkmenistan, due to his
mixed Russian-Azeri ethnic heritage. He introduces himself as follows: ‘B A3uu s1 — rOHUMBIi1 pyccKui,
B Poccum ke — He MeHee TOHMMBIN ‘“‘dEpHBIN”’, B mpocTopeunu ‘“‘uypka”. HeBaxHo, 4To Ha
aszepOaiipkaHia, Onarogapsi pyccKoil Mame, s TOXO0XK BeCbMa YCJIOBHO, IUIEBAaTh, YTO TOBOPIO S
MOPYCCKH 03 aKkIeHTa — sl )K€ POAMJIICS B “dypKHUCTaHe”, Aa elI€ U HOIILy TaKylo HeyJOOHY0 (haMuuio!
B coBpemennoit Poccuu aToro BronHe xBaraet, utoObl Hepenko’. Eduard Bagirov, Iacmapbaiimep
(Moscow: Populyarnaya literatura, 2007), p. 5.

% Beumers, ‘A “Hero’, passim.

%4 Ibid., passim.

5 Ibid., p. 162.
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While I agree with Beumer’s astute observation on the emergence of a gastarbeiter as a
new type of popular hero in Russian culture, I attribute the phenomenon to more than Russia’s
anxieties over its international image. In fact, it seems unlikely that the portrayal of a corrupt
and hostile Russian world would contribute to the positive image of Russia among audiences
abroad. Rather, this is material aimed at the home market. The sympathetic portrayals of the
difficult plight of migrants portrayed as victims win popularity among the Russian public as
they also respond to complex Russian imperial and decolonizing impulses. Above all, these
films serve as a platform for reflecting on what it means to be post-Soviet/post-colonial, and
as a mirror for the postcolonial processes in Russian society. Indeed, when commenting on her
film on illegal Central Asian immigrants, /lobec uz Mockseabaoa (2015), director Darya
Poltoratskaya claims that she gives viewers a chance to look at themselves from a distance,
suggesting that her film is about ‘ourselves’ (o Hac campix).

Like readers in western metropolises, Russian readers may be entertained by
discovering ‘exotic’ migrant stories, yet at the same time morally absolved by being made to
confront neo-colonial problems expressed in migrant writing and films. At the same time, ex-
colonial powers such as Russia cannot wholly present themselves as oppressors and thus
compromise the legitimacy of their past imperial project, and by extension their neo-colonial
approach to their ex-colonies, as embodied in, say, Vladimir Putin’s ‘Eurasian Union’ project.’
This combination of audience appeal and ‘national PR’ helps explain the tenacity of the
discourse on Russia’s civilising mission prevalent in the Soviet period, and still in wide

circulation today.

6 Sputnik, ‘B Poccuu Bblmen (GuIbM O TaIKUKCKHX TPYJAOBBIX MurpanTtax’, 8 August, 2015,
<https://tj.sputniknews.ru/culture/20150818/1016443665.html > [accessed 9 August, 2019]

67 See for instance Sam Bhutia,” Russia dominates Eurasian Union trade’, EurasiaNet, 18 October 2019
<https://eurasianet.org/russia-dominates-eurasian-union-trade-here-are-the-numbers> [accessed 19
October 2019]; Bruno S. Sergi, ‘Putin’s and Russian-led Eurasian Economic Union: A Hybrid Half-
Economics and Half-Political “Janus Bifrons™’, Journal of Eurasian Studies, 9(2018) , 52-60.
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The careers of Bibish and Abgaryan are determined by Russian readers, especially those
belonging to the literary establishment, and both have won various Russian literary prizes.®®
Consequently, in order to present their autobiographical works to Russian publishing houses,
the authors had to accept the rules of a game that dictates fixed expectations on female
immigrants from the Caucasus and Central Asia. In other words, they were prompted to
orientalise and exoticise themselves, thus commodifying their cultural identity. The very titles
of these authors’ books evoke their authors’ homelands and their status as immigrants,
suggesting to Russian readers the opportunity of discovering the peculiarities of the Eastern
woman. At times, authors have a more ‘marketable’ title imposed upon them. In one of her
interviews, Bibish recounts her disagreement with her publishers over exactly this issue. She
claims that her original and preferred title ‘Kpuk nymu’ was changed to Tanyoswuya us Xuswi,
unu ucmopus npocmooywnou to include the geographical determinant ‘Khiva’ as part of a
publicity move to suggest her work’s exotic appeal.®

Yet, regardless of their degree of assimilation, both Bibish’s and Abgaryan’s accounts
expose the rampant racism that they had to face in Russia as migrant women from the ‘East’.
The aim of this chapter then is to consider how, in the context of the persistently Orientalist
Russian literary market, Bibish and Abgaryan attempt to establish their careers as writers and
to what extent they manage to make their ‘subaltern’ voices to be heard. The set of questions
leading my analysis are pertinently echoed by a study of the trickster trope in American

literature which asks:

68 Among other literary achievements in Russia, Abgaryan was nominated for ‘bonpmas Kuura’ award
in 2011 and won the Alexander Grin prize ‘3a BbIIAIOUIMICS BKJIaJ B Pa3BUTHE OTEYCCTBEHHOU
nutepatypsl’. Bibish won the award ‘Kuura roma’ and ‘National Bestseller’ for her first novel
(Tanyoswuya uz Xuewt, 2004) and was nominated for ‘bonbmiast Kaura’ for her second novel (Tox wioy
ons npocmooywroil, 2005).

% Tpuswis TB, ‘Hanpomus’: bubuw Cuoouxosa, 6:00-6:57 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1]-
73D22vP4> [accessed 19 April 2018].
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What are the possibilities and strategies for self-assertion, self-definition, and voice for the writer
who is a person of color in a racist, imperial context? How does a writer occupying a liminal
position — as does trickster — survive? How does one negotiate the power relations between group
and individual desires? How especially does a woman do this? Perhaps most urgent, how is it
possible even to conceptualize multiculturality and the preservation of vital, self-empowering
cultural differences (as opposed to museumification) within a political environment committed,
at the least, to racial and ethnic discrimination? "

Russophone Tricksterism

No matter how hostile or Orientalist the host environment in Russia might be, migrants,
whether elite or not, are subjects holding the power of interpretation and agents capable of
acting around the obstacles in their path.”! Similarly, while migrant writers face pressures of
colluding with dominant cultures, they can also, to some extent, manipulate their literary voice
to achieve success in the metropolis. In this respect the trickster discourse is especially
illuminative.

In the context of postcolonial literature, tricksterism was first theorised by native
American, Anishinaabe, mixblood writer and theorist Gerald Vizenor who developed a notion
of ‘trickster discourse’, a means of cultural survival through the interpretation of, and resistant
response to stereotypical representations.’”? As part of the trickster discourse, master narratives,
plots identities, stereotypes, the status quo, and all dominant norms can be subverted,
deconstructed, appropriated, manipulated, ironised, or undermined, most often through

humour. For example, Vizenor suggests that ‘Indianness’, with all its associated stereotypes’

" Tricksterism in Turn-of-the-Century American Literature: A Multicultural Perspective, ed. by
Elizabeth Ammons and Annette White-Parks (Hanover; London: University Press of New England,
1994), p. x.

! Gatt and others, ‘Migration’, pp. 3-4.

72 Gerald Vizenor, ‘Trickster Discourse’, American Indian Quarterly, 14.3 (1990), 277-287.

3 These include narrow interpretations of the connection between Native Americans and their land,
their inferior positioning in relation to white people, the association of these people with unemployment,
alcoholism, violent behaviour and so on.
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is a colonial construct, a simulation.”* One way of subverting this simulation is by fighting it
with another simulation, thus appropriating it through humour and theatrical performances.
This is what Vizenor calls employing the ‘simulations of survivance’ to overcome the
‘simulations of dominance’.”

As Vizenor and others have shown, humour is a crucial component of Native North
American creative artists’ counter-discursive strategies.’® Of course, humour more generally
‘affords opportunity for realising that an accepted ordering of experience may be arbitrary and
subjective’ and jokes have a ‘subversive effect on the dominant structure of ideas’.”” A
common literary device within tricksterish humorous tactics is ironic overidentification. For
example, as Mark Shackleton observes, in Monique Mojica’s play Princess Pocahontas and
the Blue Spots (1991), ‘misrepresentations of Indianness, particularly the Pocahontas
archetype, the myth of successful assimilation, are deconstructed through comic excess. The
overabundance of cliched Hollywood and explorer/pioneer depictions of “Indianness”
demonstrates their emptiness as representations’.”® Unsurprisingly, tricksterism is a fitting
model to consider in this context since, as William J. Hynes remarks, trickster metaplay
deconstructs and subverts the logic of a dominant system from within, it ‘ruptures the shared

consciousness, the societal ethos and consensual validation — in short, the very order of order

itself>.”?

™ Gerald Vizenor, Manifest Manners: Narratives on Postindian Survivance (Lincoln, Nebraska:
University of Nebraska Press, 1999), p. 11.

® Vizenor, Manifest Manners, p. 12.

7 For a particularly useful study see Ryan, Allan J., The Trickster Shift: Humour and Irony in
Contemporary Native Art (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Pres, 1999).

7 Mary Douglas, ‘The Social Control of Cognition: Some Factors in Joke Perception’, Man, 3.3 (1968),
361-376 (p. 365, p. 364).

8 Mark Shackleton, ‘Native North American Writing and Postcolonialism’, Hungarian Journal of
English and American Studies (HJEAS), 7.2 (2001), 69-84 (p. 79).

" Mythical Trickster Figures: Contours, Contexts, and Criticisms, ed. by William J. Hynes (Tuscaloosa
and London: University of Alabama Press: 1993), p. 215.
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Beyond Vizenor’s work, several other scholars have been concerned with postcolonial
tricksterism. In Tricksterism in Turn-of-the-Century American Literature, editors Elizabeth
Ammons and Annette White-Parks express the following idea about trickster writers, one
which is transposable to the case of Russophone migrant writers in Moscow:

Finding a style in which to write and get published required accommodating the monolithic, racist

views of White America. For writers committed to their own people, it also required breaking

through them. Such a transaction could only be handled covertly, or by finding strategies to
negotiate with a dual audience .... From these circumstances ... ‘tricksterism” emerged.®

Focusing on the question of gender, Jeanne Rosier Smith has argued that ‘a cross-cultural
feminist theory’ which she terms the ‘trickster aesthetic’ offers appealing strategies, in
particular to women writers of colour (Maxine Hong Kingston, Toni Morrison and others), to
challenge ‘an ethnocentric as well as phallocentric tradition’, and examine mixed cultural
heritage.®! Madina Tlostanova has similarly explored the concept of ‘decolonial gender
tricksterism’ in the context of the Caucasus and Central Asia. She argues that (de)colonial
gendered tricksters construct their identities around the local(national), Russo-Soviet, and
global gender discourses, ‘all of which invariably retain a simplified set of social roles for these
subjects, based on a stereotypical interpretation of the non-West through assimilation or
negation’ %2

The character of a trickster takes different forms in the mythologies, cultures, literatures

and folk tales in various countries of the world, ‘the clever Afro-American trickster is rarely

80 Ammons and White-Parks, Tricksterism, p.16 (ellipses as in the original source).

81 Jeanne-Rosier Smith, Writing Tricksters: Mythic Gambols in American Ethnic Literature (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1997), p. 11.

82 Tlostanova, Gender, p. 187. Tlostanova’s interesting idea is not developed to its full potential as she

only focuses on a biography of a Soviet woman whose tricksterism remains unconvincing. She develops
the idea more fully with illustrations from visual and textual art forms in ‘Tricksters, Jesters, Qalandars’
in Postcolonialism and Postsocialism in Fiction and Art. Resistance and Re-existence (London:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), pp. 129-157.
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portrayed as the clumsy, self-defeating clown of some of the Indian tales’.3* Followingly, the
definition of a trickster, ‘no matter how flexibly deployed or surprisingly redefined’ is always
attached to specific cultures, or to ‘specific, identified group realities and traditions’.34
Nonetheless, some of the most commonly shared attributes of a trickster include : a
fundamentally ambiguous and anomalous personality, liminality, a drive towards survival,
proneness to playing tricks/deceiving, shape-shifting, bricolage and upsetting the status-quo
through humour. As Shackleton remarks, ‘the appeal of tricksters to ethnic minorities is clear:
they are figures of resistance as well as figures of cultural survival’.®

The type of trickster that this essay is concerned with is a comic, seemingly foolish and
faux-naif trickster. Trickery is inextricably bound up with folly and often associated with mock
foolery.® As Carl Jung has observed in his study of the trickster archetype, tricksters are related
to ‘fool figures like Stupid Hans or Hanswurst who, despite their folly, manage to achieve
through their stupidity what others cannot through their intelligence’.®” In terms of folklore, he
adds, ‘the trickster is said to be related to Carnival practices’.®® These connections are not
surprising since, as Enid Welsford remarks in her classic study on foolery, the Fool possesses
a unique ‘power of melting the solidity of the world’.®® Thus fools, tricksters and clowns are

all prone to subversion. Indeed, on his essay ‘The Functions of the Rogue, Clown and Fool in

the Novel’ (1981), Bakhtin argues that the mask of the rogue, the clown and the fool:

¥ David M. Abrams and Brian Sutton-Smith, ‘The Development of the Trickster in Children's
Narrative’, The Journal of American Folklore, 90.355 (1977), 29-47 (p. 30).

8 Ammons and White-Parks, Tricksterism, p. Xii.

85 Shackleton, ‘Native North’, p. 71.

% As Ellis Davidson has argued focusing on such mythical figures as Loki (fool and trickster) and
Amleth (riddler, pretended madman and trickster) in ‘Loki and Saxo's Hamlet’, in The Fool and the
Trickster: Studies in Honour of Enid Welsford, ed. by Paul V. A. Williams (Cambridge and Ipswich:
D. S. Brewer Ltd., 1979).

87 Carl Jung, ‘On the Psychology of the Trickster-Figure’, in Collected Works, trans. by RFC Hull, 9.1,
pp. 225-272, p. 255.

% Jung, ‘On the Psychology’, p. 262.

% Enis Welsford, The Fool: His Social and Literary History (London: Faber and Faber, 1935), p. 221.
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grant the right not to understand, the right to confuse, to tease, to hyperbolize life; the right to

parody others while talking, the right to not be taken literally, not to ‘be oneself’; [...] the right

to rip off the masks. [...] the right to betray to the public a personal life, down to its most private
and prudent little secrets.”

We will see that in their performances of trickster-fool models, both Bibish and Abgaryan
display a tendency to hyperbolise and parody their own personae and, in Abgaryan’s case,
people around her. Echoing Vizenor’s and other ‘ethnic’ writers’ strategies of ironic over-
identification, the authors deliberately hyperbolise their similarity with the Fool prototype and
portray themselves as funny, kind, innocent and naive, responding to the expectations of the
Russian market, and the Russian cultural codes. And yet, their works equally convey important
concerns behind their joviality and deconstruct the very Orientalist tropes that they seemingly
support. Here lies the crux of the two authors’ literary personae. If they suggest their collusion
with Orientalist conceptions of their identity, they do so while adopting and appropriating the
mask of a fool that leads the readers into a false belief that they are following the journey of a
new Russian cultural hero. Like trickster fools, they merely appear jovial and simple in nature.

It is no coincidence that Bibish and Abgaryan opt for precisely these roles, since both
fools and tricksters are embedded in Russian folklore and culture, and identification with them
most easily moulds their personae into heroes familiar in the apparently alien, hegemonic
cultural milieu to which they have relocated. The authors are so at home with this tradition that
it can be considered part of their mixed cultural background.! This adds an in important twist
to Russophone tricksterism: unlike Native American authors who, besides adopting strategies
of over-identification, often draw from specifically ethnic folkloric myths, Abgaryan and

Bibish are manipulating archetypes with which they were familiarised as part of their

%0 Mikhail Bakhtin, ‘The Functions of the Rogue, Clown and Fool in the Novel’, in The Dialogic
Imagination: Four Essays, ed. by Michael Holquist, transl. by Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981) p. 163.

! As mentioned previously, Abgaryan is a specialist in Russian literature. As for Bibish, she is not only
familiar with Russian literature, but as a child, she has also performed Russian trickster personae such
as Baba Yaga in her drama classes, as I will discuss later.
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Sovietisation/russification. As a result, they can only subvert stereotypes from within dominant
discourses, which arguably limits the subversive potential of their literary styles, or, at any rate,
makes it more difficult to recognise.

The tradition of the trickster in Russian culture can be traced back at least to the
seventeenth century, and appears in the works of Pushkin, Gogol, Dostoevsky and many of
their successors, as well as in Russian traditional and urban folklore through such characters as
Ivan the Fool. Similarly, the Fool has been one of the staple characters of Russian literature for
centuries. In a recent large-scale survey, Oliver Ready has shown how, from Dostoevsky to
Venedikt Erofeev, ‘Russian prose abounds in authors of profound cultural influence who have
placed the idiotic and the foolish’, and characters such as durak (fool), idiot, and yurodivyi
(holy fool) lie “at the centre of their art and philosophy’.”?> As Ready argues, the late Soviet,
predominantly male, use of first-person comic narrative represents a case in which various
masks of folly are worn by narrators to assert their detachment from societal norms and from
the scholarly and ‘objective’ discourse which Soviet culture sought to promote.”® One could
add that the two interlinked archetypes, the fool and the trickster, often appear simultaneously
in the Russian context. According to Mark Lipovetsky’s seminal study on Russian tricksterism,
in the context of Russian culture, the trickster is often a comic character who denotes not only
a ‘deceiver’ or ‘rogue’, but also ‘creative fool”.**

Ivan the Fool, a stock character of Russian folk tales — the simple-minded third brother

whom nobody values, yet who ends up completing the magic quest and marrying the princess,

%2 Oliver Ready, Persisting in Folly: Russian Writers in Search of Wisdom, 1963-2013 (Oxford: Peter
Lang, 2017), p. 1.

3 Ready, Persisitng in Folly, pp. 4-5. Ready devotes special attention to Erofeev’s Mockea-Ilemyuuxu
(1973) and Yuz Aleshkovsky’s Huxonaii Huxonaesuu (1970).

% Mark Lipovetsky, Charms of the Cynical Reason: Tricksters in Soviet and Post-Soviet Culture
(Brighton, MA: Academic Studies Press, 2011), p. 11. Lipovetsky attributes the immense popularity of
the trickster in Soviet Russia to ‘the cultural need to provide symbolic justification to the practices of
the “shadow” economy and sociality—or, in a broader sense, to the mechanism of cynical survival and
deception that existed behind the ideologically approved simulacra of the state-run economy and
“classless” society’ (p. 17).



161

and so on — represents the quintessential example of a character that combines the qualities of
naivety and foolery. It is this archetype that Bibish’s and Abgaryan’s literary personae echo
most closely. Ivan the Fool appears in stories as a positive, naive, kind, lucky, likeable,
seemingly simple-minded, and daring hero whose kindness, simplicity, lack of guile and
willingness to help others turn out to help him in his adventures and ultimately reward him.
His older brothers are usually envious of and spiteful towards him. Often, the moral of his
stories is that Ivan the Fool is rarely the fool, he is merely perceived as such by others owing
to his simple nature and joviality.”> One immediately thinks here of Lev Tolstoy’s Ivan who,
despite his reputation as a fool, turns out a wise hero who defeats the Devil and becomes a
ruler.”¢

Ivan the Fool’s potential for tricksterism is most notably teased out by Yevgeny
Yevtushenko in his poem Hsanosckue Cumynr (1976).°7 Assuming the role of an epic
storyteller, Yevtushenko dramatically reconstructs Russian history, charting the reigns of Ivan
the Terrible, Peter the Great, and Tsar Nicholas II, and centring on the founding in 1905 of one
of the earliest soviets at the Ivanovo-Voznesensk textile centre. The poem is set against a
background of the Russian folk epos, with its traditional character of Ivan the Fool, who
symbolises the growing popular consciousness. The poem’s underlying subject is the tension
between the two Ivans — the autocrat Ivan the terrible and Ivan the Fool who is the embodiment
of a ‘limitless, rebellious, gentle, tender Russian soul’,”® of the conscience of the working class,

and of the great Russian nation (Benukuii rocynaps-aapon).”® Yevtushenko’s Ivan is a simple

% Andrey Sinyavsky, Ivan the Fool: Russian Folk Belief. A Cultural History, trans. by Joanne Turnbull
and Nikolai Formozov (Moscow: Glas, 2007), pp. 46-49.

% Lev Tolstoy, ‘Ckaska o6 VBaHe-1ypake u ero aByx 6paThsax: Cemene-BouHe u Tapace-Oproxane,
M HeMoll cecTpe MamaHbe, U O CTapoM [bSIBOJIE U TpeX 4depTeHsaTax’, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii,
Volume 10 (Moscow: XyaoxxecTBeHHas autepatypa, 1982), pp. 317-341.

7 Yevgeny Yevtushenko, Hsanosckue Cumysi (1976) in Okro evixooum 6 benvie depebs... [collected
works] (Moscow: [Iporpecc-Ilnesna, 2007), pp. 274 - 315.

% Yevtushenko, Hsanosckue, verses 808-810 ('6e36pesxnas, MaTexHas, Poccun HexHas qyma’).

% Ibid., verse 836.
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Russian worker or peasant who is abused by the autocracy and has to defeat the system by
pretending to be the Fool. He is ‘canny — you’ll never buy him with lying tales’.!% His eyes

are ‘sly and lively, full of fun’.!°! In order to fool the ruler, Ivan chooses to hide his intelligence:

Hypakom ObITh He cymero. [lypakom st TPUTBOPIOCH.

VM HE IMPOCUTCA B OTJIACKY. Yto06 He BJIMTTHYTH MHC BIIPOCAK

sl cO3/laM TaKylo CKa3Ky, rae repoit — MBaH-nypak.

Ho npuaypky ¢ 6y6HOM, ¢ TISCKO# THI MEHs He ynoao6s. %

If the Fool can be considered folktale’s ‘most popular and most colourful’!% hero, Ivan
the Fool holds an even more particular place in Russian culture which especially values the
Fool’s qualities of near-divine simplicity.!* Yevtushenko’s poem perfectly captures Ivan’s
connection with the meek, humble and suffering Russian narod. Ivan is strong, as he claims:
‘Nothing’s going to get me down — I come of peasant stock’.!% Suffering does not weaken, but
rather empowers Ivan, his ‘orphaned’ back grows ‘wiser’ from the beatings.!%

In this regard, the persona of a fool certainly helps migrant writers to embody, but in a
highly idiosyncratic way, the cultural phenomenon that Beumers refers to as Russia’s new
‘hero of our time’, a gastarbeiter who fulfils the traditional Russian role of a victim asserting

moral superiority through suffering. Beumers argues that within this phenomenon, ‘what has

changed are the attributes of Russian identity; what has remained is the value of suffering,

190 Ibid., verses 786-789 (‘MBan-aypak yMeH, ia Tak, uTo He KyIHTh €r0 BPaHbeM').

191 Thid., verse 2.

192 Thid., verses 35-39.

' Sinyavsky, Ivan, p. 36.

104 Sinyavsky suggests that Ivanushko’s relation to the sacred is apparent in one particular story where
he saves a beautiful girl from a fire. The girl turns into a snake and becomes the Fool’s magic helper
and beloved wife. His apparent idiocy thus turns out as an indispensable condition of happiness — the
‘condition for the coming of divine or magic powers’ through the snake (Ivan, p. 36)

195 Yevtushenko, Mseanoeckue, verses 55-56 (‘51 oT XBOpoCTeli He CIIATy — KPECThSHCKOT0 pebpa’).
19 Thid., verses 19-20.
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meekness and passivity that has been inherent in Russian and Soviet culture’.!”” Beumers

summaries the attributes of a morally superior hero pervasive in Russian culture as follows:

In confrontations with the Other, or an enemy (as we can see in war/cold war films), the Russian
character is often ill-equipped and makes the best of what he has, but achieves his aims
triumphantly through determination and moral superiority. In other words: his heroism is defined
by an ability to sustain suffering, with all the cultural and philosophical links to kenoticism and
the Orthodox faith that follow.'%®

Indeed, Soviet satirist Mikhail Mishin has suggested that Russian recognize themselves in the
famous fairy-tale character Ivan the Fool.!%’ Svetlana Boym has explained Ivan’s appeal by the
fact that while he undertakes major heroic tasks, he has no idea how to survive byt [everyday
life], or ‘Russia’s cultural monster’.!'’ As Oliver Ready points out, post-Soviet authors have
often been drawn to precisely this model of the folk fool because he represents ‘the antithesis
of the Soviet idea of the active hero’.!!! Zara Abdullaeva has further elaborated this opposition,
suggesting that Ivan-the-Fool became a new underground culture hero of the Soviet period:
‘the innocent jokester sentenced to correctional labor is Ivan-the-Fool who has worked his way
up through endless ordeals to become a hero, even if only posthumously’.!'? As such, the Fool
resonates with the identities of emigre authors who present themselves as passive heroes in
their everyday struggles as immigrants, but retrospectively turn into active heroes through their
literary tricksterism.

Another related quality that links tricksterism and foolery with Bibish’s and Abgaryan’s

personae as seeming ‘new heroes’ of Russia is faux-naivete. As Kelly Cresap points out,

197 Beumers, ‘A “Hero™’, p. 176.

1% Ibid., p. 162.

19 Mikhail Mishin quoted in Svetlana Boym, ‘Soviet Everyday Culture: An Oxymoron?’, in Russian
Culture at the Crossroads, ed. by Dmitry N. Shalin (Colorado: Westview Press, 1996), pp. 157-184,
p. 157. The precise reference to Mishin’s work is absent from Boym’s study.

19 Boym, ‘Soviet Everyday’, p. 157.

"1 Oliver Ready, From Aleshkovsky to Galkovsky : The Praise of Folly in Russian Prose since the
1960s (unpublished doctoral thesis, University of Oxford, 2006), p. 19.

112 Zara Abdullaeva, ‘Popular Culture’, in Russian Culture, pp. 209-238, p. 224.
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literally naifs have historically served the function of ‘unwittingly revealing the injustices of a
system devised and perpetuated by those who embody the very qualities the naif lacks — urbane

sophistication, adult maturity, normal cognitive development’. '3 As Cresap adds:

The naif’s best ammunition against the system in which she or he is pitched is the sheer ability
not to understand it. Thus William Blake’s hapless chimney sweeps argue eloquently (in spite of
their speech impediments) against child labor laws, and Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Little Eva
propounds her case against the institution of slavery.'!*

Many of these qualities are shared by Bibish’s and Abgaryan’s personae, with an added
dimension of their playful tricksterism that is more characteristic of such versions of a fool as
Yevtushenko’s, or Lev Tolstoy’s Ivan. It is this tricksterism that allows Bibish and Abgaryan
not merely to assume the mask of a folktale fool that suggests their common cultural heritage
with Russian readers, but rather to appropriate this persona though ironic self-identification,
and thus ‘to conceptualize multiculturality and the preservation of vital, self-empowering

>115

cultural differences’’ > within a political environment committed to ethnic discrimination.

Bibish’s Tanyosewuya uz Xuewt, unu ucmopus npocmoodywinoi (2004)

Bibish [real name Hadjarbibi Siddikova] (born in 1965 in Khiva, Uzbekistan) is an Uzbek
writer holding Russian citizenship. She grew up in in a small village in Uzbekistan and moved
to Turkmenistan after her marriage. In the late 1990s, she and her family — her husband and
her two sons — emigrated to Moscow, where she published her first autobiographical novel

Tanyoswuya uz Xuswl, unu ucmopus npocmooywnou (2004). In the novel, Bibish recounts her

13 Kelly M. Cresap, Pop Trickster Fool. Warhol Performs Naivete (Champaign, IL: University of
[llinois Press, 2004), p. 45.

114 Cresap, Pop Trickster, p. 45.

15 Ammons and White-Parks, Tricksterism, p. X.
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experiences growing up in a patriarchal and religious hamlet in Uzbekistan, her survival from
two brutal gang rapes, one at the age of eight and one in her teenage years, her marriage and
emigration, and the challenges she faces in Russia — housing problems, her husband’s drinking
and gambling, and racism. Her second novel, Toxwoy ona npocmodywmnoii (2005), a sequel to
her autobiography, recounts Bibish’s experience in the Russian media after the spectacular
success of her debut novel.

Bibish’s experience of integrating in Russia differs significantly from that of the
Armenian author Abgaryan due to two main factors — the colour of her skin, and her broken
Russian. While Russians generally accept Ukrainians and Moldovans as their potential
neighbours, they, as well as all large ethnic groups populating Russia, are more hostile to
immigrants from the Caucasus and Central Asia.!'® Within the disadvantaged groups
themselves, Armenians are more integrated in Russia than Central Asians.'!” Madina
Tlostanova argues that Central Asians are ‘universally seen in modern-day Russia as dirt poor,
and are placed lowest on the scale of humanity’ to the point that their gender markers are
erased’.!'® ‘The so-called illegal women migrants’, Tlostanova adds, ‘have a status akin to
that of the African-American slaves: these women are seen as biologically female, yet
culturally and socially subhuman’.!!® When Bibish’s protagonist arrives in Moscow, her hair
immediately turns her into an exotic attraction, setting the scene for acts of racism that Bibish’s
protagonist encounters throughout the course of the novel.!?

As a creative artist from the Central Asian ‘periphery’, Bibish faces the additional task

of dealing with inherited Soviet perceptions of her culture as backwards and primitive. Again,

!16 Bessudnov, ‘Ethnic’, p. 567.

7 Jeff Sahadeo points out the ‘high levels of Armenian integration into Moscow’. See Jeff Sahadeo,
‘Druzhba Narodov or second-class citizenship? Soviet Asian migrants in a post-colonial world’,
Central Asian Survey, 26.4-5 (2007) 559-579 (p. 570).

¥ Tlostanova, ‘Postcolonial’, p. 41.

9 Ibid., p. 41.

120 Bibish, Tanyoswuya, p. 59.
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Abgaryan more easily escapes this pressure due to the prestige accorded to Armenian literature
in the Soviet era.'?! As the Soviet-era celebration of ‘natsional’nye’ [ethnic] cultures from the
‘periphery’ is revived within the post-colonial marketplace of the early twenty-first century,
old Orientalist prejudices have resurfaced.

This may seem a surprising contention, given that Bibish’s work has had enormous
success internationally: translations have been published in Great Britain, Italy, Poland, Japan,
USA, Canada, Bulgaria, Thailand, as well as in Braille format. Newsweek named the work
‘book of the year’ and situated it alongside Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code and Victor
Pelevin’s DPP.'?? But in Russia, notice from the literary establishment has been rather
ambiguous. The sole literary prize awarded to Bibish was ‘National Bestseller’, a recognition
of popular success rather than literary merit. In similar vein, the Russian media has branded
Bibish a ‘literary Cinderella’ and capitalised on her cultural background and rich life story. A
quick scan of the titles of articles dedicated to her reveals the sensationalising and exoticising
tendencies surrounding her person. These include: ‘TacrapGaiirepmia bubum: ot

123 ‘Ucnosenps «uypkm»’ 24, ‘Bubum — cBoOoaHas

IPEACMEPTHOM 3alMCKK 10 OecTceiepa
JKeHIMHa BocToka %, ‘BesrpamoTHas y30euka u3 riryxoro kunniaka® 26 and others.

Bibish received similar treatment on various popular Russian TV shows, an experience

which she recounts in her second book. One example is Bibish’s guest appearance in a cooking

12! These differences in perceptions were discussed in Chapter One.

122 petelin German, ‘actap6aiiteprua bubumi: oT npeacMepTHoi 3amucku 10 Gectcemtepa’, 2 June
2011 <https://sobesednik.ru/kultura-i-tv/gastarbaitersha-bibish-ot-predsmertnoi-zapiski-do-
bestsellera> [accessed 13 April 2018]

'3 German, ‘T'actap6aiitepia’.

124 Natalya Radulova, ‘Ucnoseas «aypku»’, Oconék, 22.4998, 3 June 2007
<https://www.kommersant.ru/doc/2298992> [accessed 3 September 2019]

125 Tatyana Lapatina, ‘bubumr — cBoOosHas sxenmuHa Bocroka’, [Ipussis, 10 June 2004
<https://www.prizyv.ru/2004/06/bibish-svobodnaya-zhenshhina-vostoka/> [accessed 3 September
2019]

126 Galina Yuzefovich, ‘bu6umn «Tok-I1loy as mpoctoaymHoity’, Psychologies
<http://www.psychologies.ru/archive/bibish-tok-shou-dlya-prostodushnoy/> [accessed 13 April
2018].
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show ‘Ha kyxne y Orapu’ (2011). At one point during the interview, melodramatic music
swells up and the host begins to nudge Bibish towards recounting her tragic experiences. He
tells Bibish that before meeting her, he believed her story to have been a fake, a story made up
by publishers (a common allegation levelled against Bibish), and that he was shocked to
discover that it was in fact originally meant to be a suicide note. Bibish sighs, exposing her
discomfort when talking about the sensational subject of her suicide, and then interrupts the
host, requesting if she can add something:

ﬂeno B TOM, YTO y MCHAI HC s OJHA NHCATCIIbHULIA, ¥ MCHI 6paT IIO9T IIECCHHUK U IIATh KHUT

BbIIJIO, B V30ekucrane OH OYEHb U3BECTHBII YETOBEK. OTCLI (bI/IJ'IOJ'IOF Y MCH4, €ro O0TcH OBLI

peaopecCupoBalH B CranuHCcKkue BpPCMCHA, TOXXC KHUI'Y HaAIIUCAJl. Ero OTCl, Ipamnpancna OBLI

CCKPLCTApeM U IMUCAPEM XWBHUHCKOI'O XaHa. [] Tax yumo xomena cKazams, 4mo s He oouka

mpaxkmopucma, ymooOwL Mens omkyda-mo us 2ﬂy6qul OEPEGHM BbLIMACKUBATIU U U3 MEHS 0enalu

Kakoti-mo Kommepuecxuii npoexm."*’

By stressing the fact that she comes from a long line of successful Uzbek intellectuals,
Bibish is rejecting the label of a provincial Cinderella, a savage who found success in the
metropole. She also explicitly rejects association with Soviet-era ‘civilisation of the
wilderness’ narratives such as the legendary Stakhanovite cotton-picking heroine Mamlakat
Nakhangova (1924-2003) from a Tajik village who became a central figure in Stalinist
propaganda after she met the leader in December 1935.!2% Bibish’s vexation at being
symbolically reincarnated as a new model of such a hero suggests the prevalence of the legacies
of Soviet multinational policies. Bibish shows resistance to being belittled or commodified as

well as a desire to reclaim her own agency, not to speak of radically confronting the obliteration

of her home territory from maps of post-Soviet civilised space. After all, her lack of fluency in

127 Otar Mujirishvili, Interview with Bibish, IIpuseie TB, ‘Ha Kyxue y Otapu’, B ['octax Bubuu
CunnukoBa, December 8, 2011, 11:14-12:29 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YwvNhXLkRr[>
[accessed 13 April 2018] (emphasis added).

'28 T would like to thank Catriona Kelly for pointing out this parallel.
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Russian notwithstanding, Bibish emigrated to Moscow with one degree already under her belt
and managed to complete a second degree in medicine in her host country.

While Bibish found an expressive voice in her autobiographical story, she also drew
detractors. Some members of the Union of Writers (like journalists) saw Bibish’s work as a
fabrication made up by her publisher,'” others demanded that her book be taken out of
circulation, arguing that Bibish’s lack of fluency in Russian was an insult to great Russian
literature.!*® Looking back on criticisms targeted at her, Bibish argues that her Russian
language skills do not define the level of her intelligence: ‘mucanu, uto HErpamoTHas. A 'y MeHs
Beiciiee oOpasoBanue Obuio. I TamkeHTCKUH TOCYHApCTBEHHBIM HHCTUTYT KYJBTYPBI
3akoHuMIa. Ho eciu s BIajero 4yXKuUM S3BIKOM IIJIOXO, TO 3TO HE 3HAYUT, YTO s IUIOXO
meiciio’. 131 Her comment once again suggests Bibish’s resistance to being labelled a primitive
émigrée.

In her autobiographies, Bibish subverts Orientalist labels by appropriating them through
trickster-foolery. The mask of a performer, rogue and a clown acquires a particularly special
element of transgression for the female trickster persona of Bibish due to the author’s
experience of growing up in a society that considered dancing and singing, i.e. performance,
as ‘shameful’ activities for women.!3? Because Bibish’s stance is defiant or subversive within
her own culture, she is able to shift and turn her apparent ‘foolishness’ into subversion in
Russian culture also. As an independent spirited young girl who loves to express herself in
public, most notably through dancing and acting, Bibish becomes a true outcast in her
conservative, patriarchal hamlet in Uzbekistan. At home, she is ‘coBcem uyxas’ as she cannot

tolerate the stifling rules of her family, unlike her obedient younger sister who suffers in silence

129 See for instance a public speech against Bibish by a member of the Union of Writers Svetlana
Baranova, September 23, 2014 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=84EEFEyiKgQ> [accessed
January 2018]

130 Radulova, ‘Mcrosesb «aypKu»’.

3! German, ‘Tacrap6aiitepmra'.

132 Bibish, Tanyoswuya, p. 41, p. 91.
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and eventually commits suicide.!** When Bibish defies societal norms by appearing on TV,
first as part of a dance concert, and then as an extra in a film, she automatically acquires the
tag of a ‘clown’. Upon seeing Bibish, people in the streets begin to shout, ‘Bot uner aprucrka!
Kakoe GeccthincTBO, THI omo3opuia Bcex Hac! B Hamem cene emie He ObLJIO KIOYHOB, Th
nepsas!’.!3* People in town gossip that Bibish is not a virgin, that she dares to dance.
Neighbours forbid their daughters to befriend her. Male relatives invade her house to cause
scenes about her.!?> Bibish is even deemed a deranged person who needs to be cured and put
back into order, and her family takes her to a tomb known for curing mentally ill people.!'*¢
And yet, despite her traumas (surviving two brutal gang rapes) and her recurring suicidal states,
Bibish persists in her rebellion, ‘s, HeCMOTpsi HU Ha YTO, IPOAOJIKATA )KUTh TaK, KaK CYMTANA
Hyx)HbIM 17

The very act of writing, which is itself also a type of performance, thus turns into an act
of double rebellion on the part of the author as she appropriates the derogatory title of a clown
and employs it to her advantage by moulding her fictional persona. Interestingly, in her second
book, Bibish reveals that as a child, she used to adore her drama class where she played
),138

numerous roles, including the role of Baba-Yaga (one of the few Russian female tricksters

and vicariously experienced the lives of her characters.'*® Her grandmother often told her

133 Bibish, Tox woy, p. 201.

B4 Ibid., p. 42.

5 Ibid., p. 119.

136 Bibish, Tanyoswuya, p. 44.

57 Ibid., p. 42.

3% According to Mark Lipovetsky, ‘the necessary presence of transgression in the trickster’s behavior
can explain why there are so few female characters in the gallery of Soviet tricksters [...]. Since the
trickster must remain attractive despite being a transgressor, the patriarchal nature of Soviet culture
makes itself known in a moral double standard: the same transgressions that guarantee the appeal of a
male trickster render impossible the positive reception of a woman-trickster who, if she appears at all,
acquires a negative tint—Baba Yaga, as a rule played by a man [...], the fox Alisa from Aleksei
Tolstoy’s Zolotoi kliuchik, or old Shapokliak from Roman Kachanov’s Cherburashka cartoon series’.
Lipovetsky, Charms, pp.31-32. Among female tricksters of post-Soviet culture, one might identify
Victor Pelevin’s A Xymu (A Khuli), a fox-werewolf shapeshifter, in Ceswyennas knuea obopomns
(2004).

139 Bibish, Tox woy, p. 94.
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stories and legends.'#? She loved fairy tales to such an extent that she dreamed of becoming a

heroine of a story of her own.!!

It therefore seems even more plausible that Bibish would
deploy her artistic skills towards performing her literary persona.

Indeed, the title of Bibish’s second book, Tox woy dns npocmoodywmnoti, suggests that
Bibish is both playing up to her image as a sensational click-bait for the media, and ironically
re-appropriating the limelight on her own terms, in her own ‘show’. Within her performance,
she appears as a new Russophone, or gastarbeiter, version of the Russian hero. It is significant
in this regard that, at one point, Bibish explicitly identifies with a popular character from Soviet
cinema. Bibish recounts her failed attempts at fulfilling her dream of appearing on Russian TV.
Reflecting on her rejections, the author compares herself to the protagonist of /Ipuxooume
3aempa (1963), Frosya Burlakova, a girl from the Russian countryside who attempts to win an
audition with the dean of a Moscow university. By making allusions to characters that would
be familiar to Russian readers, Bibish suggests her common cultural code with Russians, and
thus her suitability as a new Russian hero.

On a certain level, Bibish requires no effort in suggesting the similarities of her persona
with a simple, innocent, happy-go-lucky fool. Though falling victim to life’s injustices and
racist detractors, she remains kind, and is ultimately rewarded with success, akin to the Fool.
As Sinyavsky points out, ‘[e]veryone despises the Fool, everyone laughs at him, even thrashes
him. In his own family, he is an outcast’, and yet he succeeds against all odds.!*? On the other

hand, the fool sometimes plays the part of a conjurer, performing tricks of a sort to amuse and

divert the crowd, and thus bringing to the folktale a playfulness that belongs to the

90 Ihid., p. 101.
141 Ibid.. p. 95.
42 Sinyavsky, Ivan, p. 36.
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entertainment genre.!#?

This is where the performative aspects of Bibish’s persona are most
evident. Her book is peppered with anecdotes that are self-depreciating for comic effect.

In her comic anecdotes, Bibish presents herself as a silly, clumsy country-bumpkin and
usually directly addresses the reader - ‘cmemno, npaBaa?’. For instance, she recounts how
once, when looking for a friend in a hospital she misreads the sign ‘Tpaypusiii 3an’ as
‘rporyapubiii’ and has an unexpected encounter with dead bodies.!** She faints and wakes up
in a hospital wing where the nurse tells her off for being ‘rnymeimka GesrpamorHas’.!
Similarly, the narrator describes how, upon her emigration to Moscow, little differences, such
as buying her bus ticket in a ticket machine throw her off, or when, fascinated by such novelties
as cash machines, she self-belittlingly comments: ‘[x]oiro urpana, ”HTEpeCHO ke 17l TAKOTO
epBOOBLITHOTO YeNoBeka, Kak s!°.14¢ In another example, Bibish recounts how she falls victims
to pranks in Russia. In one particularly embarrassing and obscene prank, Bibish is misled into
thinking that a lecturer is someone who checks the students’ sex. Naively following the
pranksters’ instructions, she lies down on the lecture hall table, naked waist-down, her legs
wide apart, awaiting to be examined by the lecturer! 47

The very subtitle of Bibish’s book informs the readers that what they behold is ‘a story
of a simple soul’ (ucropust nmpocroaymnoii). Throughout the books, Bibish alludes to the
subtitle through calling herself such epithets as a silly five year-old girl, a dummy [nynnyxk],
‘mypouka’ and others.!*® All these self-belittling epithets would evoke to the Russian readers

the childish, ridiculous, foolish, ambiguously meek or holy-foolish characters, such as

Dostoevsky’s Myshkin, Sonya, Alyosha and others, further reinforcing Bibish’s connection to

3 Ibid., p. 45.

44 Bibish, Tox woy, p. 20.

5 Ibid., p. 21.

146 Bibish, Tanyoswuya, p. 62.

7 Ibid., p. 72.

'8 Bibish, Tox woy, p. 45; p. 47; p. 139.
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Russian heroes.!#

In her interviews too, Bibish has strategically over-identified with denigrating and racist
stereotypes directed at Central Asian immigrants in Russia through such as claims as ‘kax 1,
4ypKa, cTaja TaKoM 3HaMEHUTOM, He nmonumaro’,'>0 or ‘51, uépnas xenmuua, u3 Uykuacrana,

151 Tn those instances, one is never

psSMO MEHS 3aperUCTPUPOBANIU [Ha paboTy], BOT 00anIeTh.
sure whether Bibish is being ironic, sarcastic, or plainly self-deprecating. Her approach echoes
a peculiar type of late socialist humour based on the aesthetics of the absurd, or stiob, most
notably examined by Alexei Yurchak. Differing from sarcasm or derision, stiob involved ironic
overidentification with the ideological symbols or dominant discourses that were being
exposed within stiob ’s performative discourse, ‘often to the point that it was almost impossible
to tell whether the symbols were supported or subverted by subtle ridicule’.!52 As Slavoj Zizek
has argued, over-identification with the system, rather than its ironic imitation, frustrates it by
bringing to light its ‘obscene superego underside’, thus suspending its efficiency.'”® By
invoking the aesthetics of stiob Bibish is also subverting the logic of the Russian Orientalist
discourse in her interviews. In her fiction, however, Bibish’s espousal of stiob breaks the mould
of her tricksterism, as the features of stiob go beyond privileging one exclusive mode of
ironisation, in this case, mere over-identification.

As part of her clownish foolery, Bibish appears to be ‘betray[ing] to the public a personal

life, down to its most private and prudent little secrets’,!>* especially in her first book. But she

149 Colonel Rostanev in Dostoevsky’s ‘Ceno CTenanuukoBo u ero oburarenu’ (1859) is comparable to
Ivan the Fool, and, by extension, Bibish’s persona. The eponymous hero in Dostoevsky’s ‘Ilon3ynkos’
(1848) also resembles Bibish in his proneness to self-belittlement and self-ridicule.

130 Radulova,‘UcnoBes «aypKm»’.

151 Bibish, interview, ‘T'naBusrii I epoit’, HTB, 2009, 3:10-3:18
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DaAGfWTkCK8&t=55s> [accessed 2 September, 2019].

152 Alexei Yurchak, ‘Gagarin and the Rave Kids: Transforming Power, Identity, and Aesthetics in the
Post-Soviet Night Life’, in Consuming Russia: Popular Culture, Sex, and Society Since Gorbachev, ed.
by Adele Barker (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1999), pp.76-109 (p.84).

153 Slavoj Zizek, “Why are Laibach and NSK Not Fascists?”, in The Universal Exception: Selected
Writings, Volume Two (London: Continuum, [1993] 2006), pp. 63-66.

154 Bakhtin, ‘The Functions’, p. 163.
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also appears to be making a conscious choice ‘to confuse, to tease, to hyperbolise’.!>* In her
second biographical novel, Bibish teases the readers, suggesting that they might have been
misled into a false sense of security in terms of her persona, which they think they can grasp,
but which eludes them: ‘U BbI He gymaiite, UTO 5 OTKpHUIa BaM Bce CBOU TaiiHbl. Het, Moun
noporue’.!%% Her playful persona often directly addresses the reader to emphasise that we may
never see the real face behind the mask of a seemingly naive, and sometimes even racially
primitive, hero. The readers thus begin to wonder whether the striking frankness of her first
autobiographical account is merely an illusion formed by an unreliable narrator. In the second
book, Bibish also reveals details of her life that were misconstrued, or hidden in the first part,
most notably the episode where her husband left her for another woman for ten years. This
element of professed unreliability acquires a special significance for Bibish’s trickster persona
as it directly touches upon its foundational facet — a seeming naivety characteristic of such
heroes as Ivan the Fool.

Indeed, when Bibish’s mask of a happy-go-luck Ivan slips, the narrator becomes a
subversive, rebellious character similar to Yevtushenko’s trickster Ivan. In these moments,
Bibish shakes the readers from the illusion of a common cultural code and suggests her texts’
postcolonial dynamics. After all, as Yevtushenko’s Ivan warns, without political subtext, his

performance would be no more than mere clownery:

OTO TAKKO - MPUTBOPATCA MYKHWYIKOM a IMPOCTAYKOM,

" OIMACHO NPUAYPATHCA: BAPYT J1da CTAaHCIIb JypauyKOM,

HO 3aTO MMOTOM 3aCTaBHUIIb I'OPBKO KAaATHCA B BCKaX

BCECX, KOIro Tel CaM 00CTaBHIIb ¥ OCTABUIIIL B ;[ypaKaX...157

15 Ibid., p. 163.
156 Bibish, Tox woy, p. 181.
57 Yevtushenko, Hsanosckue, verses 56-60.
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To some extent, it can be said that Bibish challenges the authorities, and the State, as
Yevtushenko’s Ivan does. Most notably, she emphasises that she has personally suffered from
Soviet exploitation. Bibish exposes the destructive effects of the communist system on Uzbek
people, and women in particular, as part of the forced monoculture across Soviet Central Asia,
in a chapter dedicated to cotton farming. The author recounts how she and her mother worked
long hours in extreme conditions under bullying supervisors in reward of dismal or no payment
in order to fulfil the unrealistically high demands of agricultural plans set by Moscow.
Ironically, Bibish compares agricultural work under collectivisation to serfdom, implying that
the exploitation under the tsarist regime persisted in the guise of the civilising rhetoric under
the communists:

B OpexxneBckue BpemeHa B Y30ekucTane OblI CBOH IUIaH — MsATh MWIIHOHOB ToH! [lonmpmOyit

BBITIOIHH!

3a C60p XJIOIIKA IUIATHIM KOTIEHKH HIIH B006H_Ie He miaTtwin. Ham TPpYA COBCEM HC LCHUIICA.
Ho mnan Bcerna tpeboBainu . [...] Bce momua paboranu. Kak nmpu kpernoctHom mpase! [...]

I/IHOFI[a J0 Hadajia ):[eKa6p$I 3aACPIKUBAJIN HAC HA XJIOIIKC. Tlonsa YK€ IyCThIC, a yﬁTH HaM HE
paspelany, 1Moka ‘cBepxy IpHKa3 HE MOCTYHNHUT. A IOTOM y3Haia s, 4yTo yxe B Poccum Ha

OOIBILINX CKJIagax 3TOT XJIOIIOK I'HHII. Ham a,Z[CKI/Iﬁ TpyAd IIporaaaln. Tor):[a KOMY 3TO OBLIO

Hy)kHO? YTOOBI HAYATLHUKN Y30€KUCTaHa MOTJIA OTPAlOPTOBATh HaYallbHUKaM B MOCKBe, Tak,
158
uTo au?

While offering frank accounts of her difficult experiences, Bibish’s literary persona
eschews any type of self-victimisation whether in relation to the Soviet, post-Soviet or indeed
her local (‘national’) systems. In maintaining her integrity, she resists joining the cultural
establishment that propagates stereotypes of the oppressed migrant. The persona of a trickster,
quintessentially liminal by nature, becomes especially useful in this regard as it emphasises
Bibish’s refusal to label her national belonging in clear terms within the schema of the Russian

coloniser/ Central Asian colonised, or the local male oppressor/ local female oppressed binary.

158 Bibish, Tanyoswuya, p. S1.
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Bibish stresses the fact that her cultural belonging is steeped in liminality and
ambivalence. Despite her challenges in Russia, Bibish, who now lives in Turkey, claims that
she will always remain faithful to her Russian friends and remain a Russian citizen until her
death, ‘o10 neno npunmuna’.!>® Her friend, Russian journalist Irina Dubyneva, has even
suggested her supranational identity: ‘OHa MHE BCe BpeMsi TOBOPUT, s HE JTFO0ITI0 y30€KOB, 5 HE
Xx0uy OBITh y30€UKOH, 51 He y30€uKa, 51, TOBOPHT, BOT B AyIIe PyccKas. ... BooOIe MHe KaxeTcst
OHa )KUBET BHE BCAKMX PEJIUTHMN, BHE BCAKUX YCIOBHOCTEH, BHE BCIKUX HallMOHAIbHOCTEH 160
And yet, Bibish’s autobiographical account does manifest her pride in her nation. She notes all
the famous people from her province, and the fact that the only medal that Lenin ever received
in his life was given to him by her compatriots in Khiva.!¢!

Bibish resists paying lip-service to Orientalist stereotypes of her country and associating
Uzbekistan simply with repressive sexual mores and Russia with a liberating narrative. Her
summary of her life in Uzbekistan, ‘B 0gHOM OYeHb PEIUTHMO3HOM MECTEUKE CO CBOUMH
OecIToNaIHBIMUA, CYPOBBIMU 3aKOHAMH, OObIYAsMHU, TYPHBIMH M UYyJHBIMH B3[JIAJAMH Ha
*u3Hb’, shows both resentment and admiration of the Eastern, Khivan way of life, both
wondrous and oppressive.'®? Certainly, once in Moscow, Bibish finds partial personal
fulfilment as a woman. She realises her dream of dancing without being policed, even if the
location is a club which underpays her and commodifies her culture. If before, she felt that her

163

life was being wasted, that she lived ‘mumo »xwu3nu’,'°” in Russia she can finally become

159 Boris Voitsekhovsky, ‘“Moii [1pagen beun [Tucapem Xusunckoro Xana!”’, MOCJIEHTA, 14 March,
2018 <https://moslenta.ru/city/moi-praded-byl-pisarem-khivinskogo-khana.htm > [accessed 15 April
2018].

10 yevgeny Blagodaryaschev, programme on Bibish, ‘Ha s3bike cepama: Bbu6um. JlexapcTBo oT
kceHoooun’, 1:39-2:01 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rUpvJJiO Ao> [accessed 5 September
2019]

16! Bibish, Taumyoswuya, p. 8; Bibish, Tox wioy ons npocmooywmoii (Saint-Petersburg: Azbuka-
Klassika, 2005), p.60.

162 Bibish, Tanyoswuya, p. 7.

163 Abgaryan, ITonaexaswas., p. 91.
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independent — not just sexually, but in terms of enjoying cultural activities such as dance and

cinema:

s paHbLIC MOAYUHAIACH 6paTB$IM, POACTBCHHUKAM, KOTOPLIC 3allpCllajii MHC TaHIICBATh, NICTh,
BCTPCUATHCA C [TAPHAMU, XOOAUTH B KUHO ... . V Mmens paHbLIC CBOEH JKHU3HU HE OBLIO. BpaTLSI BCC
BpEMs yKa3bIBaJIW, YTO HAAO0 A€JaThb, 4 UYTO HC HAJ0. Onu CTpaliHo 0OsTUCH CILIETEH. A s OblIa
mpocCTo I[eBO‘IKOIZ, KOTOpasd O4YCHb XOTCJIa TAHLICBATh. W HUKTO MCHS HE l'IOHI/IMa.]'I.164

And yet, Bibish’s account of her rebellious youth emphasises the fact she is an agent of
her own fate and is not awaiting liberation by others. Not much changes in terms of gender
hierarchy in Bibish's domestic sphere after her emigration. In this respect, it is significant that
the author includes a life story of her mother-in-law in her own autobiography. In many ways,
the mother-in-law fits the stereotype of a downtrodden, submissive Eastern woman. When she
tells Bibish her life story, she recalls her visit to a sanatorium in Sochi where she is diagnosed
with breast cancer. The doctor who examines her is not surprised by the bad state of her health,
explaining that ‘Toneko u3 Cpenueii A3uu exyT Takue 3amynieHHbIe KeHuub. % After her
illness, her husband begins cheating on her, but she continues placing herself in the background
and calmly tolerates her husband’s infidelities. After hearing her mother-in-law’s story, and
presumably finding parallels with her own biography, Bibish muses ‘ckoibko e npuxoaurcs
eHmuHam Teprets!’. 1% What is important here is that Bibish’s comment generalises her
mother-in-law’s troubles into the global fate of women more generally, not limiting oppression
to the ‘Orient’.

Similarly, when a female relative comes to Bibish to complain about her husband’s
violence, she is outraged when she is not met with the degree of sympathy that she expected
from a supposedly downtrodden Oriental woman such as Bibish. When Bibish explains that

3

she too is beaten, but that she tolerates her husband’s behaviour, the relative scolds her: ‘—

164 Bibish. Tanyoswuya, p. 90.
16 Ibid., p. 133.
166 Ibid., p. 137.
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Kaxk ato moxHo Tepners! Tosbko 3T0r0 He XBarajno! Oto y Bac Ha BocToke Tepmsr, a 31ech
Poccus!’.!%” To her exclamation, Bibish calmly replies that a father figure is irreplaceable — ‘s
HE MOI'y M3-3a KaKOM-TO pyr'aHH Pa3BECTUCh U ACTEU CUPOTaMHU clenaTh. JleTsM OTel| HyKEH.
PoaHOro 0TIia HUKTO He MOKeT 3aMeHuTh .!% She again distances herself from the East/West
binary and rationalises her conscious choice as a product of pragmatism, rather than inherent
weakness in the face of male oppression. But of course, by any standards, this is an extremely
problematic decision.

In both instances, Bibish deliberately rejects the label of an oppressed female immigrant
who becomes civilised in the metropolis and consciously rejects gender assimilation on
Russian terms. She thus escapes straightforward categorisation and disturbs what Tlostanova
describes as the binary of assimilation and negation prevalent in post-Soviet Russian discourses
on women migrants. '® Moreover, she does this by consistently employing an ironic, self-
parodying stance akin to stiob in the receiving culture, so that her interlocutors are left in

constant doubt about what she really means.

Narine Abgaryan’s Ilonaexaswana (2011)

Narine Abgaryan was born on 14 January 1971 in the Armenian town Berd, on the border with
Azerbaijan. She graduated from Yerevan Bryusov State University of Languages and Social
Sciences with a degree in Russian language and literature education. In the 1990s, at the height
of Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, her native town repeatedly came under attack and she was

forced to move to Moscow. After arriving in Moscow in 1994, she worked in various secretarial

17 Ibid., p. 213.
168 Ibid., p. 213.
169 Tlostanova, Gender, p. 187.



178

jobs before becoming a writer.!’® Currently, she lives in Russia but holds Armenian citizenship.
Unlike Bibish, whose home-country showed no interest in publishing her works, Abgaryan is
a popular author in both Armenia and Russia.

Like most post-Soviet/colonial writers, Abgaryan struggles to define her national identity
in straightforward terms, but she also deliberately situates her cultural belonging in the realm
of ambivalence characteristic of migrant writing. She defines herself as a ‘Russophone writer
of Armenian descent’ and interestingly, despite her Armenian origin, claims to find it more
comfortable to write in Russian: ‘Y nuButenbHOe A€0, 1 OKOHYMIIA ApMSHCKYIO IIKOIY, HO 5
HE MOT'Y ITHCATh HAa apMSHCKOM, K cokajeHuto. KoMy-To gaHo HammcaTh 1o pyccKuil, KoMy-TO
10 apMsAHCKMI. MHe He mosy4aercs, s nbitanack. 1103ToMy s apMAHCKUI NHcaTellb, TAKOU
3acaaHHbIi Ka3a4ok B Poccuro’.!7! At the same time, while expressing regret about her inability
to write in Armenian, Abgaryan also highlights that her bilingualism leads to the linguistic
hybridity of her thought-process, a ‘wonderful quality’ [yausurensHoe kayectso]'’? which
adds a distinguishing cultural flair to her work. She describes this quality as follows:

Ectb Y MCHA OJJHA CTpaHHasA (I)I/IIHKEI. 000 MHE 4acTo TOBOPAIT, UYTO A IMUIILY HAa CaMOM [JI€JIC HC

PYCCKHI TEKCT, i MUILYy apMSIHCKUH TEKCT MPOCTO PYCCKUMH CIOBaMH. Tak Kak 51 OWIHMHIB, 3TO

BUIUMO OJAa€T KAaK-TO O cebe 3HaTb, 1 IOTOM y MCHA CTpAaHHAsA LITYKa, KOrJa A MUILY pYCCKHfI

TCKCT, Y MCHS MOXKCT NOACTPOUYHHUKOM 3BYUYUT aprIHCKHfI. I/IHOFI[EI TaKoO€ 6BIBaeT, 4ToO s HEC MOTY

IMOCTPOUTH (bpa3y Ha pyYCCKOM, i €€ JOAYMbIBAIO HAa apMAHCKOM, a4 U TIOTOM IICPCBOKY. BI/II[I/IMO

9TO MMpeaacT HGKOTOpBIf/i Ha]_[I/IOHaHLHBIf/i KOJIOPHT. ! AyMaro, 4TO B 9TOM CCKPCT. 173

Abgaryan thus evades a clear definition of her literary language and very consciously
plays up the linguistic specificities of her native language for commercial advantage. In

addition, she is seemingly opting for an exotic-sounding Russian, an equivalent to ‘Indian

English’ or even the sort of Ukrainian English in Jonathan Safran Foer’s writings. Through

170 Narine Abgaryan, biography on Bookmix, ‘Hapuu» A6rapsu - Buorpapus, BuGmuorpadus,
Okpannzanun, Harpagsr’ <https://bookmix.ru/authors/index.phtml?id=350> [accessed 15 June 2018].
7! Narine Abgaryan interviewed on Rau TV, 23:58-24:19.

172 Abgaryan on Rau TV, 9:14 - 9:16.

'73 Narine Abgaryan, interview, Uuraii-ropog, 24:27 — 24:44.
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such textual strategies as inter-language and appropriation, postcolonial writers can subvert
imperial cultural formations, such as the imposition of the language of the coloniser at the
expense of rendering the native language unprivileged.!” However, one cannot say that
Abgaryan is employing such linguistic strategies for political reasons in her autobiography.
Perhaps this is not only due to her commercial priorities, or the level of her assimilation, or
‘russification’, but also to her ambiguous perception of Russia as a coloniser.

Tonaexaswas describes the period of Abgaryan’s life that she is extremely fond of, a
‘coBepiieHo 300Toe Bpemsi’ — the period when she first came to Moscow and worked in a
currency exchange bureau in the hotel Intourist.'’> The twenty-three-year-old narrator tells her
own story by interweaving it with those of her female colleagues in the bureau. She claims that
she considers herself lucky for having met people who made her acculturation in Russia a
smooth process, in particular her colleagues — ‘3amedarenbHBINA, CMENIHON, HEBEPOSTHBIN
sagopubiii kowtexktus’.!’® It is unlikely, however, that Abgaryan's positive experiences of
emigration can be exclusively attributed to luck. Indeed, when asked whether she found it
difficult to integrate in Russian society, since ‘Bce-Taku apMsiHE M PYCCKHE 3TO pa3HbIN
MEHTAJMTET, pa3Hble Tpaguuuu?’, Abgaryan admits that emigrants in Russia used to be more
accepted in the nineties when Russia still preserved some of its Soviet spirit of druzhba
narodov.'”” She recalls that when she arrived in Moscow, the post-Soviet space was still once

of a common culture where everyone spoke the same language, read the same books and had

174 Bill Ashcroft, Helen Tiffin and Gareth Griffiths, The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice In
Post-Colonial Literatures, 2nd edn (New York: Routledge, 2002) p. 203.

'75 Narine Abgaryan, interview, uploaded by Valery Myalo, 'Hapune A6rapsu - Jlaypear ITpemunu
‘Pyxommck I'oma’ April 5, 2011, 9:15-9:17 <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PxWg3M88eFA>
[accessed 11 April 2018].

176 Abgaryan, interview, Valery Myalo, April 5, 2011, 9:03-9:07.

77 Abgaryan’s response fits with Jeff Sahadeo’s findings on how ‘[t]he Soviet experience of common
citizenship produced numerous migrants in interviews who saw no borders separating them from ‘their’
capital, with Leningrad and Moscow serving as the realization of druzhba narodov, offering complete
equality to all citizens of the USSR’. Although Sahadeo also notes that ‘a perception of being privileged
in Moscow did not always equal personal satisfaction’. Sahadeo, ‘Druzhba Narodov’, p. 570.



180

more or less the same social background, which made her feel that she was merely coming to
the capital of her hometown [cronuiy noka eme poaunsi], rather than a foreign country.!”8
Abgaryan thus indicates her national affiliation to the wider Soviet world, even after its
dissolution, by seeing Russia as her ‘pomuna’.!” Although she bears in mind the differences in
class and education, she still expresses her belief that the experiences of post-Soviet emigrants
were uniformly positive: ‘s yBepeHa, 4TO €ClM Thl NMpHE3KACHIb B IOpoj C JIOO0BBIO U
NPUHUMACHIb TAKUM KaKoW OH €CTh, HE CTapaclibcs MOJUIaUTh Mo ceOsl, MOHUMAEIIb ero
NpaBUiIa, C YBAXCHUEM OTHOCHILLCS K €r0 TPAAHLUSAM, TO OH Te€0sl MPUHUMAET, M10-IPyTOMYy
He MOKeET ObITh .80

However, it is doubtful that Abgaryan and other post-Soviet emigrants had ‘more or less’
similar backgrounds, as she suggests. Abgaryan is from a middle-class family where she was
immersed in Russian culture and gained impeccable knowledge of the dominant language of
her future host country. Her emigration was not prompted by dire economic conditions back
home, but rather by a promise of better employment opportunities.!8! Abgaryan can therefore
be considered a highly skilled migrant whose chances of successful integration were
advantaged by predetermination. Furthermore, it seems rather naive to suggest that one’s
positive approach to emigration, accepting the city with love and respect etc., can guarantee
successful integration. Indeed, that Abgaryan’s optimistic version of the migrant experience is
optimistic to plain erroneous is clearly demonstrated by the case of Bibish.

The title of Abgaryan’s novel invokes a commonly used disparaging verbal noun used to
stigmatise immigrants. By referring to herself as ‘nonaexasmas’, one of the people who have

‘flooded in’, the author is ironically distancing herself from Russian culture’s values and is

'78 Narine Abgaryan, interview, Uuraii-ropos, January 14, 2017, 36:41-37:34
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=so1 V66fFV-4> [accessed 11 April 2018]
7 Narine Abgaryan, interview, Uuraii-ropos, 37:31 - 37:35.

%0 Tbid., 38:02 - 38:15.

81 Tbid., 36:35 - 36: 42.
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ironising stereotyping. She also challenges the term’s assumptions by turning its negative
connotations into a positive trait of her persona through her appropriation of it. A similar self-
positioning is suggested by the cover of her book (Figure 7). The protagonist, looking rather
childlike, is depicted with exaggerated features, in particular a prominent nose, and with a
suitcase in hand, to suggest her ironic over-identification with a stereotypical image of a naive
Armenian immigrant. Yet both the title and the cover suggest the limits of positioning oneself
as an emigre author. In fact, later (2015) editions of the novel by the same publisher, ACT,
describe the work as ‘rparmxkomuueckas uctopus o mokopeHun Mocksbl’, suggesting the
work’s positioning within a tradition of light-hearted and bittersweet, Orientalist Soviet
narratives on migration, most notably exemplified by Georgy Danelia’s film Mimino (1977).
Likely due to these pressures of navigating the literary demands of a specifically prescribed
genre, Abgaryan describes the novel as her least favourite work, and one that she probably

would not publish in hindsight.!8?

182 <Ceifuac, s1 GBI He CTaNa ee U3/aBaTh, IOTOMY YTO 3TO BCE-TakM COOPHUK GaeK, 3TO camasi Ha CaMOM
Jerne ouorpaduyeckas MOsi KHHKKA, IOTOMY YTO TaM BOT BCE TOKyMEHTAIBHO. 1 ObI HE cKa3ana, 4To
npsMo el goBoJdbHa’ — Abgaryan declares. Narine Abgaryan, interview, Uuraii-ropoa, 12:00 — 12:15.
In her subsequent novels, Jlrou, xomopwie écecda co mnou [People Who Are Always with Me]
(Moscow: ACT, 2014) and C neba ynanu mpu sionoxa [Three Apples Fell from the Sky] (Moscow:
ACT, 2015), Abgaryan paints striking portraits of Armenian pastoral life with elements of magic
realism reminiscent of such postcolonial works as Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s One Hundred Years of
Solitude (1967), one of Abgaryan’s favourite books (as she notes in Uuraii-ropon, 5:13-5:15) . In these
works, Abgaryan experiences much more boldly with postcolonial linguistic strategies such as glossing,
and interlanguage.
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Figure 7. Cover of Narine Abgaryan's l[lonaexaswasn (Moscow: ACT, 2011)
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And yet, while less explicitly political, Abgaryan’s postcolonial tricksterism is often as
subversive as Bibish’s. Abgaryan deconstructs her identity as an inferior Other by first
seemingly exoticising herself within the role of a naive fool, and then highlighting how Soviet
culture itself is subjected to Orientalist discourse in relation to the West. The setting of the
novel, a hotel, is a cultural melting pot which heightens the protagonist’s and indeed other
characters’ consideration of questions related to both national and gender identity. The
employees encounter people of various nationalities and walks of life whom they might not
have otherwise encountered in a country so recently opened to the Western world. In this new
world, not only emigrants, but Russians themselves are questioning their status as ‘Others’ to

the West.
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Initially, Abgaryan seemingly internalises Russian Orientalism by exoticising both

herself and her compatriots in her novel. Emigrating to Moscow and working at /ntourist turns

the protagonist into a Z-list celebrity in the eyes of her compatriots and she becomes inundated

by visits of other emigrants from her town. The epigraph of a story where she describes her

visitors is fittingly taken from Georgian director Georgy Danelia’s film Mimino (1977), a

quintessential example of light-hearted fictional self-exoticisation and self-parody, and a

hugely popular film right across the USSR.!®3 While explaining that the protagonist’s

countrymen stand out from the crowd, the narrator also exaggerates their apparent exoticism

through comic excess:

I'octu ¢ rop He OCTaBIUIM PaBHOAYIIHBIMH HUKOTO — HH OXpaHy, HU paOOTHHUKOB OOMEHHUKA,
HU MHOCTPaHHBIX TypHUCTOB. Iloromy uto ecnu g I[loHaexaBiiei 1Be OrpoOMHBIE BOJIOCATHIE
HO3/pH MOA KeNKoi — 370 11 Pasmuk, oten ogHokIaccHuKa ["apuka, TO sl HEUCKYIIEHHBIX
CEBEPHBIX JKUTENEH 3TO TPOIJIOAUT U «DOXKE K Thl MOH, UTO 3TO ObLTO?!». OmATH XKe, ecau Ha
(oHEe U3BMUIMCTON TOPHOW JOPOTU CYXOHBKMII My)KUMHA B Kypry3oM IMHUHXKauke [sic] moBepx
BS3aHOW JKWJIETKM M B OpIOKax, 3allpaBJCHHBIX B LIEPCTAHBIE HOCKH, CMOTpENCS BIIOJHE
OpraHuyHo, TO B (oiie rocTuHULBI «THTYpUCT» OH BBI3BIBAJ CaMble POTUBOPEUYHUBHIE YYBCTBA.
OT cTpemiieHUs] COPOBAIUTh HE3aMEUIMTEILHO BOCBOSACH 10 KEJaHUS MOAONTH MOOIIKE H

PacCMOTpeTh YyTh 1M He B jymy.'*

The protagonist feels embarrassed for her compatriots not only for their apparel, but also

their behaviour. ‘[lonaexapias 6eCKOHEUHO MEpeXHBalIa 3a CBOUX 3eMJISIKOB. BecTu ce0s kak

CTOJIMYHBIC IITYYKHU OHU KATCTOPHUICCKHU HC YMCIIN: Pa3roBapruBalii TOJIbBKO KPUKOM, aKTUBHO

JKCCTHUKYJIMPOBAJIN, CTOSAIIN PYKH B OOKH M OTYASTHHO CTpaaajin OT TOr0 KOJIMYCCTBA OACKbI,

KOTOPYIO IIPUXOAMIOCH HOCHTH B pycckue Moposbl.” 5 When one of them approaches her,

feeling embarrassed, she immediately takes him away into a faraway corner of the hotel,

‘mojabiie oT JIH0oNbLITHRIX I1a3’. 186 She justifies this action as being necessarily for sparing

183 «

— Tans, kto Takas TeTst Huna u3 TOunucu, Thl HEe 3HACIIE?

— He 3Haro.

— U s ne 3na10.” (Abgaryan, [lonaexaswas, p. 107)
'8 Abgaryan, Ilonaexaswas. p. 107.
' Ibid., p. 107.
1% Ibid., p. 108.
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her employees, since, ‘OOMEHHUK KaXKAbIil pa3 B3AparuBai, 3aBHJEB B OKOIIKE OUYEPEIHYIO
yCaTo-HOCATYI0, PACIUIBIBUIYIOCS B CYACTIMBOM yJIbIOKE JepeBeHCKYI0 pusronomuto’.!¥” The
protagonist is clearly apprehensive about her Armenian identity and of the image of Armenians
in Russia.

And yet, while the author humorously plays up her status as a wide-eyed, innocent,
provincial immigrant who is seemingly inferior to Russians, she never casts doubt on her core
self-worth. She reminds the readers that she in fact superior to her Russian colleagues in terms
of her qualifications, and that she is overqualified for her job. She recalls how, in one of her
classes, she was one of the only two people who raised a hand when a lecturer asked if anyone
had read James Joyce’s Ulysses. In a letter to a friend, she swaps her humorous tone for a
regretful outlook and bemoans that she is wasting her training as a philologist:

A HWHOTrJa AyMaro, CTOUJIO JIM CTOJIBKO JICT Y6I/IB3TLC$I Ha yqe6e, YTOOBI IIOTOM YCTPOUTLCH

00BIYHOH Kaccupiieid B 0OMeHHbIH MyHKT? CTBIIHO U OOMAHO, YTO MOsi mpodeccusi B HOBOM

JKM3HU HUKAK HC IPUTOJANIACh [ . ] \Y b5 BCIb ObLIH JIydlIMMu — BCCraa. CamMele Ha4YWTaHHBIC,
CaMbIC CTapaTCIbHbIC, CAMBIC YMHCHLKHC. Hac yacrto craBuim B l'IpI/IMep.188

In this instance, Abgaryan’s deliberate assumption of a mask of an innocent trickster becomes
apparent. Like Bibish, she alludes to her intellectually favourable background to challenge her
reduction to an uncivilised immigrant. Her remarks about her superior intellect, one of the very
few instances in the novel where Abgaryan’s tone is serious and appears earnest, suggests that
her deployment of Orientalist imagery and rhetoric as a representational practice is strategic
and allows her to claim her share of the Russian diversity market.

More importantly, while Abgaryan strategically exoticises her culture, she
simultaneously undermines her naivety and seeming internalisation of Orientalist stereotypes

by highlighting how Russian culture itself is subjected to Western Orientalism. From her

87 Ibid., p. 108.
88 Thid., p. 41.
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liminal position, and under the guise of a trickster, Abgaryan’s narrator undermines the logic
of Russo-Soviet Orientalism from within, subverting the ‘shared consciousness’ of Russian
superiority. She does this by examining the post-Soviet struggle to measure up to and meet
Western standards. Such is the struggle in the ‘ormymeHHBIN MOCTCOBETCKMM CEPBHUCOM

Wurypuct’ ! whose workers are forced to confront their status as backward. For instance, one

episode where Finnish tourists look down on the employees of the exchange point is
illuminative. Unable to entertain the thought that phones in Russia could have loudspeakers,
Finnish tourists decide that the employers do not know how to use a telephone when they see
them speaking without picking up a phone head: ‘TpyOky He moaHsia, HecHacTHast PyCCHIL
¢anractum, B annapar Haapsiaercs’ — they muse.!”® The annoyed protagonist asks her
colleague to intervene and explain that Russians are not behind western civilisation and that on
the contrary, ahead of'it: ‘[0]OBsACHHM 3TUM AUKAPSM, UTO Yy HAC TABHO YK€ CYLIECTBYET IPOMKast
CBA3b U MOJKHO CIIOKOMHO MEPEroBapuBaThes Mo Teiedony, He noanumas tpyoku’.!! But the
colleague, while transmitting this message to the Finns ‘dekaHHbIM COBETCKHUM rojocom’, is
herself self-conscious of their image and asks the protagonist to stop shaking her keys: ‘Tb1 651
XOTb 3TOM TI030PHOM CBA3KOM aMOApHBIX KIKOYEH He Tpscia, uya0 B nepbsx’.!”?  Other
tourists observe the workers as if they were zoo animals:

HCKOTOpBIe TYPUCTBI UMCJIK BECbMa O6I/I,Z[HyIO HOPUBBLIYKY — 3arjigAbIBaJIM B OKOIIIKO 0OMEHHHUKA

1 OTKPOBCHHO CMCAJIMCh HAl HCYTCMHTCHBHOﬁ ITOCTCOBETCKO# 00CcTaHOBKOI1. B OCJIIOM ACBOYKH

K TaKOMY MNMOBCACHUIO MPHUC3KUX OTHOCHUIIUCH I/IH}_II/I(l)(l)CpeHTHO, HO HMHOrga 6CCHap):[OHHOCTI>

34C3KUX TYypHUCTOB 3alllIKaJIMBaJid, U TOTrAa TO OAHA, TO ApYyras KacCupIia CpLIBaJ'IaCB.193

1% Tbid., p. 98.

90 Ibid., p. 114.

1 Ibid., p. 114.

12 Ibid., p. 116.

193 Ibid., pp. 115-116.
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Abgaryan thus suggests that together, the post-Soviet people are all ‘others’ of the West. Her
tactics hint at the gender tricksterism evoked by Tlostanova — ‘an ironic play on and a conscious

deconstruction of Orientalist stereotypes’!®4

as well as the playful tactics of subversion from
within evoked by Vizenor.

At the same time, however, by constructing the Western tourists as no less, if not more,
threatening and invasive than her fellow Armenians and other non-Russian Soviet incomers,
Abgaryan is doing more than merely exposing Russia’s secondary Orientalism. By identifying
a common enemy whose disdain makes Russians and Armenians similar in their role as targets
of condescension, she again emphasises to her readers her common cultural code with
Russians. Again, the persona of culturally hybrid ‘country-bumpkin’ trickster is highly useful
here. As political and cultural theorists have suggested, the archetype of a peasant trickster is
an essential constituent of constructing a defiant subaltern identity vis-a-vis the West.
Viatcheslav Morozov describes this phenomenon as follows:

When facing the hegemonic West, Russia often behaves, to use an analogy, like a trickster

peasant trying to deceive a powerful landlord. Identification with the peasant is an important

component of Soviet cultural legacy. It can be mobilized as a source of foreign policy legitimacy

in as much as there is a perception of inequality and unfairness inherent in the existing U.S.-

centric international order.'”

We see exactly this depicted in Abgaryan’s portrayal of her experiences working with Western
tourists, but in a Russian context.

Abgaryan further deconstructs her image as a backward oriental woman by highlighting

how, much like in the case of negotiating their national identity, Russian women also have to

evaluate their own gender norms and learn new aspects of women’s lives, like the protagonist.

194 Tlostanova, Gender, p. 66.

195 Viatcheslav Morozov, Xymena Kurowska and Anatoly Reshetnikov, ‘Why Russia’s Strategic
Deception Is Popular: The Cultural Appeal of the Trickster’, PonarsEurasia Policy Memo No.554,
December 2018, <http://www.ponarseurasia.org/memo/why-russias-strategic-deception-popular-
cultural-appeal-trickster> [accessed 20 October 2019].
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Here, she again initially adopts the persona of a naive, innocent immigrant. Having grown up
in a patriarchal order, the protagonist receives a cultural shock when she is faced with the
Russian reality. She is terrified after her first encounter with a group of sex workers, led by
their madame, Vera, who are stationed around the hotel and often visit the exchange point.
Once, one of them asks if the protagonist could break down a hundred-dollar bill to give her
exact change for her client’s payment for a blowjob: ‘oHa 3TuMH pykamu Jenana MUHET, a
TeNephb UMU XKe nepeana MHe Kymtopy. S He 3abouneto cudumrcom?’— the protagonist wonders
apprehensively.!”®

The female character who encapsulates the cultural peculiarities that catch the
protagonist unawares in Russia is her female boss O.F., a dominant character in the novel. She
is a vivacious, sexually forward woman of quirky appearance, plump and short, with multi-
coloured close-cropped hair, and at ease with her sexuality. When she is first introduced in the
novel, she is wearing a transparent guipure blouse which accentuates her breasts. O.F. is a
straight talker who often transgresses accepted social norms of interaction and can be overly
direct and crude. When the protagonist is first introduced to her by an elderly man, her future
boss asks him ‘Eropsru, a Tl yero ee cam npusel, ona tebe nana, uto au?’ jokingly implying

197 Her directness shocks

that the protagonist earned her job through granting sexual favours.
both the readers and the innocent protagonist, and fittingly sets up the pattern for her future
behaviour. O.F. shatters the protagonist’s image of acceptable behaviour for women. She
insists that the protagonist’s initiation into the group of her colleagues should consist of
drinking vodka. The protagonist protests that she does not drink, but eventually succumbs and

passes out after her first vodka shot. O.F. herself gets very drunk and starts an argument with

the bodyguards of a famous singer visiting the hotel whom she punches. ‘Bwipociieii B

196 Abgaryan, Ilonaexaswas, p. 34.
¥ Ibid., p. 16.
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MaJIeHbKOM marpuapxajibHOil pecnyOnuke [loHaexaBmieil ObUIO B JAMKOBHHY HaOIr0AaTh
IBAHYIO XKEHIUHY. 198

And yet, while admitting to the patriarchal nature of her hometown’s gender order, like
Bibish, Abgaryan never falls in the trap of painting herself as a victim of sexist oppression. On
the one hand, she devotes considerable attention to patriarchal misrule in her Armenian
hometown. For instance, the senior male in the neighbours’ family, ‘uncle Seryozha’, terrorises
his wife, especially in the mornings before work, when he refuses to get up at the sound of the
alarm. He crushes the alarm clock every day, forcing his wife to constantly replace the device.
When she tries to gently wake him, he swears at her.!”® However, Abgaryan also remarks that
people in her village and people in Moscow do not differ a great deal, ‘mosTomy, oOHapy)UB
B cocelHeM moabe3ne TerunonumHoro jgoma ciaBsHckoro Cabaka Cepoxxka — Cremana
JIMuTpueBuua, oHa He 0c000 yauBmiack. Haobopor — obpanoBanack kak poasomy’ 2%, In
fact, she notes that her female neighbour in Moscow has to suffer the same fate as Uncle
Seryozha’s wife. ‘Taresina [letpoBHa 10 0o HanoMuHaua eii 6eauyto sxeny Cabaka Cepoxa
TeTio Anaut’. 2!

In the next anecdote, she exposes the abuse that her own colleague Galya suffers at the
hands of her jealous husband: ‘I"amun myx I[leTs ¢ Kakoii-T0 pagOCTH PELIMI, YTO €0 CYNpyra,
ATOT JBICHII MENIOK KOcTel (1uTaTa), 9ta ppurnaHas kooOsuia (IUTaTa), 3Ta MaHAPEHA BOIIb
(MTara), TOJBKO M JENAET, YTO M3MEHSET EMy ¢ KaKIbIM 3ae3kuM uHtypucrom’.2?? Galya’s
husband stalks her at her job, shouting abuse at her.?%* In order to escape her husband’s wrath,

Galya leaves her job. Later, in the story ‘Hemuoro o cekcyan xapacmente’, the protagonist

recalls how she is harassed by her superior. Despite knowing that she has a boyfriend, her

198 Tbid., p. 35.
199 Ibid., p. 77.
200 Thid., p. 78.
21 Thid., p. 79.
202 1hid., p. 79.
203 Thid., p. 80.
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superior threatens to fire her if she does not succumb to his advances.?’* When she shares her
concern with her boss O.F., O.F. tells her a story of a similar precedent where an employer
harassed two friends and threatened to fire them if they did not engage in a threesome with
him. This is sufficient illustration for Abgaryan to undermine the notion that Russian women
are more liberated than Armenian women.

As in the case of her national identity, Abgaryan once again suggests that Russians
themselves are also innocent in sexual matters in relation to westerners. Being stationed at a
hotel, she and her colleagues are often prompted to reflect on gender and sexuality through
their comic interactions with foreigners. Their lack of initiation in matters of gender and
sexuality is well illustrated by their sensationalist and trivialising approach to queer sexuality
and feminism. For instance, Lyuda, an employee who is a magnet for trouble, is terrified when
she gets accosted by a group of American lesbians who express their attraction to her, one of
them claiming ‘I wanna fuck her! [sic]’.2%° In another episode, the boss O.F. unexpectedly runs
into a Dutch delegation of transsexuals visiting Moscow for an international meeting and
receives a shock at her first, rather tactile, encounter with a transsexual individual: ‘s nomapua
PYKOH, 4TOOBI 3a YTO-TO 3alleNIUThCS, HY M Hallapuia ybM-TO Aiua [...] — He, Hy Bare
oXyenu, OIIsiId, CBEPXY — CUCHKH, a BHM3y — enza!’ .2 Similarly, the hotel’s cleaner ‘aunt
Maiya’ associates foreigners with sexual perversion and threat. She deters the guests of the
hotel with a strong-smelling detergent of her own making, to protect ‘[o]r Bcsiko-pa3HOI
uHpexun’: ‘HanecyT cBonx MUKpoOOB, a motoM otnaysaiics. CIINJl oxasHHbIF B MOCKBY

OTKya npumien? Mel, 9to jiu, ero npuaymanu?'.2%7

204 Ibid., p.134.
205 Ibid., p.43.
206 Thid., p.44.
207 Ibid., p.226.
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Abgaryan’s attitude to Western women and Western feminism is also quite malicious
and to a significant extent trivialising. Once, when the protagonist mistakes a Finnish woman
for a man, and addresses her by ‘mister’, she muses, ‘I3BUTE€TBHO’: ‘BOT BE/b JI0 YETO JTIOJCH
¢demunusm noBoaut! Her utoObl ycbl cOputh. Hy wim Ha Xynoii KOHEIl 3aMacKUPOBATh
oopomoit!’ 2% Abgaryan is thus parodying both the Soviet and Western norms of womanhood
and suggesting that she is not one of those women who are ‘invariably rejecting their culture
to become New Women according to the standards of Soviet or Western modernism’.2%° Her
derision is equally aimed at different practices and moral standards from the culture in which

she is now living, and at those obtaining in the countries in which foreign tourists reside.

Conclusion:

In their navigation of dual cultural allegiances, Abgaryan and Bibish cannot be regarded as
simple victims of orientalism and cultural exploitation, as their self-Orientalisation is often
tactical and strategic. Both of their personae respond to official drives to produce a new positive
Russian hero, on the one hand, and to come to terms with the effects of Soviet colonial practices
in the post-Soviet, post-colonial context, on the other. Within their performance, they
emphasise their common cultural code with Russia and mould literary personae that resonate
with popular trickster fools, as well as characters from Soviet cinema. And yet, their personae
never fully adopt their masks which they let slip to subvert Russian civilising discourse through
the specific tricksterism of Russophone ‘marginal’ authors.

Bibish refuses to be victimised and presented merely as a ‘Russian Cinderella’. She might

claim to feel happy and free and Russia, but she never idealises the prospects of her assimilation

28 Ibid., p.114.
29 Tlostanova, Gender, p. 41.
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in the country and consciously rejects assimilation on Russian terms. When her mask of a
jovial, happy-go-lucky fool slips, Bibish adopts a serious tone and critiques Soviet colonialism,
most notably, the exploitative cotton industry in Uzbekistan. If Bibish’s liminality is more
intense than Abgaryan’s, who is less targeted by xenophobia, the stakes of her transgressions
are correspondingly higher than those of the Armenian author.

On her part, Abgaryan never doubts her self-worth and subverts her association with a
backward colonial woman by suggesting that both Armenians and Russians are ‘Others’ to the
West, as she suggests through comical critiques of Intourist hotel, a microcosmic allegory of
Russian modernity. Abgaryan also destabilises the stereotypical colonial gender dynamics
inherent in the Russian civilising mission by highlighting how, due to the uniqueness of the
Russian orientalist discourse, Russian women themselves are subject of (self-)Orientalising in
regard to the West.

In many ways, then, Bibish and Abgaryan do succeed in creating culturally hybrid, fluid
identities. They are able to construct their identities as female diaspora writers by adopting an
openly ironic attitude to the limiting Orientalising models offered to them in the post-Soviet
Russophone market. At times, though (such as when Abgaryan reflects on Western sexual
practices), these writers seem to have internalised the values that surround them, and their self-
parody is frequently uncomfortable to experience — and ambiguous in its import. Ultimately,
these authors’ understandable preoccupation with reworking and creatively enhancing
stereotypes comes at the cost of dulling the resonance and creative potential of their subaltern

voices. 210

210 Thid., p. 187.
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Chapter Four

NGOs and Neo-Colonialism in Russophone Women’s Writing

Introduction

This chapter focuses on the political dimension of the post-Soviet decolonisation and examines
fictional narratives by Russophone women that represent humanitarian aid and its impact on
‘developing’ societies — Kazakhstani author Lilya Kalaus’s @ono nocreoueti nadesicowi:
(Ilocm)kononuanvuviii poman (2013),! Azeri author Rena Yuzbashi’s From Bopo6uiuex with
love (2007)? and Tajik author Eleonora Kasymova’s Taoxcux (2007).> While NGOs and neo-
colonialism are among the key concerns of postcolonial theorists, ‘no critic has yet thoroughly
addressed the existence of a narrative genre produced by and organised around the activities of
NGOs’, ‘nor has there been any sustained attention to the participation in or appropriation of

such a genre by postcolonial writers’.* Unsurprisingly, the same applies to post-Soviet fictional

! Lilya Kalaus, @ono nocneoneii nadeicowt: (ITocm)kononuansusiii poman [The Fund of Last Hope: A
Post-Colonial Novel] (Almaty: Litres, 2013) <https://www.litres.ru/lilya-kalaus/fond-posledney-
nadezhdy/> [accessed 7 February 2019].

2 Rena Yuzbashi, From Bopo6uiuex with love [From Vorobyshek With Love] (Baku: Sada, 2007)
<https://www.livelib.ru/book/1000700773-from-vorobyshek-with-love-rena-yuzbashi> [accessed 10
April 2019].

3 Eleonora Kasymova, Taodocux [Tajik] (2008) <https://www.proza.ru/2016/02/22/278> [accessed 25
August 2019].

* Liam O’Loughlin, ‘Negotiating Solidarity: Indra Sinha’s Animal’s People and the “NGO-ization” of
Postcolonial Narrative’, Comparative American Studies an International Journal, 12.1-2 (2014), 101-
113 (p. 102). To my knowledge, this contention remains valid. O’Loughlin’s is the only study that
closely examines a fictional NGO narrative, and the set of question that guides his analysis are very
different from my own.
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narratives on NGOs — a genre peculiarly dominated by women authors.’ Furthermore, while
several studies have approached the topic of gender and aid in the post-Soviet sphere,® the
connection between post-Soviet and postcolonial experiences remains to be established. My
analysis aims to fill these voids; it hopes to bridge research in human and social sciences by
complementing studies ‘from above’ of the post-Soviet transition, and is intended to reveal
how women adopt, adapt, or resist the norms promoted by their countries’ NGOs.

Post-Soviet nations find themselves at the crossroads of local, Western and Russian
political and cultural dynamics. They are thus prone to a triple fracturing as they negotiate their
identity in relation to not only the ‘ex-coloniser’ — Russia and their countries of origin, but also
Europe and the United States. The multiple Orientalising (foreign) and self-Orientalising
(local) influences from these parties inform the specificity of the post-Soviet postcolonial
condition. At the forefront of the issue are NGOs such as charities and aid agencies, both
Russian and Western, that vie over influence in the region.

Since the early 1990s, the post-Soviet space has witnessed a remarkable mushrooming of
NGOs supported by foreign funders. In the Soviet period itself, ‘voluntaristic’ activity (with
certain exceptions such as the ‘women’s soviets’ and the Red Cross) was severely constrained,
but now many thousands of organisations are engaged in philanthropic and educational

activity.” In particular, USAID, OSCE and EU have launched numerous development projects

> My research has not yet led me to any fictional accounts of NGOs by male post-Soviet authors in the
Caucasus and Central Asia. The likely reasons for this gender disbalance are discussed later in this
introduction.

6 Joanna Pares Hoare, ‘Doing Gender Activism in a Donor-Organized Framework: Constraints and
Opportunities in Kyrgyzstan’, Nationalities Papers,44.2 (2016),281-298; Kristen Ghodsee,
‘Nongovernmental Ogres? How Feminist NGOs Undermine Women in Post-socialist Eastern Europe’,
The International Journal of Not-for-Profit Law, 8.3 (2006), 44-59; Meghan Simpson, ‘Local Strategies
in Globalizing Gender Politics: Women’s Organizing in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan’, Journal of Muslim
Minority Affairs, 26.1 (2006), 9-31; Amanda Sloat, ‘The Rebirth of Civil Society: The Growth of
Women’s NGOs in Central and Eastern Europe’, European Journal of Women'’s Studies 12.4 (2005),
437-452.

7 According to one estimate, in 2002 Kyrgyzstan had the most NGOs (1,001), with Kazakhstan and
Tajikistan coming next (699 and 595, respectively), followed by Uzbekistan (465) and Turkmenistan
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aiming to play a central role in democracy promotion and civil society development in the
region, especially in Central Asia and the Caucasus.® At the same time, these organisations
have often been the target of criticism. Sarah Mendelson and John Glenn contend that, in most
cases, the new institutions that these organisations helped to create ‘function poorly and have
but weak links to their own societies’.” In addition, many critics perceive the activities of these
NGOs as forms of neo-colonialism and, in case of gender projects, feminist imperialism.!® The
foreign-funded NGOs’ controversial encouragement of the so-called ‘transition’ (economic,
political, cultural) across post-Soviet space!! has been further complicated by Russia’s

interests in the region, as well as the legacies of Russo-Soviet Orientalism.

(138) (Abdulsalyamova). In Georgia, between 3,000 and 6,000 NGOs were estimated in 2012 (Ritvo
and Nazibrola, p.273). In Armenia, there were over 2500 NGOs registered with the Ministry of Justice
by 1999 (Ishkanian, p.17). In Azerbaijan, there were 2935 NGOs in 2005 (1769 registered, 962 non-
registered) (Human Rights House Foundation). Lola Abdusalyamova, ‘NGOs in Central Asia’,
Alliance, 1 March 2002, <https://www.alliancemagazine.org/feature/ngos-in-central-asia/> [accessed
16 June 2018]; Armine Ishkanian, ‘Gender and NGOs in Post-Soviet Armenia’, Anthropology of East
Europe Review, 18 (2000), 17-21 (p. 17); Roger A. Ritvo and Nazibrola Janezashvili, ‘Transforming
NGOs in Post-Soviet Georgia’, Journal of Enterprise Transformation, 2.4 (2012), 272-282; Human
Rights House, ‘Azerbaijan: Lack of Registration Hinders NGOs’ Activities’, 12 May 2005,
<https://humanrightshouse.org/articles/azerbaijan-lack-of-registration-hinders-ngos-activities/>
[accessed 18 June 2018].

¥ According to OSCE, Central Asian NGOs depend almost entirely on external donor organisations.
Also according to OSCE, ‘[a]ssisting the countries of the Caucasus and Central Asia in particular
continues to be a priority for the Organization’, see OSCE Report ‘NGOs in the Caucasus and Central
Asia: Development and Co-operation with the OSCE’, October 2000,
<https://www.osce.org/odihr/16686?download=true> [accessed 10 April 2019].

? The Power and Limits of NGOs: A Critical Look at Building Democracy in Eastern Europe and
Eurasia, ed. by Sarah Elizabeth Mendelson and John K. Glenn (New York: Columbia University Press,
2002), p. 3.

" Mendelson and Glenn eds, The Power and Limits of NGOs; Kristen Ghodsee, ‘Feminism-by-Design:
Emerging Capitalisms, Cultural Feminism and Women’s Nongovernmental Organizations in Post-
socialist Eastern Europe’, Signs. Journal of Women in Society, 29.3(2004), 729-755; Amanda Sloat,
“The Rebirth of Civil Society: The Growth of Women’s NGOs in Central and Eastern Europe’,
European Journal of Women’s Studies 12.4(2205), 437-452; Jude Howell and Jenny Pearce, Civil
Society and Development: A Critical Exploration (Boulder, CO Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2001);
David A. Abramson, ‘Critical Look at NGOs and Civil Society as a Means to an End in Uzbekistan’,
Human Organization, 58.3(1999), 240-250.

"' For studies critiquing the post-socialist ‘transition’ see, among others, Uncertain Transition:
Ethnographies of Change in the Postsocialist World ed. by Michael Burawoy and Katherine Verdery
(New York: Rowman and Littlefield Michael 1999); Chris Hann, Caroline Humphrey and Katherine
Verdery, ‘Introduction: Postsocialism as a Topic of Anthropological Investigation’, in Postsocialism:
Ideals, Ideologies and Practices in Eurasia ed. by Chris Hann (London: Routledge, 2002), pp.1-28.
Alternatively, for the defence of the concept see Sarah Brandtstidter, ‘Transitional Spaces:
Postsocialism as a Cultural Process’, Critique of Anthropology, 27.2 (2007), 131-145.



195

Over the last few years Russian political opinion has generally viewed NGOs as fifth
columns for US political influence that manipulate human rights discourse to prey on
vulnerable non-Western countries.!? Echoing Russia’s political stance, the authoritarian
regimes of the former Soviet republics often display resistance towards NGOs, denouncing
them as agents of the West, and attempting to undermine dissident opinion.!* The Azeri
government, for instance, has long been criticised for its crackdown on civil society.'*
According to OSCE, NGOs in Tajikistan ‘showed great promise when they first emerged in
1992°, but the civil war, coupled with a crippling drought and the establishment of huge
humanitarian aid programmes, stifled that early development, however, the sector is picking
up again.!> In Uzbekistan, there are many registered NGOs (especially women’s NGOs), but
the regime is authoritarian and difficult to work with.!¢ The situation in Turkmenistan is shaped
by the authoritarian administrative system, numerous instances of human rights abuse,
alongside an information vacuum.!” Very little NGO activity is possible in this country as there
is no NGO law and it is very difficult to register an organisation.'® Governments in Kyrgyzstan
and Kazakhstan have promoted a much more ‘enabling environment’ and NGOs are gradually
moving from providing social services for their target groups to engaging in a dialogue with

the state to discuss new legislation.!” However, even these countries, public opinion tends to

12 Eka Iakobashvili, ‘How Countries and Institutions in the Former Soviet Union Help Create Legal
Tools of Repression’, The Foreign Policy Centre, 2016 <https://fpc.org.uk/countries-institutions-
former-soviet-union-help-create-legal-tools-repression/> [accessed 17 May 2019]

13 Takobashvili, ‘How’.

" Durna Safarova, ‘Azerbaijan: Suffocation of NGOs Raises Questions About Donor Strategy’,
Eurasianet, October 10, 2017, <https://eurasianet.org/azerbaijan-suffocation-of-ngos-raises-questions-
about-donor-strategy> [accessed 15 September, 2018].

'S OSCE report, p. 6.

' Ibid., p. 6.

"7 INTRAC report, ‘NGOs as Part of Civil Society in Central Asia’, 24 May 2003, p.11.
<https://www.intrac.org/wpcms/wp-content/uploads/2003/05/ONTRAC-24-NGOs-as-Part-of-CS-in-
Central-Asia-2003.pdf> [accessed 10 September 2019].

'® OSCE report, p. 6.

¥ Ibid., p. 6.
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deem NGOs, especially women’s organisations, as ‘foreign agents’.2’ The head of a cultural
NGO PEN Central Asia, Dalmira Tilepbergenova, attributes the roots of such suspicions to
Soviet and patriarchal ideologies:

51 He 3HAaK, KakK 2TO ceryac B ApYyTrux CTpaHax, HO B KBIpI‘BI3CTaHC 6C3YCHOBHO CYHICCTBYCT

HErJacHasg Mapka, kieiiMo, uto mbl [HI1O] 3anagueie mmnuoHsl. J(pyrue coro3Hble OpraHu3anuu

OTHOCATCA K HAM C OCTOPOKHOCTBIO. S BCC€TAa rOBOPHO: «MBI He Balllk KOHKYPCHTBI, Mbl HC Balllk

MPOTHUBHUKHU - BCE MBI ienaeM odiwee aeno. [louemy 661 Ham He 00beguHUTCS? [...] MOXKET OBITH

9TO H3-3a HanHapXﬁJ'[BHOﬁ nacojI0ruu, UJjan TOro, 4To ocTaéTcsl Kak CJICOCTBHUEC COBETCKOM

nacOoJI0ruu. 33.1'[3,[[ JJI4 HUX O3Hadac€T, 4YTO OHH 6y,Z[yT TIYyIIUTh UX HACOJIOTUIO BHHU3 HAIIA
21

ropia.

Women aid workers’ targeting in anti-NGO discourses is unsurprising as they make up
the majority of post-Soviet aid workers. After the removal of the Soviet quota system, the
number of women in official positions declined sharply, turning NGOs into a popular
alternative for public participation for women who were excluded from these positions.?
Western donors’ preference in supporting women’s initiatives and organisations further
contributed to women’s predominance in the NGO sector.?

The significance of NGOs in gender terms is an important reason why women writers
who have themselves worked for non-governmental organisations often explore the theme of

NGOs in their works, unlike their male counterparts. Since most of these authors belong to

liberal cultural elites, their stance within the debates on NGOs becomes especially intriguing.

2% See for instance the following discussion thread on a Kyrgyz online forum, ‘HIIO Keipreiscrana
KaK «TpaHTOoeAbl U IMNHOHB!, 18 January 2011,
<http://diesel.elcat.kg/index.php?showtopic=6101098&page=19> [accessed 10 October 2019]; See
also a similar public discussion around the following article, Aleksandr Danilov, ‘bonsmmacTBo HITO
B Kazaxcrane — rpanroenp! u modurenu ¢pypieron’, RadioLiberty, 4 August 2010,
<https://rus.azattyq.org/a/NGO_Kazakhstan/2117369.html> [accessed 10 October 2019].

2l ‘Pen llentpanpHast A3us: He TIPOCTO KIyO, a CeTh PErHMOHANBHBIX MEH-LIEHTPOB’, interview with
Dalmira Tilepbergenova and Marat Akhmedjanov, PEN America, 15 February 2007,
<https://pen.org/pen-central-asia-not-just-club-network-regional-pen-centers/> [accessed 24 July
2018].

22 Armine Ishkanian, ‘Gender and NGOs in Post-Soviet Armenia’, Anthropology of East Europe
Review, 18 (2000), 17-2 (p. 17); Amanda Sloat, ‘The Rebirth of Civil Society: The Growth of Women’s
NGOs in Central and Eastern Europe’, European Journal of Women'’s Studies 12.4 (2005), 437-452.

2 Ishkanian, ‘Gender’, p. 17.
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The works analysed in this chapter suggest that rather than taking a side within the post-Soviet
power struggles, women writers build on their personal insights into the workings of NGOs in
order to expose the post/neo-colonial tendencies in the agendas of each political player
involved. Kalaus’s @ono nocneouneu naoescowt, Yuzbashi’s From Bopobwiwex with love and
Kasymova’s Taoocuk inscribe ‘the dominant and the dominated within the same episteme’,
and problematise the stereotypical critiques of NGOs in their countries.”* Echoing Achille
Mbembe’s notion of mockery from within, the authors satirise how NGOs’ dependency on the
West and their inability to divorce themselves from Russo-Soviet influences lead to the self-
Orientalising, contradictory and inefficient practices. They reveal the complicity between
foreign neo-colonial forces on the one hand, and local corrupt elites and their subjects on the
other. In addition, the authors explore how NGOs remain similarly trapped in the confusing
and Orientalising politico-cultural whirlpool of Russo-Soviet and Western dictates on gender.
They also suggest that the multiplicity of influences on the region exacerbates the divide within
women’s communities and limits the positive impact of gender activism. More broadly, the
writing on NGOs points to the specificities of the Soviet colonial project and how its legacies
are played out in the post-Soviet context.

Gregory Gleason argues that while the fall of communism opened promising challenges
for the development of democratic and liberal political systems in the post-Soviet region,
‘Central Asian countries did not fight for their independence’ and passively perpetuated the
Soviet political culture, unlike Central and Eastern European states where the NGO sector
played a key role in regime change movements.”> According to Madina Tlostanova, the

dissolution of the Soviet Union promised the revival of indigenous epistemologies, alternative

24 Mbembe, On the Postcolony, p. 110.
2> Gregory Gleason, The Central Asian States: Discovering Independence (Boulder, CO: Westview
Press: 1997), p. 32. Quoted in Kainazarov, ‘The EU Engagement’, p. 34.
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models of being and different gender discourses in post-Soviet Central Asia and Caucasus.?®
Instead, however, ‘secondary Eurocentrism’ inherited from Soviet Orientalism prevailed:
‘[t]he ethnic elites of the newly independent states continued the economic, social and cultural
discrimination of their own people, hiding behind the neo-liberal or ethnic-nationalist values
and continuing to practice self-deprecating intellectual dependency on Western modernity’.?’
Olga Zubkovskaya similarly points out that the disintegration of the Soviet Union changed the
content, but not the mechanism for the functioning of the development discourse.?® If
previously the method of solving the problem of ‘underdevelopment’ was understood to lie in
forced economic modernisation, which should have led to the formation of democratic
societies, from the beginning of the 1990s, the priority shifted to the formation of a civil society
which would contribute to economic modernization.?’ However, the concept of ‘civil society’
remained understood according to western standards and was reduced to ‘the opposition
mechanism of control over the market and the state, resulting in the support of NGOs of a
particular type’ . It is to this trend of direct transplantation of western ideologies to the post-
Soviet context that Zubkovskaya attributes the proliferation of local elite NGOs which are
weakly connected to the societies whose interests they are meant to represent. Neither can
foreign funding escape its share of criticism for its role in sabotaging ambitious projects of
democracy-building. As OSCE itself points out in its report on NGOs in Central Asia and the

Caucasus:

26 Tlostanova, ‘The Janus-Faced’, p. 8

2" Ibid., p. 8.

2 Olga Zubkovskaya, ‘TIpumeHuMa 1M ¥ Kak 3amajHas TOCTKOJOHHWANbHAS TEOPHUs IS aHANM3A
nmocTcoBeTckoro emunmnsma’, I'enaepubie uccnenosanus, 18(2008), 177-199 (p.181)
<http://genderis.ru/primenima-li-i-kak-zapadnaya-postkolonialenaya-teoriya-dlya-an.html?page=5>
[accessed 10 April 2019],

2% Zubkobskaya, ‘TIpumennma u’, p. 181.

3% Ibid., p. 181. See also Chris Hann, Caroline Humphrey and Katherine Verdery, ‘Introduction:
Postsocialism as a Topic of Anthropological Investigation’, in Postsocialism: Ideals, Ideologies and
Practices in Eurasia ed. by Chris Hann (London: Routledge, 2002), pp. 1-28.
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The influx of international aid [...] has also had some unfortunate results. The new-found
possibilities for funding have in a few cases led to the establishment of NGOs solely to seek
donor funding. Furthermore, international attention has in some cases also resulted in a divisive

competition for funds within the NGO community.”'

As a result, post-Soviet nations in the Caucasus and Central Asia find themselves
dependent not only on Russian, but also Western models of modernity, and correspondingly
prompted to self-Orientalise in relation to both. This dependency, with its ‘specific self-
Orientalizing inferiority complex’3? is particularly well demonstrated by foreign-funded post-
Soviet NGOs.*?

The self-Orientalising tendencies in the workings of NGOs become especially apparent in
their approaches to gender, notably the role of women. As Tlostanova points out, foreign-
funded NGOs often negate or ignore some of the achievements of the Soviet gender project,
preferring to see the post-Soviet locales as a ‘tabula rasa which remained outside of history and
modernity waiting for the (correct) Western liberation to come’.>* Western donors’ approach,
she adds, ignored not only the Soviet past, but the local epistemologies, especially the tradition
of Islam.?* Indeed, the majority of funding for political activism in the region is allocated in
relation to the economic and legal status of women.3® In contrast, organisations formed around

cultural, especially religious, identity receive almost no funding.>’” USAID, the largest donor

31 OSCE report, 2000, p. 9.

32 Tlostanova, Gender, p. 140.

33 It goes without saying that Russia and China also have high interests in the region, however, Russian
and Chinese-funded NGOs rarely feature in these works since, as Baktybek Kainazarov points out,
neither of the regional players is interested in civil society development and democracy promotion in
the region. See Baktybek Kainazarov, ‘The EU Engagement in Democracy Promotion in Post-Soviet
Central Asia: The Case Study of the Kyrgyz Republic — Prospects and Challenges’, Przeglgd
Politologiczny (2018), 27-40 (p. 32).

3* Tlostanova, ‘The Janus-Faced’, p. 8.

33 Ibid., p. 8.

36 Zubkovskaya, ‘TIpumennma u’, p. 193.

37 Ibid, p. 193.
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in the region, emphasises that religious, primarily Muslim, organisations have almost no
chance of financial backing.®® Kristen Ghodsee similarly highlights that Western donors
unproblematically transplant ‘feminism-by-design’, much like ‘capitalism-by-design’ to post-
socialist Eastern Europe.? ‘Just like the communists who tried to abolish private property by
administrative decree, the international community tried to create a new “gendered”
subjectivity virtually overnight by importing the “best practices” from the West’ — Ghodsee
argues.*

Further complicating the picture is the controversial nature, in global perspective, of
Western aid practices themselves, as demonstrated by the abuses of women within aid projects
carried out in parts of the world beyond the post-socialist sphere. A notable recent case is the
British-based charity Oxfam, which has for over 70 years been a leading agent in the
developing world. While claiming to posit women’s empowerment as one of its priorities,
Oxfam was embroiled in a sex scandal whereby the charity’s senior aid workers in Haiti were
accused of sexual harassment of their staff as well as asking women for sexual favours in
exchange for aid.*! Aid workers have told The Independent that sexual misconduct is
‘common knowledge’ within the industry, and affects female staff as well as the vulnerable
women and children agencies are supposed to help.** Further revelations led to the resignation
of Save the Children’s former chief executive, Justin Forsyth, from his role at UNICEF and

Brendan Cox’s departure from charities set up in his wife’s name (More in Common, and Jo

3 Ibid, p. 193.

39 Kristen Ghodsee, ‘Nongovernmental Ogres? How Feminist NGOs Undermine Women in Post-
socialist Eastern Europe’, The International Journal of Not-for-Profit Law, 8.3 (2006), 44-59 (p. 50).
40 Ghodsee, ‘Nongovernmental’, p. 50.

! Izzy Lyons, ‘Oxfam Faces Fresh Accusation of Sexual Harassment Cover up in Haiti’, The
Independent, 2018 <https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/oxfam-sexual-harassment-
cover-up-haiti-accusation-a8260356.html> [accessed 3 April 2019]

2 Lizzie Dearden, ‘Aid Agencies to Promise to Combat Sexual Exploitation at Dfid Summit after
Oxfam Scandal’, The Independent, 2018 <http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/oxfam-
scandal-sexual-exploitation-prostitutes-summit-dfid-charities-aid-workers-latest-a8238976.html>
[accessed 3 April 2019]
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Cox Foundation).* In response to the scandal, Penny Mordaunt, the International Development
Secretary, made a statement combining a call for reform with imperialist overtones as she
spoke of the need to ensure that ‘the British aid sector sets the standard for the rest of the world
to follow’.**

Ironically, due to the close connection between racism and sexism in colonial and neo-
colonial context, issues of sexism in the aid industry are fed by the very imperialist dynamics
fostering a top-down approach in developmentalist projects. Indeed, in contrast to Mordant,
the Green Party claimed that the abuse row highlighted a problematic power imbalance
between Western aid workers and the people they are attempting to help. They called for the
need to end the ‘old, centralised “we know best” charity-based models of aid’ and thus the
‘colonial construct of givers and takers’.*’ Instead, they proposed that money be directly
transferred to women in need.

While recognising the ongoing effects of colonialism, Achille Mbembe highlights the
importance of refocusing analytical attention on the daily rituals by with the postcolonial
people negotiate these effects in their everyday lives. Refusing ‘to interpret postcolonial
relations in terms of absolute resistance or absolute domination’, Mbembe contends that instead
‘the emphasis should be on the logic of “conviviality”.*” Blurring the oppressor/oppressed
binaries, Mbembe focuses on the potential complicity between the neo-colonial forces, the

corrupt ¢lites and their subjects. He adds that in this context, the main, if not only, means of

resistance to the forces of oppressive power is to expose them from within through laughter

® Dearden, ‘Aid Agencies’.

*“ Ibid.

> Benjamin Kentish, ‘Give Aid Money Directly to Women in Developing World Instead of Charities,
Green Party Says’, The Independent, 2018 <http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/green-
party-aid-spending-women-charities-oxfam-save-the-children-givedirectly-amelia-womack-
a8239096.html> [accessed 3 April 2019]

46 Kentish, ‘Give Aid’.

47 Achille Mbembe, On the Postcolony, Studies on the History of Society and Culture (Oakland:
University of California Press, 2001), p. 105; p. 110.
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and mockery, even while ironically embracing them. Thus, one may ironically embrace the
fetishized ritual imposed by the power (such as hanging portraits of the ruler in one’s home),
whereby ‘the fetish, seen for the sham it is, is made to lose its might and become a mere
artefact’.*® Mbembe thus stresses that the postcolony is no ‘single permanently stable system’,
but rather a plural network of overlapping domains ‘each having its own logic yet liable to be
entangled with other logics’.*

Perhaps nowhere is this plural, ‘convivial’ and complicit entanglement, as well as its
ironic exposition, more pronounced that in the ‘secondarily Orientalised’ fictional NGOs
satirised by post-Soviet women writers from the Caucasus and Central Asia. The ideological
irreverence of these narratives is striking not only within Russophone, but also wider
postcolonial literature which has been witnessing ‘an increasing ‘NGO-ization’.>® Depictions
of aid workers as well as humanitarian-authored narratives have become prominent in world
literature since the 1990s expansion of humanitarian organisations. Liam O’Loughlin, one of
the few scholars who have examined this trend argues that ‘while these texts contain a capacity
for self-critique typically lacking in transnational NGO campaign materials, they remain mired
in a “bureaucratic imagination”, sequestered from supposed beneficiaries’, and often ‘align
with narrowly defined NGO missions’.>!

Beyond the postcolonial context, the ironically handled character of what we would
now call an aid worker appears throughout various genres of writing and is ‘routinely gendered

female’. > Stretching from Charles Dickens’ philanthropist Mrs Jellyby (Bleak House, 1853)

* Mbembe, On the Postcolony, p. 108.

4 Ibid., p. 108; p. 104.

%0 According to Liam O’Loughlin, ‘as an increasingly pervasive genre of ‘writing the disaster’, the NGO
narrative traffics in the spectacle of suffering (with varying degrees of self-awareness) and draws
notions of transnational responsibility and implication from that spectacle’. O’Loughlin, ‘Negotiating
Solidarity’, p. 102.

> For example, John le Carré’s The Constant Gardener (2001) and Shashi Tharoor’s Riot: A Love Story
(2001). O’Loughlin, ‘Negotiating Solidarity’, p. 102.

2 O’Loughlin, ‘Negotiating’, p. 112.
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to John le Carré’s aid worker Tessa (The Constant Gardener, 2001), this female character, with
her obsessive and often reckless humanitarianism, threatens to destroy herself and her family.>
The narratives on these characters have been invoked in critiques of ‘white saviour fantasies
of conquest and heroism™* and compared to parodic reworkings of Don Quixote in depicting
aid workers ‘whose well-intentioned idealism, often coupled with a misunderstanding of local
social relations and cultural traditions, exacerbates the problems they intend to rectify’.>
Russophone women writers’ NGO narratives caricature precisely this cultural divide
between NGO workers and aid recipients that propagates ‘colonial notions of valorous heroes
on the one hand, and passive victims on the other’.>® Echoing Mbembe’s critique, these writers

mock from within the post-Soviet ‘secondary Orientalism’ and the complicity between neo-

colonial forces, corrupt ¢lites and their subjects.

Lilya Kalaus’s @ono nocneoneii naoesxcowt: (Ilocm)xononuanvustii poman (2013)

The melting pot of political influences in its effects on the development of post-Soviet countries
finds its microcosmic reflection in the fictional NGO in Kazakhstani author Lilya Kalaus’s
novel @ond nocreoueti nadesicov: (Ilocm)kononuanvuwiii poman. ‘Last Hope’ is the name
Kalaus gives to the fictional foreign-funded NGO inspired by Soros Foundation-Kazakhstan
(SFK), an Almaty-based NGO where Kalaus used to work from 2002 to 2003 as a coordinator

of its culture division.>” Through ‘Last Hope’, Kalaus satirises how NGOs in Kazakhstan are

3 bid., p. 112.

> Teju Cole, ‘The White Savior Industrial Complex’, The Atlantic, 21 March 2012
<http://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2012/03/the-white-savior-industrial-
complex/254843/> [accessed 10 December 2018], quoted in O’Loughlin, p.104.

>> Joseph R.Slaughter, Human Rights, Inc. (New York: Fordham University Press, 2007), p. 41, quoted
in O’Loughlin, p. 104.

*¢ O’Loughlin, ‘Negotiating’, p. 104.

>7 My interview with Lilya Kalaus, Almaty, June 6, 2017.
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operating within the power-play of three major pressure forces — local government, Russia and
the West, and highlights that these organisations are heavily influenced and limited by the
legacies of Russo-Soviet ‘secondary Eurocentrism’, especially internalised Orientalism. ‘Mue
XOTEJIOCh B pOMaHe MOKa3aTh, KaK CTapble KOMIUIEKChI, BEKOBBIE CTEPEOTHIIBI BO3/IECHCTBYIOT
Ha COBPEMEHHYIO >KM3Hb — K KaKUM 3TO MPHUBOAMT pe3yibTaraM, B 0OILIeM, HE OYEHb
npustabiM’ — Kalaus explains.>®
Kalaus (b.1969), grew up in Almaty, Kazakhstan. She graduated from Al-Farabi Kazakh
National University (Ka3['Y) with a degree in philology. Since then, she has been active in the
Kazakhstani cultural scene, writing prose fiction and plays, leading her own radio
programme®, and serving as editor-in-chief of literary journal Kauromno6 (2001-2014).%° The
author is of Crimean and Estonian descent. Both of her parents were victims of Soviet
deportations. Her mother, a Crimean Tatar, was exiled from her country in 1944, first to
Uzbekistan and then to Almaty. Her father’s Estonian family was similarly exiled from Estonia
in the 1930s.%! Kalaus writes in Russian as she cannot speak Kazakh. Like many in Almaty’s
cultural beau monde, the author does not believe that language determines one’s national
identity, especially in Kazakhstan, a true melting pot of cultures.®? Rather, Kalaus places
emphasis on the importance of understanding a country’s makeup and boasts extensive
knowledge of Kazakhstani history and mythology.%?
@ono nocreoneti Haoexcowt (2013) is written in Russian, however the author denies the
symbolic dominance of this language, echoing postcolonial writers’ subversion of imperial

cultural formations, such as the imposition of the language of the ‘coloniser’ at the expense of

* Ibid.

> The programme ‘Kiaccuxomanus’® on Paauno knaccuka-Kazaxcran (2014-2016).

5 My interview with Kalaus.

*! Tbid.

62 A similar belief was espoused by Kazakhstani poet Mariya Vil’kovisky during our interview (June
14, 2018).

63 My interview with Kalaus.
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rendering the native language unprivileged. As Bill Ashcroft and others have argued,
postcolonial literatures ‘demonstrate most clearly the political and cultural agency achieved by
writers who appropriate the dominant language, transform it, and use it to reveal a cultural
reality to a world audience’.%* In Kalaus’s text, the reader continuously comes across, and is
disorientated by, untranslated words and sentences in the fictional Burkut language.
Significantly, these words are not glossed, i.e. the author does not insert explanations of these
terms either within the text or in the form of a footnote. In one example, the Russian protagonist
Oleg, who visits Burkutstan, is dumbfounded when an elderly lady addresses him at work in
Burkut with ‘manna ITymuruep npemus Gapsimrau?’.®> Together with the protagonist, the
reader becomes disorientated and is prompted to reflect that

although the post-colonial text can operate as ethnography, its use of language incorporates the

warning that the site of the shared discourse — the literary text — is not the site of a shared mental
experience, and should not be seen as such.%

While one can roughly make sense of the lady’s comment, an enquiry about the Pulitzer
Prize, it is impossible to grasp the exact meaning of her words. The phrase is potentially
obscene as manda means ‘cunt’ in Russian. Kalaus’s refusal to gloss the lady’s words, as well
as numerous other random Burkut words throughout the text, ‘not only registers a sense of
cultural distinctiveness but forces the reader into an active engagement with the horizons of the
culture in which these terms have meaning’.%” As Ashcroft et al point out, ‘ultimately, the
choice of leaving words untranslated in post-colonial texts is a political act, because while

translation is not inadmissible in itself, glossing gives the translated word, and thus the

6 Ashcroft et al., The Empire, p. 203.

65 Kalaus, ®@owno, p. 11.

6 Ashcroft et al., The Empire, pp. 57-58.
57 Ibid., p. 64.
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‘receptor’ culture, the higher status’.%® For Kalaus, the ‘receptor’ culture is the Kazakhstani

culture uniting the traditions of various ethnicities inhabiting in the Kazakh territory.’
Although Kalaus writers in Russian, she does not identify herself as a Russian intellectual
and associates herself with Russian culture and literature ‘Tonbpko0 KOCBEHHBIM 00pa3om,
6naromaps s3biky’. However, neither can she call herself a Kazakh author. Rather, Kalaus
defines herself as someone who dwells in the margins:
A HaXx0XXyCb B pasjiIOMC, B pa3pbIBC, Ha TI'PAHUIIC. 3I[CCI) B AnMaThl Y Hac celicMHuUecKas
AKTUBHOCTb M TaK HAa3bIBACMBIC JIMHUW pPa3jioMa [] I/IHOFZ[a pa3pbIB PACIIHUPACTCA, a

BpPEMEHAMH CCY’KaeT, HO OH HE MCYE3aeT, a XOUETCsl, YTOOBI OH Hcye3, YTOOBI IepecTany Bce BCE
JIeTUTh, YTIPEKaTh APYT Apyra v nuHath |[...]"°

Here Kalaus’s self-definition turns into a geographical metaphor of a fault line which suggests
her and her compatriots’ uneasy cultural positioning. Kalaus is denouncing the nationalistic
rhetoric which shames Kazakhs who do not properly know Kazakh.”! And yet, Kalaus
associates her cultural ambivalence not only with uncertainty, but also strength: ‘c ogHoi
CTOPOHBI ITyTAET, a C IPYTro, Thl YyBCTBYEIIb JIETKOCTh IOTOMY YTO HUKOMY HUYEeM He 00s13aH
— Te0sl HUKTO HE MOXKET yIPEKHYTh - she remarks.”? As a Kazakhstani author who writes in
Russian, Kalaus can more easily escape the nationalist snobbery, one evoked in her fault line
allegory, than writers who write in Kazakh. Since Kazakh is considered a national tongue,

writing in this language is bound up by social censorship and creates obstacles for creative self-

% Ibid., p. 65.

% As the narrator remarks in @ono: ‘BypKyTcTaH Bceraa ObLI MaprHHAJIBHBIM PYCCKOS3BIYHBIM
ropoaoM. Koro Toibpko He HaHECIIO CIOZa 3a IBECTH JIET €r0 CYIIECTBOBAHHSA: U MATEKHBIX MOJISIKOB, U
TEPCKUX Ka3aKOB, U CCHUIbHBIX Pa3HOUMHIIEB, U BE3IECYIINX, KaK MOJIb, EBPOINEHCKUX KOMMEPCAHTOB,
1 OBIBIIMX O(QUIIEPOB HAPCKOW apMUH, U pa300JIau€HHBIX MEHBIIEBUKOB, U OMTHIX KOJJICKTHBU3ALUEH
KyJIaKOB, ¥ KaTOPXKHBIX HMHTEJUIMTEHTOB, U BBICEJICHHBIX TaTap-4€YCHLEB-MIOBODKCKUX HEMIIECB, H
YAPaBIIMX OT aHTHCEMHUTH3Ma €BPEEB, U Ja)Ke B3ATHIX B IUIEH BO BpeMs Bemnkoit OtedecTBEHHOM
smoHnes’. Kalaus, @owo, p. 32.

" My interview with Kalaus.

" Ibid.

7 Ibid.
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expression.” In view of such increasingly nationalistic trends, Kalaus subtly expresses her
concern on the danger of the eventual disappearance of Almaty’s multicultural spirit embodied
by her generation:
Takux nrofel Kak sl JOCTaTOYHO MHOTO B AnMathl. BO3MOKHO, MBI yXOJsIiee MOKOJICHHE U
CIIeyIolIee MOKOJICHUE OHM Kak-To ce0si naeHTuguuupyor, m1ubo k Poccun nmpumMkHyT, 1100

3A€Ch OCTAHYTCA U 6YZ[yT YUUTh A3bIK, HO ITOKA, Mbl HC BBIMEPJIM KaK NTUHO3aBPbI, MbI BCC CIIC
YTO-TO MPCACTABIACM.

Kalaus’s doubt that the new generations ‘k Poccun mpumknyT’ is rooted in what she
identifies as Kazakhstan’s strong cultural and political neo-colonial dependence on Russia.””
Pointing a finger at her society’s Ostrich Syndrome tendencies, Kalaus argues that despite the
political debates on Kazakhstan’s status as postcolonial, everyday life in her country is deeply
informed by its colonial past:

PYCCKI/IX MOJIMTUKOB 4 AYyMarO Mbl 3HACM JIYUIIIC, YEM CBOUX COOCTBEHHBIX — 3TO TOKE CICOCTBUEC
IMOCT-KOJIOHUAJIBHOTO CHUHAPOMaA. To ecTh HE BasKHO IMpUHUMACHIb JIX Thl 3TY KOJIOHUAJIbBHOCTD —

panyembCa el uin OTpuLaClib U KaK OBl BBI6paCI>IBaCH_IL W3 CBOCH KU3HU — THI mpoaoJLKacIlb
OCTaBaThCsA B OTOM none.76

One of Kalaus’s main concerns as a writer is to come to terms with this post-coloniality in her
fiction, especially as it is expressed in internalised Orientalism: ‘3moxa moCcT-KOJIOHUATBHOCTH,
ecTb i el koHen? W kak ¢ HEl MOXHO MOCTYNHUTh, KaK OOPOTHCS C STUMH KOMIUIEKCAMU

HCIIOJTHOLCHHOCTHU, HJIM HYXKHO JIA BOO6H.I€ C HUMH 60p0TBC§I, n 4TO C OTUM B006H_Ie

™ According to Kalaus, ‘6o/bIuast Tpareus B Haleif cTpaHe - 3T0 Cy/ab0a HAIMOHATLHBIX AaBTOPOB,
TeX, KTO MMULIET Ha Ka3aXCKOM s3bIke. VX BooOmIe He OepyTces MyOJuKoBaTh, €CJIM OHU XOTh Ha IIar
OTXOZAT OT TPAIUIIMOHHBIX KJIIACCHYECKUX PAMOK, HU O KaKOW COBPEMEHHOCTH 37I€Ch pedb HE UAET .
Extract from Kalaus’s interview in Jlumep, August 2008,

<http://www litkarta.ru/world/kazakhstan/persons/kalaus-1/> [accessed 20 March 2018].

™ My interview with Kalaus.

7> ‘Poccust MMeeT KoJoccalbHOE KyJbTYpHOE Bo3jeiicTBre Ha KasaxcTad B cuiie TOTO, YTO KHMTH,
TeJIeKaHallbl, cephalibl, (GUIBMBI — BCE 3TO MO Oousblield yacTh uaeT yepe3 Pycckoil s3bIK, uepes
pycckyto kynbTypy'. Kalaus, my interview.

’® My interview with Kalaus.
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cnenars?’.”” Much like Achille Mbembe, Kalaus refocuses analytical attention on the daily
rituals by which the postcolonial people negotiate effects of neo-colonialism in their everyday
lives. Rather than condemning the politics of neo-colonialism, her work examines how Burkut
society engages in acts of ‘conviviality’ — a careful navigation in, and complicity with neo-
colonial settings through irony and mockery.

The events of Kalaus’s novel take place in the year 2011 in the imaginary country
Burkutstan, an allegory for Kazakhstan, and focus on the employees of ‘Last Hope’, in
particular the centre’s newly appointed Russian crisis manager Oleg Korshunov, and a local
Burkut employee Asya. Kalaus describes this encounter, a clash between mentalities, as central
to the work.”® The author explains that her decision to turn to allegory was mainly determined
by her artistic preference, although, perhaps slightly by fear of policing as well.” The novel
can in part be located within a particular literary genre of comic adventures overseas,
predominantly determined by a colonial and postcolonial context, comprising such works as
Evelyn Waugh’s Scoop (1938) and Black Mischief (1932), David Lodge’s Changing Places
(1975), Malcolm Bradbury’s Rates of Exchange (1983) and William Boyd’s 4 Good Man in
Africa (1981), as well as Boyd’s Stars and Bars (1984).3°

As mentioned previously, it was Soros Foundation-Kazakhstan (SFK) that served as the
inspiration for Kalaus’s NGO. Established by George Soros and the Open Society Foundations
in 1995, SFK claims that its mission is to encourage an open society in Kazakhstan, thus to
‘promote public policies to safeguard fundamental human rights; ensure budget transparency
and accountability; and increase social activism and tolerance within society’.8! In the novel,

George Soros finds its prototype in the character of Vertigo Vertoletti, the fund’s benefactor

7 Tbid.

7S Ibid.

7 Ibid.

% 1 would like to thank Catriona Kelly for pointing out this parallel.

81 Soros Foundation-Kazakhstan, official website
<http://en.soros.kz/about_us/soros_foundation_kazakhstan> [accessed 25 October 2017].
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idealised by certain employees of the fund as a ‘supreme god of the Greek pantheon’.®?
Ironically, Vertoletti, ‘the legendary king of the stock market’, plans to close the fund, without
warning its employees.?> To oversee the smooth running of the closure, Vertoletti sends
Russian professional Oleg Korshunov to the fund, officially as a ‘crisis manager’, and
unofficially as his eyes and ears. Oleg is tasked with observing the fund for a few months to
give Vertoletti recommendations. Once, in a private conversation, as Vertoletti mysteriously
smokes a cigar, perhaps akin to the James Bond series’ wealthy antiheroes such as Auric
Goldfinger, he reveals to Oleg the reasoning behind the fund’s closure and conveys alarmingly
unsympathetic views on Burkutstan: ‘bypkyTcTan — 6aynact, npuBsS3aHHBIH K CeUTy CHIIBHOTO
Hae3HuKa. Kto Oyzaer stum Hae3nHukoMm, cenbop Kopmynodd, Poccus ninmn Kuraii, Mue He
UHTEPECHO. [...] I xouy, 4TOOBI Bce MPOILIO akKKypaTHO. MHe He Hy’KHA TuioxXas mpecca’ — he
tells Oleg.3* Vertoletti considers Burkutstan forever doomed to depend on bigger political
players. His comments expose the potentially self-serving motives of western funding bodies
who might have no real sympathy for the countries they claim to be helping, nor any true
interest in their development.

According to Vertoletti’s official explanation for the fund’s closure, Burkutstan is a rich,
self-sufficient country.®®> However, Oleg’s friend Ripley discloses the political reasons behind
Vertoletti’s decision, the looming ‘apple revolution’ — an engineered and supposedly
democratic revolution in Burkutstan.3¢ Ripley’s revelation hints at the politically manipulative
nature of Western puppeteer-style involvement in the region. The name Ripley itself evokes
the eponymous character of Patricia Highsmith’s The Talented Mr Ripley (1955), an

international con artist, and fortifies the NGO’s association with the realm of fraud. The name

82 Kalaus, ®@owno, p. 25.
% Ibid., p. 48.

% Ibid., p. 48.

% Ibid., p. 154.

% Ibid., p. 154.
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of the fund, ‘Last Hope’, also indicates that foreign investors posit themselves as saviours and
the only remaining hope for their target country. The multinational pun of Vertoletti, Italian
in form and Russian in meaning (vertoljot means helicopter in Russian), similarly suggests the
multiplicity of influences on the region, and how foreign donors monitor and helicopter-parent
the developing world. A helicopter, an instrument of military aggression that hovers and only
briefly lands on the ground serves as an apt metaphor for Vertoletti’s fleeting motifs in
monitoring or, as NGO detractors would put it, spying on Burkutstan.®” In addition, the word
helicopter in ‘Vertoletti” opposes the word eagle in ‘Burkutstan’ (berkut means golden eagle
in Russian) both on a literal level (eagles are often trained to take down hostile drones)®® and
on a symbolic plane. Western technology symbolising foreign spies is opposing a beloved
Central Asian creature, an eagle, symbolising Burkutstan’s growing nationalism. Ironically,
however, a golden eagle is also the state emblem of Russia, meaning that Kalaus’s wordplay
is suggesting Burkutstan’s struggle to achieve sovereignty not only vis-a-vis the West, but also
Russia.

Oleg’s exploitative approach to the fund mimics that of Vertoletti. He regards his new
position as a steppingstone to a ‘real job and real money’.®” A Russian professional who has
worked in the West, Oleg exemplifies a foreign ‘expert’ who is sent to a country of which s/he
has little understanding. It has been argued that western aid groups often rely on practitioners,
including political activists from U.S. communities or British civic organisers, with even less

knowledge of the post-Soviet region, to implement strategies for building democratic

87 Kalaus confirmed this interpretation with the following comment: ‘BepToneTTy - 3Ta aMuaus Kak
OBI CIIOPUT C Ha3BAaHHEM CTPAHBI M C OYPKyTaMU B IEJIOM, OHA CO3BYYHA TI0JIETY U HAOJIIOICHUIO ¢ HeOa
(Teopus 1mmuoHaxka BooOOmIe momyisApHa B crpaHax CHIT B cBA3M C  JIEATEIBHOCTHIO
0JIarOTBOPUTEINFHBIX 3aMaHbIX opraHu3arwmii Tuna @ouga Copoca). Kcratu, onucansl ciaydan, Korua
OepKyTHI B HeOE UTPArOT U COPEBHYIOTCSA ¢ ipoHamu’. Personal communication.

8 See for instance ‘Eagles Trained to Take Down Drones’, BBC, 8 March 2016
<https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/av/world-europe-35750816/eagles-trained-to-take-down-drones>
[accessed 10 April 2019]

% Kalaus, @owno, p. 48.
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institutions developed in Western capitals, without taking into account how local activists,
given local historical legacies, will receive their recommendations.”® Svetalana Shakirova
points out the commonality of this problem in post-Soviet countries:

The symbolic association of Western knowledge/education/English language with capital is still

taken for granted [by Western organisations]. [...] Having arrived for a week, the expert first

asks naive questions about the local situation, demonstrating the lack of basic knowledge about
the country's history, geography and culture, and then gives recommendations to local political
and administrative structures. *!

Indeed, as part of his mission, Oleg undertakes superficial research on the country. He
casts an orientalist and demeaning view at the organisation, and by extension Burkutstan,
evaluating it as ‘Hactosiias asipumnia. [Iposunius B ky6e’.”? He looks down on the employees,
comparing them to ‘monkeys’.”® In his politically extreme, racist reflections, he considers non-
Russian ‘marginal’, nations of the ex-Soviet republics as dirty, flawed and infinitely inferior to
Russians, and justifies eugenics.”* He thus echoes characteristic colonial discourses justifying
imperial civilising missions by the necessity of helping out the nations with supposedly inferior
traditions, cultures and religions. In line with traditional Orientalist approaches, Oleg’s
aversion is accompanied with a degree of exoticisation of, and fascination with the country. He

admires Burkutstan’s nature, feels at peace in his surroundings, and enjoys the local humdrum.

95 Of all the foreign places he has visited ‘ToabK0 31€Ch, B 3TOM [...] %O0IE MUpa, a3MATCKOM

%0 Mendelson and Glenn, The Power, p. 3.

! Svetlana Shakirova, ‘Ot HeyremmtensHoro Jluarnosa k DddexruupiM Crparterusm’ (2006)
<http://caucasia.at.ua/publ/iz_zhurnala_quotdialog zhenshhinquot/stati/ot_diagnoza k strategijam 2
006/8-1-0-11> [accessed 10 April 2019].

%2 Kalaus, @owo, p. 10.

% Ibid., p. 21.

% Ibid., p. 43. ‘UTo 3a MAMOTCKME TIOMECH PasTyIuBaioT B 3ToM 3opkom? He ropox, a maGoparopus
€BreHUKH, MPHUEM, C 3arakeHHbBIMUA petopTamu. He To, uToObI OJier co3HAaTeNbHO MPHUICPKUBAIICS
KaKHX-TO TaM 0COOBIX B3IISJOB Ha HAIIMOHAJBHBIM MM PAaCOBBIM BOMPOC, HO MAapruHANbl — «JIETH
pasHBIX HapoOAOB» — BCErZAa Ka3aJUCh €My BeChbMa HEKM3HECTIOCOOHBIMH H, MPSIMO CKaXeM,
VIIEpOHBIMH C TOYKM 3peHUS] U (U3HOIOTUYECKOW, W, OCOOEHHO, HWHTEUIeKTyanbHOW. Oer
NPEANOYNTAI OTACIATh «UUCTBIX» OT «HEUHCTBIX», [T0JIarasi, YTo He3bI0IeMble IPUHIUIIBI BBIPACTAIOT
U3 TPaauLUd, TPAAULIUHN — U3 KyJIbTYDBI, KYJAbTypa — U3 PEIUTUH, PEIIUTHS Ke HEOTAeIuMa OT JyLIH
HapOJIHOH, a AyIia, B CBOIO OYEPEb... .

5 Tbid., p. 44; p. 48.
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NPOBUHIMATIBHOM 0O0JIOTIIE, TIOYYBCTBOBAJ OH BIPYI KaKoe-TO CTPAaHHOE YMHUPOTBOPEHHE U
naxe — 1MOKoH . . . Xoporo. Kak B yroTHbIX crapeHbkux Tanoukax’.”® He similarly evidences
Orientalist preconceptions on the ‘striking’ beauty of Burkut women.®”  Oleg’s approach to
the Burkut NGO offers a case-study of what Tlostanova calls Russia’s ‘external imperial
difference with its secondary Eurocentrism as the constitutive element that spreads over the
colonized as well as the colonizers’.”® Oleg Orientalises Burkuts, identifying himself as
European and reinforcing his own insecure identity by Othering Burkuts as ‘Asiatics’. But the
‘secondary Eurocentrism’ equally affects Burkut employees who in turn self-Orientalise. The
female protagonist Asya idealises Russian culture, considering it superior to Burkut culture.
Once, when recalling her wonderful trip to Moscow, she muses on how monuments of old
Russia, old street names and cobblestones evoke agedness and tradition, qualities which Asya
identifies as markers of civilisation. The odour of Oleg’s perfume and the smells of Moscow
metro all merge into one in Asya’s imagination, hinting at her fascination with Oleg’s
Russianness.”® Asya argues that her colleagues should be grateful for enjoying Oleg’s
company, the ‘classy’ Oleg will show the fund’s simpletons how it’s really done: ‘mopa yxe
HaiuM (GOHIOBCKUM NpocTakam mokasars kiacc’.'% She also considers ‘pure’ Russian spoken
by the metropolitans like Oleg far superior to the ‘fat, lazy, provincial” koine version of Russian
spoken by her and her fellow provincial simpletons at the fund.!°! Asya’s internalised
Orientalism thus reveals the persistence of ‘cultural cringe’ attitudes to Russian language and
culture in post-Soviet Burkutstan (Kazakhstan).

Other employees similarly denigrate their country. One of them, Taras, considers

Burkutstan ‘the lowest of the low’, perhaps with the only exception of Mongolia, and thus a

% Ibid., p. 48.

7 Ibid., p.11.

% Tlostanova, ‘The Janus-Faced’, p. 8.
% Kalaus, @ono, p. 111.

1 Ibid., p. 111.

0 Ibid., p. 112.
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perfect location for Oleg to earn brownie points on his way to future employment in Europe.!%?
Other employees criticise Burkut modernity, arguing that the undemocratic Burkutstan lags
behind other post-Soviet countries that have overthrown authoritarian regimes through
peaceful protests, or even Russia, where, they point out, Putin showed the decency not to run
for presidency for a third time in 2008, in contravention of the constitution.!® ‘Becroxy —
[[BETHbIE PEBOJIOIMH, Hapo] Ha ruiomagax!! A y nac Tyt — 6onoro!!” — Gul’ka, one of the
employees, moans.'%

Listening to Gul’ka’s rhetoric, Asya wonders whether the political changes which Gul’ka
evokes are sweeping over the post-Soviet nations in one uniform wave, ‘4To BCe 3TH «OHN»,
HaBEpHOE, U BIPsMb — oauu u Te ke una’.! The implication here is that despite their
independence, the countries that Gul’ka mentions (Ukraine, Georgia, Moldova, Kyrgyzstan)
are steered by the same political actors who are following the same agenda, one of quickly
fabricating democracies, or at least democratic facades. Ironically, unbeknownst to Gul’ka, a
similar watershed, an ‘apple revolution’, is set to transform the political scene in Burkutstan,
as mentioned earlier. In this context, Kalaus seems to be suggesting that Burkutstan’s reliance
on Western aid for its democracy promotion will only sustain the country’s self-Orientalising
stance.

The projects conducted by ‘Last Hope’ also reflect the self-Orientalising tendencies of its
employees and suggest that despite Western pressures, they are equally determined by the
influence of the Soviet past and Russian neo-colonial interests in the region. In fact, while the
fund’s name is English, its setting, ‘a square Soviet yard” where a children’s playground has

been usurped by cars, is typically post-Soviet, hinting at a rocky road of Westernisation in a

12 Ibid., p. 7.

' This comment is ironic in view of the rokirovka (swapping of power between Vladimir Putin and
Dmitry Medvedev) of 2012, a year after the fictional time setting of the novel.

1% Ibid., p. 120 (‘Bcroy — 1BETHBIE PEBOTIONMH, HAPO Ha iomansax!! A y Hac TyT — 6omoTo!!”).

195 Ibid., p. 120.
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country where relative poverty has fostered a culture of negligence and survival of the fittest.!%
It is as if time has frozen in the organisation, and Oleg cannot tell whether the interior of the
lobby has deliberately been decorated in the vintage style of socialist art, or whether nothing
has changed there since Soviet times.!”” In the director’s room, several busts ‘To su
OCHOBOIIOJIOXKHHKOB MapKCU3Ma-JIeHUHH3Ma, TO JH ObBIHX aupekropoB donpma «Jlact
Xoym»’ also signal the blurry location of the NGO at Soviet and Western crossroads.!%®

Last Hope’s dependency on the ex-imperial centre becomes evident when the fund invites
Aleksey Davidovich Ivanov, a special guest from Moscow, to lead a training at the fund. In his
speech, Ivanov proclaims that in line with the Soviet rhetoric, he views Russia as Burkutstan’s

older brother which will guide and protect it from ‘Western puppeteers’ and ‘Judaising

heretics’:

Tpucra ner Benukas Poccust u Bypkytus sxunn Bmecte. U npysxHo >xunmn! M X0Ts ceroaHs Mbl
C BaMH IPakIAaHe Pa3HBIX TOCYIAapCTB, sl HE MOOOKOCH BO BCEYCIIBIIIAHNE 3asBHTh: HECMOTPS HH
Ha KaKy¥o 3Ty Ballly HE3aBUCHMOCTh, HECMOTPSI HH Ha KaKHe MMPOMCKH 3a0KEAHCKHX KYKIOBOJIOB,
HECMOTPSI HU Ha KaKyk0 epech )UJOBCTBYIOLIHX, Mbl, PyCCKHE JIFOIH, BCETJa TOTOBBI IPOTSHYTh
PYKY TIOMOILM GPaThsM HAIAM MEHbIIMM.'
Conspiracies against Hungarian Jewish billionaire George Soros and his philanthropy have
commonly used ‘well-worn antisemitic tropes’ right across the post-Socialist world and
beyond.!!? The investor has often been scapegoated by the political discourses of authoritarian

regimes. Here it could be said that post-Soviet states are once again taking the lead from

Moscow. For example, in trying to evade responsibility for the email hacking of the Democratic

19 Ibid., p. 8.

97 Ibid., p. 10.

1% Ibid., p. 12.

199 Kalaus, @ono, p. 121.

119 Jason Wilson, ““Dripping with Poison of Antisemitism’: The Demonization Of George Soros”, The
Guardian, 25 October 2018 <https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2018/oct/24/george-soros-
antisemitism-bomb-attacks>; ADL, ‘The Anti-Semitism Lurking Behind George Soros Conspiracy
Theories’, 11 October 2018 <https://www.adl.org/blog/the-anti-semitism-lurking-behind-george-
soros-conspiracy-theories> [both accessed 15 July 2019]
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National Committee, Vladimir Putin compared the company that allegedly gave cover to the
Russian intelligence agents to Soros. He argued that an individual company doesn’t represent
Russia, just like how Soros, who ‘intervenes in things all over the world’, doesn’t represent
America.!!! The comments made by Kalaus’s fictional speaker Ivanov similarly invoke the
lingering resentment for Soros’s influence in the region — an ironic stance considering Ivanov’s
own declaration of Russia’s ambitions to dominate Burkutstan.

Paradoxically, despite its susceptibility to Russian influence, the fund also makes attempts
to raise the question of sovereignty among Burkut society. Thus, it commissions a gruesome
circus performance which satirises Burkut society’s dependency on Russia. As part of the
show, the artist feeds chickens while singing mantras, draws a five-pointed star on the floor
and proceeds to cut the chickens’ throats. Using the dead chickens, the performer then recreates
Russia’s emblem, a two-headed eagle, and reverently bows to it.!'> The grotesque act of
sacrificing chickens at the altar of a five-pointed star, which happens to be the symbol of
communism, parodies Burkut subservience to its former master, while the distortion of
Russia’s emblem lampoons Russian power. The title of the piece ‘3ems, 6151, mokmonuce!’ is
also significant. It echoes Russophone Kazakh writer Olzhas Suleimenov’s poem ‘3ems,
noksonuce Yemoseky!’ (1961), in praise of the cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin, which brought
Suleimenov national fame.!''> The evocation of the poem in this context, complete with
obscenity blya [blyad’, whore], suggests Kalaus’s critical approach to Kazakhstan’s cultural
subservience to the political ideology of the Soviet State. It provocatively brings into relief the

evolution of non-Russian Russophone writing’s subversive potential since Soviet times.

! Jane Coatson, ‘Putin’s Reference to George Soros was a Dog Whistle to Far-Right Anti-Semites’,
Vox, 16 July 2018 <https://www.vox.com/2018/7/16/17576760/george-soros-putin-trump-helsinki>;
Ilya Arkhipov, Boris Groendahl, ‘Putin Teases That His Troll-Factory Ally Is Just Like Soros’,
Bloomberg, 4 June 2018, <https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-06-04/putin-teases-that-his-
troll-factory-ally-is-just-like-soros> [both accessed 15 July 2019]

12 Kalaus, @ono, p. 27.

'3 In 1966 the poem was awarded the Komsomol Prize for Kazakhstan.
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Suleimenov’s work, while not devoid of some rebelliousness, was bound by the necessity of
paying lip-service to Soviet achievements, including in space. Kalaus’s post-Soviet satire and
mockery refuses all allegiances and targets both local and Russian post-Soviet politics, even
though as a member of the Kazakh Union of Writers with work experience in the aid sector,
Kalaus is connected to the cultural, and to some extent political state establishments, and risks
being policed.

Last Hope’s confusing and contradictory messages are also evident in the ambitiously
titled project ‘The Renaissance of the Golden Horde, aimed at building a patriotic youth camp
that would foster patriotism among young people and help them in their ‘quest for the roots’.!14
In real life, a similar youth project, a two-day youth camp Zhas, has been supported for the last
decade by SFK, sometimes with the added support of the OSCE.!!> In post-Soviet Georgia, ex-
president Mikhail Saakashvili similarly introduced youth summer camps to promote patriotic
feelings. At the time, some observers saw these camps as essential to forging a single Georgian
identity and state nationalism after decades of Soviet rule.!'® However, the camps, like the
fictional youth camp in Kalaus’s novel, were ironically reminiscent of Soviet youth
organisations.

Indeed, Kalaus’s fictional camp would be explicitly inspired by Soviet shabashkas
(seasonal work) and the principles of druzhba narodov.!'” The design of the camp site included
a fountain which symbolically linked the activities of the NGO with Russia and the Soviet
Union. With its traditional Russian folk dance (khorovod) of naiads and nymphs, the fountain
would resemble the famous Soviet fountain ‘Druzhba narodov’ (1951-54) celebrating the unity

of the sixteen Soviet republics in the VDNKh (‘Exhibition of Economic Achievements’) park

14 Ibid., pp. 28-29.

15 OSCE, ‘OSCE Programme Office Supports Annual Youth Camp in Kazakhstan’, 17 October 2015
<http://www.osce.org/astana/192761> [accessed 11 April 2019].

116 OSCE report, 17 October 2015.

17 Kalaus, @ono, pp. 28-29.
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in Moscow (Figure 8).!'® The instructions of the design explaining that the fountain’s mermaids
would lean down to the water ‘akin to cute Russian willows’ similarly signal the lingering
fascination with, and fondness for Russian culture, and the desire of emulating it. In its
ambiguous and often contradictory political orientation, the fund reflects Burkutstan’s
postcolonial identity and resonates with Mbembe’s description of a postcolony as a plural
network of overlapping domains ‘each having its own logic yet liable to be entangled with

other logics’.'"®

Figure 8. Fountain Druzhba narodov in the VDNKh park, Moscow.

While critical of (neo)colonial influences, Kalaus also directs our attention to the potential
complicity between neo-colonial forces, corrupt elites and their subjects. Echoing Mbembe’s
blurring of the oppressor/oppressed binaries, Kalaus thus mocks her country’s postcolonial
intellectual elites from within. The author reveals how the colossal budget is abused by young

people who spend it on fancy notebooks, elite call girls and ski holidays in the Alps, before

18 Kalaus, @ono, p. 31.
9 Mbembe, On the Postcolony, p. 104.
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they move on to management schools abroad.'?* The management of the camp is then handed
over to a bogus native intellectual Savva Yurodtsev who appropriates the remainder of the
grants, hands over organisational duties to his friends and heads off on a tour in the Dead Sea.
As the icing on the cake, Yurodtsev then hypocritically turns to a local Burkut tabloid where
he denounces ‘rHMIIBIC THOEpaNTbHBIE KOHTOPHI THIA MpeciaoByToro @onaa «Jlact xoym», Bo-
NEepBbIX, OTKPBITOTO Ha KpOBaBbIE JEHbIM OMpP)KEBOro crekyisHra B. Bepronertu, a Bo-
BTOPBIX, HAPOYHO CEIOILETO Pa30p B CILIOYEHHOM OYPKYTCKOM oOmmectse’. 2!

Through the disastrous failure of Last Hope’s youth camp, Kalaus suggests that local elites
and intellectuals are also responsible for the country's problems and cannot be victimised as
unsuspecting targets of foreign funders. At the same time, since the culture of corruption and
exploitation of public sectors is in large part inherited from the Soviet system, the camp’s
failure also demonstrates that ‘[h]istorical legacies of the decades of communist rule account
in part for the poor functioning of fragile new institutions’, rather than solely the strategies of
international NGOs.!?? Kalaus likewise suggests that Kazakh NGOs are at the mercy of various
neo-colonial forces, as Western demands for democracy, Soviet legacies and Kazakhstan’s
desire to gain political sovereignty both determine and complicate their efficiency.

This multiplicity of influences on post-Soviet NGOs most vividly translate into the eclectic
gender discourses voiced and embodied by the diverse female collective of Kalaus’s fictional
fund. One employee, Camilla Djakopovna, is a typical Soviet working woman, ‘Beigaroras
TpyAoroyvka co craxxeM °, dressed, as the narrator sarcastically puts it, ‘B manuzapHom ctuie
KEH nepBeIX OosbieBUKoB’.!?}  Another, Maira, epitomises Burkut women’s cultural

confusion as she wears her hair ‘He TO HepAIUTUBBIMU Y30€KCKUMH KOCHYKaMHU, HE TO Yepecuyp

120 Kalaus, @ono, p. 29.

21 Ibid., p. 29.

122 Mendelson and Glenn, The Power, p. 3.
123 Kalaus, @ono, p. 5.
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akkypaTHbIMU apenamu’.!2* The fact that her hair is too underdone to fit the criteria of a typical
Central Asian hairstyle and, in contrast, too perfectly done-up to qualify as dreadlocks, serves
as a metaphor for women who, by not trying hard enough, or by trying too hard, cannot
accurately reproduce either Western or Eurasian cultural markers and end up in a confusing in-
between cultural realm which caricatures both.

The female employees of Last Hope thus find themselves at identity crossroads and are
subjected to multiple gender re-Orientalising. Their anxieties and identity crisis manifest itself
in their struggle to determine the exact meaning of a free woman in independent Burkutstan.
Burdened by the necessity to correspond to Western gender theories and assumptions, they
subscribe to hiddenly Orientalist stereotypes and re-Orientalise themselves by playing the role
of ‘the eternal Other (a native informant or a native instrument of feminist imperialism)’.!2>
Their anxieties become evident in the exchange between Asya’s female colleagues which arises
after Asya turns down their offer to join in the social activities due to her household chores. As
one of the colleagues Gul’ka tells Asya off for being backward, another colleague Zhorka joins
the conversation. In a dialogue that ensues, Zhorka and Gul’ka reveal their internalised
Orientalist views on womanhood, as well as a distorted vision of feminism:

— Hy 161 mocmotpu! Hu ¢ura cebe? Matb-Tepesa, 6nun. U He cThiano Tebe? — ['ynbka THEBHO

TOIIHYJIa HOXKOH. — MBI — THIIA OCBO60)KI[éHHLIC JKCHIIIMHBI BOCTOKa, a Tbl HAC BSYHO IMO30pHIIb,

oka0yyHuIa!

— To xe mue, ocBoOOXAEHHAA... — XMBIKHYJ JKopka Henmomusimmii [...] — Bamu toroa k Asne

JIbBOBHE, y HE€ Kak pa3 rpaHTEPHI HOBbIE — DEMUHUCTKAsE MyCyJIbMaHCKas JIUTa.

— [...] Kopka, Opemems! Kakoii 6asin! Adurers, naiite nse! OeMUHHCTKU-MYCYJIbMaHKH, YTO
126
1b?!

That reconciling Islam with feminism appears inconceivable to these women suggests that

they have a thwarted understanding of both the religion and the social movement in question.

24 [bid. p. 6.
125 Tlostanova, ‘The Janus-Faced’, p. 8.
126 Kalaus, @ono, p. 15.
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Their reactions echo Tlostanova’s argument that ‘having gotten rid of the hijab as a result of
Soviet feminism’, women in Central Asia find themselves ‘in the clasp of much more
hierarchical regime — not of veiling, but of silencing and levelling of their opinions and selves,
promoted by Western epistemology and Western mainstream feminism as its integral part’.!?
In addition, the fund’s female employees’ dismissive attitude towards Islam serves as a
reminder that ‘Soviet modernity destroyed the complex and nuanced models of interaction
between the indigenous thinking and Islam which had been refined in these locales in the
centuries of Muslim influence’.!?® The adjective that the women use when talking of ‘the freed
women of the East’ is also telling. These women do not consider themselves as free, or having
been free, but rather as having been liberated. They thus posit themselves in an object position,
steered by their liberators, either the Soviets, or Western NGOs. Having received superficial
training on wester dictates of modernity and gender equality, these women are struggling to

reconcile their acquired knowledge with the discourses of Soviet and post-Soviet dictates on

gender.

Eleonora Kasymova’s Taoowcux (2007)

Women working in post-Soviet NGOs mostly belong to cultural elites, hold university degrees,
and enjoy access to western organisations thanks to their English language skills and previous
experience of working with foreigners. As such, they often fail to grasp the needs of working-
class women.!?’ Tajik author Eleonora Kasymova’s novel Tadocux examines this issue in the
Tajik context and handles gender elements in the aid sector much more thoroughly than the

two other novels examined in this chapter. Kasymova satirises from ‘within’ the Women’s

127 Tlostanova, ‘The Janus-Faced’, p. 9.
128 Tlostanova, Gender, p. 200.
129 Zubkovskaya, ‘[Tpumenuma mu’, p. 182.
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Committee of Tajikistan (Pecniy6nukanckuii Komurer Xenmun) where she used to work as a
secretary. The novel explores the issues that arise when women belonging to elites attempt to
transfer their Western training to their female compatriots, as they do in Kalaus’s ‘Last Hope’,
thus unknowingly becoming instruments of native feminist (neo)imperialism. Furthermore,
Kasymova suggests that despite women’s organisations’ genuine intentions, corrupt post-
Soviet bureaucracy severely limits their potential for positive change.

Kasymova (b. 1951) holds a degree in Russian language and literature from Tajik
Pedagogical Institute. She began her career as a journalist writing for Beuepnuii Jywanbe. In
the nineties, she became the founder and editor of a women’s newspaper Meoicdy namu,
arcenuyunamu.'3® Although she writes in Russian, Kasymova is one the most prominent Tajik
women writers, suggesting the privileged position of Russian in post-Soviet Tajik culture. The
author has been publishing her fictional works since the seventies and is a member of both the
Russian and the Tajik Union of writers. Like other Russophone authors, Kasymova has won
Russian literary prizes, among them the 2016 ‘writer of the year’ award and has also worked
extensively as a journalist. She has held various state positions, including in the Frunze district
Committee (paiikom maptun) in Soviet Tajikistan. She is also a wife of an ambassador. As
such, like Kalaus, Kasymova belongs to the very elites she criticises from within.

Kasymova’s critical approach to both the Soviet and post-Soviet political and aid systems
is even more striking considering her family’s close association with state institutions.
Kasymova’s mother was an ardent communist and deputy minister of culture in Soviet
Tajikistan. Kasymova recalls that her mother could fully recite Karl Marx’s Capital (1867)
from memory and was so fond of the communist thinker that she named her daughter Eleonora

in honour of Marx’s daughter. When recalling this story, Kasymova self-identifies as a product

130 Eleonora Kasymova, personal page, <https://www.proza.ru/avtor/eleonora2> [accessed 10 August
2019].
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of the Soviet system, which she assesses with the same playfulness that characterises the
literary tone of Russophone women authors like Kalaus and Yuzbashi:
51 wenosex Cometckuii, n3 CoBerckux BpemeH. A CoBerckuii Coro3, CoBeTckoe BpeMs ObLIO
HEMHOXKO (DAaHTACTHYCCKHH IEPHOA M TO3TOMY M BElId HEKOTOPbIE TOXE ObLIH

(anTacTHyecKue, HApUMEp MMEHA AaBald OYEHb CTPAHHBIE, €CIIM Bbl IIOMHHUTE 3TO OBUIO H
OxTa6puHa, 570 6611 1 TpakTopuBaHOBUY 3T0 61T U Cynbhamuausum. !

Kasymova employs a similarly humorous tone in her novel Taoacux (2007). Even though
the work deals with harrowing themes such as sexual abuses in the aid sector, sex-trafficking
in Central Asia and the difficult plight of gastarbeiters in Moscow, Kalaus eschews depicting
her characters as victims, and moves away from capitalising on emotional narratives on the
struggles of postcolonial societies. These are particularly salient in Tajikistan, since the country
is among the thirty poorest nations on earth. The five-year civil conflict which erupted in
Tajikistan in 1991 left 50,000 casualties, over one million IDPs, 560,000 refugees, 55,000
orphaned and 20,000 widows.!3? Recovery has been at least partial.!**> Compounding this,
Tajikistan has suffered successive natural disasters since 1998: major floods, landslides and
drought.!3* Rather than drawing inspiration from these traumas, Kasymova, like Kalaus,
focuses on the neo-colonial conviviality of the everyday life in her postcolonial society — she
mocks local businessmen and caricatures the misguided attempts of aid workers. The work
explores three storylines, a Tajik gastarbaiter Er’s misadventures in Moscow, his wife Kumri’s
life back in Tajikistan, and their oldest daughter’s misfortunes at the hands of sex traffickers.

This chapter focuses on Kumri’s storyline where Kasymova explores the ideological divide

13! Eleonora Kasymova interviewed by Nargis Kasymova, Kapsepa, 27 April 2019, 1:25-1:50
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1UDPNJLWuYc> [accessed 10 August 2019]

32 INTRAC report, p. 6.

133 Tajikistan GDP data, Word Bank,
<https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG?locations=TJ> [accessed 10 October
2019]

B34 Ibid., p. 6.
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between women in the aid sector and the rest of Tajik women through Kumri’s encounter with
Tajik Women’s Committee.

Kumri, a woman from a Tajik village, has to provide for her seven children after her
husband Er goes missing in Moscow, where he emigrates in search of employment. In order to
find him, Kumri turns for help to an NGO in the Tajik capital, Dushanbe, one inspired by the
women’s organisation where Kasymova herself used to work. There she meets the leaders of
the women’s committee, Sabokhat and Zulfiya. The leaders take interest in Kumri’s story and
decide to visit her village to learn about the lives of local women. Through Sabokhat’s and
Zulfiya’s encounter with Kumri and her friends in the village, the author suggests that NGO
workers often lack accurate understanding of women’s role in Tajik society, as well as the
ability and willingness to tailor feminism to local needs.

When Sabokhat and Zulfiya meet local women, the deep separation between them
becomes immediately apparent. When asked about their lives, the women explain sarcastically
that theirs is not a life, but a ‘mere existence’.!3* Sabokhat is surprised by this complaint. ‘With
a clever face’, she instructs women that every person is a master of her fate, and if one wants
to be happy, one has to create happiness.'*¢ Sabokhat’s comment echoes Meghan Simpson’s
suggestion that when women in Tajikistan show little inclination to join in public activism,
their passivity is taken as a mark of Easternness, whereas in fact, as Shirin Akiner contends,
‘passivity’ could be interpreted as a sophisticated coping strategy to protect central values of
society in a time of fluctuation and stress caused by political, economic and social upheavals

— and thus a crucial contribution to community life which is fundamental to maintaining

135 Kasymova, Tadacux, p. 25.
3¢ Ibid., p. 25.



224

continuity and identity.!3” Simpson adds that, in any case, this ‘passivity’ is in fact ‘essentially
legitimized by Western aid and assistance organizations’.!?

Indeed, Sabokhat’s patronising approach is similarly reinforcing the stereotype of a
passive Eastern woman. Unsurprisingly, her stance creates friction among the group. ‘You live
in the city and know nothing about our lives” — Kumri explains to Sabokhat. She informs her
that women in the village face a double burden as there are no men left, since most of them
have gone to earn money in Russia.'** However, Sabokhat remains unable to shake off her
scepticism. Economic migration is not the exclusive problem of Tajikistan, besides, ‘men
surely send their earnings back to their families? And surely not everyone has emigrated? — she
responds.'*® When Sabokhat is informed that indeed all men have left, Sabokhat’s tone
becomes less sceptical and more sympathetic. As women tell Sabokhat about their own
experiences, how some of their husbands remarried in Russia, or disappeared without a trace,
Sabokhat is overwhelmed and taken aback. She realises that she has come to these women with
preconceived ideas and misconceptions, and that her training might not be adequate for dealing
with problems which have roots in serious and large-scale economic and political problems:

Omna ycTpeMuUia B3I B Yrojl KOMHATbl WU HCPBHO CIJIOTHYJIA CJIIOHY. Ei#i crano CTBIAHO.

OTHpaBJ’IS[FICL B KHIIJIAK JJId arutTaliiii MECTHBIX XCHIIIWH Ha 60pb6y C HHH.ICTOﬁ H JICHBIO, OHA
HEC 3HaJia, 4YTO CTOJIKHETCA C JAJICKO HE XXKCHCKUMH HpO6HCMaMI/I. 141

As local women apologise for their brutal honesty and show empathy for Sabokhat’s misguided

position, their humble stance further exacerbates Sabokhat’s feelings of guilt. ‘Ashamed of her

57 Meghan Simpson, ‘Local Strategies in Globalizing Gender Politics: Women’s Organizing in
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan’, Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs, 26.1 (2006), 9-3, p. 21; Shirin Akiner,
‘Between Tradition and Modernity: the Dilemma Facing Contemporary Central Asian Women’, in
Mary Buckley ed., Post-Soviet Women: From the Baltic to Central Asia (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1997), p. 294.

3% Simpson, ‘Local’, p. 21.

9 Ibid., p. 25.

0 Tbid., p. 25.

! Tbid., p. 26.
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didactic speech’, she meekly replies that she is the one who should apologise.'*? Through
Sabokhat’s mistakes, Kasymova suggests the dangers of a top-down approach to local women,
and an aggressive or didactic imposition of western feminist dogmas.

Through Sabokhat’s and her colleague Zulfiya’s encounter with Kumri and her friends,
the author suggests that an accurate understanding of women’s role in Tajik society, as well as
the ability and willingness to tailor feminism to local needs are essential for NGO workers.
Kasymova thus points to the wider post-Soviet problem: the distance between women’s
movements — the newly created cadre of professional activists involved in their own networks,
norms, and practices — and the rest of society. According to Mendelson and Glenn, international
assistance is in large part responsible for this widening gap:

As civic associations have become more institutionalized and professionalized, they have

frequently been transformed into more hierarchical, centralized corporate entities that value their

own survival more than their social mission. Their dependence on international assistance has often
forced them to be more responsive to outside donors than to their internal constituencies.'**

The portrayal of fictional Sabokhat points to the fact that many educated Tajiks see the
situation in much the same way.

Sabokhat’s colleague Zulfiya appears more attuned to the intricacies of her mission. She
opts for more a gentle approach and appeases women by claiming that ‘women are the keepers
of the family hearth’.!** Not only does her statement recognise that, contrary to Sabokhat’s
misconception, women are hardworking, but it also implies that their dedication is paying
homage to local village traditions which should not necessarily be dismissed as ‘patriarchal’

and oppressive. At first, her encouragement appears counter-intuitive in terms of those feminist

42 Ibid., p. 26.

3 Ibid., p.14. Kristen Ghodsee discusses the prevalence of the same problem in post-socialist Bulgaria,
highlighting ‘the disconnect between the lives of women in Bulgaria and the kinds of advocacy projects
being pursued by the women's NGOs in Sofia’, see Ghodsee, ‘Nongovernmental Ogres?’, p. 47; See
also Sangeeta Kamat, ‘NGOs and the New Democracy’, Harvard International Review, 25.1(2003),
65-69, p. 65.

14 Kasymova, Taoaxcux, p. 25.
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perspectives that want to see women empowered beyond their household realm. Nonetheless,
Zulfiya’s strategy of appeasement proves a wise move as women become willing to listen to
what she has to say. They evidence particular eagerness to learn about their rights, ‘Beap 1o
CHX TOp CYMTAJIOCh, YTO KEHIIMHA TOJBKO «I0JDKHAY...”.!* In fact, ‘pasroBop HAcCTOIBKO
3aUHTPUTOBAT  COOpaBIIMXCS, YTO MHOTHE CTald CTPOUTHh IUIAaHBl OOpBOBI ¢
HECIPaBeJIMBOCThIO, KOTOpBIE YUMHSIOT HeI0o0pocoBecTHbE MyxuuHbL. IloTom Oecena
IUIAaBHO TIepepociia Ha TEMY O pOJHM KCHUIMHbI B CEMbE, BOCIIUTAHMM JE€TEH M KHU3HH B

mesaom’ . 146

Rather than feeling intimidation, or hostility, reactions often induced by the
activities of western NGOs in post-Soviet Central Asia, women become actively engaged in
the negotiation of their role in their families and societies, contrary to Sabokhat’s
misconception.

In general, women in these societies, especially rural settings, tend to suspect feminism
more broadly as an expression of cultural imperialism and Orientalism, since, as Olga
Zubkovskaya points out, ‘in the process of knowledge transfer the ‘“West’ is often presented as
norm, whereas the ‘East’ — as a deviation from it’.!*” In Kasymova’s novel, Kumri’s mother-
in-law bitingly comments that women activists from the city are useless, selfish and misguided:
‘BOH, MPHUEXaM TBOW TOPOJICKHE, Hapo coOpaiu, 0003Banu Oe31eTbHUKAMU U yKaTHWIA. A
nanbine uto? MM He 10 Hac, OHU TaMm, HaBepXy, o cebOe aymarot. Kak sipue ryOku HaKpacurs,

Ia Kpaie npuogerhes’. 48

In fact, despite her kind intentions, Zulfiya also fails to grasp the
sheer magnitude of women’s problems, as she herself realises from bitter personal experience.

After her conversation with the women, Zulfiya volunteers to work with them and is

assigned to clean the house of a local cotton industry magnate, Rustam. Once at his lavish and

3 Ibid., p. 26.

16 Ibid., p. 25.

147 Zubkovskaya, ‘[Tpumenuma mu’, p. 182.
148 Kasymova, Taoaxcux, p. 50.
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vulgar mansion, the sleazy oligarch attempts to rape her — leading to an oddly comic scuftle
and verbal sparring between the two. Zulfiya reveals her true identity as a prosecutor and finally
cuts short the oligarch’s advances with a threat of a lawsuit. The conversation that ensues after
the averted attack takes an unexpected turn and morphs into a debate on the legacies of the
Soviet past — an episode where Kasymova caricatures the supposedly nationalistic postcolonial
elites’ practices of ‘conviviality’ as well as the internalised ‘secondary Orientalism’ of aid
workers like Zulfiya.

The debate is sparked when Rustam, having asked the name of her prey, instructs Zulfiya
that she should not be including the Slavonic ‘ov’ in her surname since the president has made
such an inclusion illegal. He is soon made aware that he is barking up the wrong tree, since
Zulfiya is well versed in her country’s legal realities and quickly corrects him by pointing out
that the president merely ‘pekoMeHmOBan BEpHYThCA K HCTOpUYECKHM KopHsm’.'*? Her
opponent claims wholehearted support for the president’s nationalistic decree and compares
his country with other post-Soviet countries outside of Central Asia. He thus suggests that out
of all post-Soviet regions, Central Asia is the one that it still overwhelmingly in the throes of
the Soviet past:

[louemy B I'py3un, Hanpumep, HanucaHue GaMuInii coxpaHuauch? MHorue Hapoabl BOOOIIe X
He MeHsuu. ['py3uH xe He cran ['oromBunnoB? WMnu apmsHuH He cran ke Kampasnos? Wnn

ykpauden — KupuenkoB? I[lpubant — CanustyuycoB? Bce mpaBuibno! Korma-to ke Hano
BO3BpAIAThCA Ty/Ia, OTKy/Ia Hauanu."

Ironically, when Zulfiya asks the oligarch his name, he answers by including a Russian
patronymic: ‘Pycram [anueBud. — Mysxkunna 3akanuisuics. — Pycramom 3o0Byt’.!5! Tt is clear

that Rustam adopts a protean approach to life and adapts to changing political situations for his

own benefit. While he is presently criticising the Soviet regime, he himself is its product and

49 Ibid., p. 30.
150 Ibid., p. 30.
5! Ibid., p. 30.
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beneficiary. Being an economist of a ‘Soviet School’, he works in the cotton business, an
industry with problematic colonial history. Through Rustam’s character, the readers are
reminded that in Central Asian republics, independence has become ‘a cover for preservation
of the old ruling elites’, the Soviet apparatchiki covered with the mantle of nationalism and
thus at least covertly subservient to Russo-Soviet state ideologies.!>?

Zulfiya takes the opposite, equally caricatured side of the argument: ‘Sl ObI He cremmma
BO3BpalIaThcs Haszan. [lo3aau ocranack mapaHjpKa, CIUIONIHAs 0e3rpaMOTHOCTb, TUKOCTh U

COIyTCTBYIOIME cTpacTu’ — she warns. !5

Her argument echoes the Soviet Orientalist rhetoric
on Russia’s civilising mission to liberate Central Asian women from the supposed wilderness,
patriarchy and perversion, in short, of their ‘Eastern’ ways. She unproblematically embraces
hujum and associates her compatriots with wildness and backwardness. In so doing, she echoes
the stance of the NGO workers in Kalaus’s fictional fund ‘Last Hope’ who similarly consider
themselves as ‘the liberated women of the East’.!>* The lack of nuance in Zulfiya’s claim is
brought into even sharper relief by Rustam’s rebuttal which resonates with the patriarchal
trends in post-Soviet nationalistic discourses. Unconvinced by Zulfiya’s arguments, Rustam
claims that without the veil, women have become perverse: ‘A ceiiuac? A uto ceiiuac-to? Ta
’Ke 0e3rpaMOTHOCTb, JUKOCTh, @ BMECTO MapaHpku — passpar! Urto msmenunock-to? .15
Evidencing his disrespect for women regardless of their rank, he keeps addressing Zulfiya on
the informal you, despite her request to be addressed on a formal you. Zulfyia reddens with

anger and reminds Rustam of his failed rape attempt. The comic tone maintained by the author

in this confrontation emphasises the caricatural positions of both Zulfiya and Rustam.

152 Suny, The Revenge, p. Xiv.
153 Kasymova, Taoaxcux, p. 30.
154 Kalaus, @ono, p. 15.

155 Kasymova, Tadaxcux, p. 30.
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Zulfiya learns by bitter experience that one can never understand and empathise with the
fate of oppressed women from a safe bubble of the office. ‘PaGoras B mpokypatype, oHa
paccienoBajia HEMaJIO Jell M0 M3HAacWwiIoBaHMIO. Ho HUKOrAa, mpu3HaThCs, HE MPOITyCKaia
HECUaCThe KEHIMH 4epe3 ceOs. XKusup, kaszanoch, Teneps el mcruna.’'>® She receives a
further shock as Rustam reveals that he habitually exploits unsuspecting women who come to
clean his house. He justifies his actions by suggesting that he is heroically stepping in to fill
the void left behind by emigrant men, and that he gives women both the much-needed physical
attention and financial assistance. He advises Zulfiya to ‘come down from the clouds’ and
hypocritically reveals to her the ugly underbelly of provincial life hidden from city dwellers.
He tells her how ‘kpyrom — nHuiera u 6e3picxoqHOCTh’, how women sell themselves in order
to survive, how all of Zulfiya’s ‘MopaJibHBIE ITYYKH CEPHE3HO PACXOAATCS C KU3HBIO .17

When Zulfiya asks Rustam about his wife, his response confirms that his current
arrangement with women is far from altruistic. The oligarch tells Zulfiya that he will leave his
wife as soon as she complains and that he can no longer bear the hassle and financial burden
of keeping lovers: ‘fl narymsuics. Celiuac MHe HY>KEH MOKOW, U 4TOOBI HE OBLJIO MPETSH3H.
Mens ycrpauBaet Moii Bapuant’.!5® Rustam justifies his behaviour with the support of double
patriarchal clichés, first he is a man, and therefore has stronger sexual appetites than women,
secondly, he is not just any man, he is an Oriental man supposedly inherently prone to
polygamy: ‘S - BocTOUHBIN MyXHK. Sl HE MOTY TOJIBKO ¢ OAHOM >keHIuHOM! He mory! * — he
declares.!?

Zulfiya’s sorrow grows further when she learns that Rustam is not alone in preying on

vulnerable women in the village. It turns out that Batyr, a man in charge of bringing aid from

156 Ibid., p. 29.
57 Ibid., p. 31.
158 Ibid., p. 32.
159 Ibid., p. 32.
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the city in the form of second-hand clothes for women, acts as an under-cover pimp. When
financially struggling and unsuspecting women come to collect the clothes, he personally
handpicks and delivers them to clients like Rustam who then set the terms for their subsequent
exploitation. Like Sabokhat before her, Zulfiya becomes deeply ashamed and overwhelmed to
discover her ignorance of women’s problems in the regions, and of the immense barrier
between cities and villages that cannot be solved by throwing humanitarian aid ‘u3 oxnoro
Oexnoro kunuiaka B apyroii’.!%° Like Sabokhat, Zulfiya realises that the activities of the NGO
are also closely tied to and limited by the economic realities of the country. She wonders
whether her fund’s initiative to redistribute funds from wealthier provinces to poorer villages
merely leads them to turn in circles, rather than effect fundamental changes. She comes to the
sombre conclusion that no NGO can help the country as long as it remains in a dire economic
state, that the activities of the NGO are severely jeopardised by corrupt elites — ‘MoreHHuKH,
BOPBI M TIPOYasi HEYMCTOILIOTHas Oparus. Takue, kak Pycram’. '! Through revealing the
abuses of aid in the Tajik context, Kasymova appears to be concurring with the idea that
transferring money directly to women can help solve the abuses of women within global aid
projects.

Zulfiya and Sabokhat come to another important realisation — their work is far removed
from political activism, meaning that the potential for positive impact is severely limited in
their NGO. Western feminists can similarly be overwhelmed and discouraged by their
encounters with their own fallibility.'®? Denise Handlarsky evokes one such case in relation to

92163

Samantha Sack’s essay ‘Why are you a Feminist where Sacks ‘describes her shock and

sadness at learning that her feminist ideas are not well received everywhere’:

190 Ibid., p. 54.

1! Ibid., p. 54.

12 Denise Handlarski, ‘Pro-Creation—Haraway's “Regeneration” and the Postcolonial Cyborg Body,
Women's Studies: An interdisciplinary journal, 39.2 (2010), 73-99, p. 94.

163 Samantha Sacks, ‘Why are You a Feminist?’, Canadian Women's Studies. Les cahiers de la femme,
17.2 (1997), pp. 143-144.
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A woman in Latin America asks her [Sacks] why she’s a feminist, and after hearing her reply,
says “I don’t care what you call it, I just want to feed my babies and maybe someday shit in a
toilet”. This led Sacks to realize that her white, liberal-feminism was not necessary translatable,
understood, or relevant in all contexts.'®*

Despite her good intentions, and her abrupt awakening after her encounter with Rustam,
when Zulfiya returns to the city, she reverts to her mode of depoliticised activism. One
significant factor in her decision to remain passive is local corruption which permeates her own
NGO. Zulfiya decides to keep silent on Rustam’s abuses, fearing that, as the cotton magnate
Rustam has warned her, she would fail to prove anything and only create problems for herself.
Above all, she is concerned for her own reputation, and is relieved that at least Rustam ‘did not
kick her out with a scandal’ and thus ‘forever slander’ her.!% By refusing to speak out, she
becomes part of a system which she considers a leftover of the Soviet past, where every man
looks out for his/herself, and thus feeds the system of oppression. When she asks her
colleagues if they know Rustam, they all reply that he is a ‘good’, ‘decent’ man.!'®® Their
response suggests that either her colleagues are guilty of fateful ignorance of the abuses that
they should be aware of, or that they are holding silence over them, like Zulfiya.

Critics of NGOs have pointed out that donor-politics foster the de-politicisation of
women’s activism.'®” Kasymova’s fictional NGO confirms this connection. Zulfiya does show
genuine concern for women and loathes herself for feeling so helpless against those who hold
power, of entertaining the doomed possibility of ‘strangling the powerful with her bare hands’

]’168

[['onpIiMU pyKamMu 3alyIIUTh BIACTBUMYIIHX Her colleagues’ actions, however, confirm

'64 Handlarski, ‘Pro-Creation’, p. 94.

165 Kasymova, Tadorcux, p. 54.

166 Ibid., p. 54.

167 Zubkovskaya, ‘[Tpumenuma mu’, p. 182.
168 Kasymova, Tadorcux, p. 54.
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the criticism that the donor-structure of NGOs leads to unhealthy competition for resources
between elite groups who often do little or nothing to help their target groups.!®® They also
justify Kumri’s mother-in-law’s suspicions on the selfish motives of NGO workers in the
city.!70

The mother-in-law’s view on the insurmountable class differences and NGO workers’
approach to their charitable projects as pastimes are also proven correct when the women’s
committee meets after Zulfiya’s visit to the village. Through this episode, Kasymova reveals
that not all aid workers are driven by altruistic goals and that some of them are more concerned
about travelling abroad. When the leader Sonya declares that she needs to choose a delegate
for a seminar abroad and selects Zulfiya as the most qualified candidate, one of her colleagues
complains that Zulfiya went to Belgium, and that she, an employee with an MA degree
[kandidat nauk] and an extensive experience of working on women’s issues, has to be picked
instead. After the meeting, the vice-chair tells the leader that there is one more contender for
the trip, “xeHa koro-to u3 npubmmkeHHbIX [Ipesunenta’ and that it was futile to discuss the
issue in the first place since ‘sro pemeno B Bepxax’.!’! The incident demonstrates the
susceptibility of women’s organisations to nepotism and the pressures of the wider political
system where oligarchs such as Rustam perpetuate in-group behaviour and what Kasymova

identifies as corrupt practices inherited from the Soviet era.!”?

19 Sloat, ‘The Rebirth’; Zubkovskaya, ‘[Ipumenuma ma’, p. 182.

170 Kasymova, Taoaxcux, p. 50.

! Ibid., p. 55.

'72 It has to be noted that Caroline Humphrey has problematised the exaggerated stereotype of social
practices in the post-Soviet sphere as being heavily ‘corrupt’. She writers, for instance: ‘The torrent of
analyses of “corruption” in the Western press, mirrored often in the Russian press, does not correspond
to the differentiated practice and discourse of the people themselves. Journalistic harangues about
generalized corruption cannot be helpful when they assume that all extra-legal transactions are equally
condemned and condemnable’. Caroline Humphrey, The Unmaking of Soviet Life: Everyday
Economies After Socialism (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 2002), p .128.
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Rena Yuzbashi’s From Bopoowviuex with love (2007)

Azeri author Rena Yuzbashi’s novel From Vorobyshek With Love suggests that Azerbaijan is
facing similar pressures to Burkutstan (Kazakhstan) and Tajikistan when attempting to define
a sovereign political path. Yuzbashi currently lives and works in Moscow, where she moved
after receiving higher education in Baku and Europe. Her mother is a teacher of Russian
language and literature, and like Kalaus and Kasymova, she can boast close familiarity with
Russian culture.!”® The author even claims better knowledge of Russian language than most
average Russians.!”* Unlike Kalaus, however, Yuzbashi believes that language defines a writer,
and since she writes in Russian, she considers herself an Azeri writer who is making a
contribution to Russian culture.!”> Although, Yuzbashi holds Russian literature in such high
regard, that she does not consider herself worthy of the title ‘nmucarens’, opting instead for
‘aBrop’: ‘Sl muIIy Ha PyCCKOM, a pyccKas JINTEpPATypa YCTaHOBMJIA TAKyIO IUIAHKY Ul CJIOBa
nycarenb, 4YTO MHE JI0 HEe pacTd, HO sl OUY€Hb HAJCIOCh, UTO s A0 Hee aopacTy’ — Yuzbashi
declares.!”® Also unlike Kalaus, Yuzbashi ascribes great importance to the status of Russian
language in Azerbaijan. In one of her interviews, she identifies the decline of the Russian
language in her country as one of her biggest concerns. She claims that Azeris have acquired

much through this language and draws a parallel between Azerbaijan and India:

173 Rena Yuzbashi’s personal page, <https://yuzbashi.livejournal.com/profile> [accessed 11 April 2019]
7% Rena Yuzbashi, interview, ‘Five o’clock ¢ Asepom T'apuGom’, 26 April 2015, 28:20-29:30
<https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t2qRLITrH4w> [accessed 2 August 2019].

175 Yuzbashi, interview, ‘Five o’clock’, 26:28-26:51.

176 Ibid., 2:26 -2:36. It is hard to say whether one title is considered more prestigious than the other in
the post-Soviet world, although forum discussions seem to concur with Yuzbashi’s view. For
instance, according to one contributor, ‘aBTop - 3TO NPHHAIC)KHOCTH IEPCOHBI K ONPEICIIEHHOMY
tekcty. [lucarens — 310 npu3Banue’. ‘ABTop winu nucarens?’, discussion thread opened by Elena
Ershova, 8 September 2016, <https://litnet.com/ru/blogs/post/10140> [accessed 20 September 2019]
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A 3Har0, 4TO CCroaH:Aa Ka)K,Z[BIﬁ JACHb HaM TOBOPAT, YTO Yy HAC CCTb pOI[HOﬁ SA3BIK, 1 C 3THUM
corJjiaCHa. KOHCLIHO, A3€p6aﬁ,£[)KaHCKI/Iﬁ A3BIK NOJDKCH CYHICCTBOBATb, KOHCYHO, OH JOJIKCH
Ppa3BUBAThHCA, 0e3 s13bIKa HEMBICIUM U dTHOC. Ho # X041y CKas3aTb, YTO U PYCCKI/Iﬁ SA3BIK OUYCHb
MHoroe nan AzepbaiimxaniaM. O4eHb MO3UTUBHBIN puMep Uuauu. [...] AHTIUHACKUHT S36IK TaM
HHUKTO HUOTKYJ1a He youpai [ ...]. Pycckuii si3p1k onun u3 mectd si361k0B OOH 1 HU4ero miaoxoro
He Gyzet, Asepbaiikan 60JIbIIas CTpaHa, 3ech MOTYT Y/KHThCS JBa A3bIKa.'’’

Despite her fondness for Russian language and culture, Yuzbashi adopts the same ruthless
approach to identifying flaws in the post-Soviet neo-colonial condition as one favoured by
Kalaus and Kasymova. For instance, while Yuzbashi claims that she has not personally
experienced racism in beloved city, Moscow, her bestseller novel Cxurxeo (2010)!78 explores
fatal prejudice against ethnic Caucasians and Central Asians in Moscow by following a young
Russian boy who joins skinheads. She is equally impartial in From Vorobyshek With Love
which draws a humorous, tongue-in-cheek portrait of post-Soviet Azeri modernity.

From Vorobyshek With Love centres on the protagonist affectionately referred to as
Vorobyshek [Little Sparrow], a woman in her thirties who works in an NGO in Baku. The
novel is written in the form of Vorobyshek’s emails sent to her friends and colleagues. Like
Kalaus and Kasymova, Yusbashi evokes the pressures faced by post-Soviet countries in terms
of catching-up with western standards of democracy, and questions the readiness of her
country’s politico-economic systems to correspond to Europeans modernity, whether
concerning important political phenomena, such as elections, or other issues such as the state
of the arts, or public services. She recurrently deplores the condition of the public sector and
mocks the incompetence of her superiors who are as selfish as the employees and benefactor
of ‘Last Hope’.

As we saw, in Kalaus’s novel, Burkuts’ criticism of their modernity tends to escalate into

self-Orientalism as they identify themselves as inferior to Russia. That one of the leading

positions in the fund is taken up by a Russian man who considers Burkuts worthless savages

177 Ibid., 22:16 - 23:40.
178 Rena Yuzbashi, Cxunxeo [Skinhead] (Moscow: Eksmo, 2010)
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hints at Burkutstan’s subservient position vis-a-vis its former master. By contrast, even though
Vorobyshek is constantly measuring up her country against Europe, she never suggests that
Azerbaijan is inferior to Russia. Her suspicion that Azerbaijan might be better off pursuing its
own independent course and taking an active role in world politics and diplomacy, for instance
through its willingness to help developing countries, pre-empts Azerbaijan’s current position
as more politically self-sufficient than that of Kazakhstan. Yuzbashi’s writing suggests that
while both countries hold much weight in regional politics due to being major oil producers,
nations of Transcaucasia are arguably less susceptible to the effects of secondary Orientalism
due to the internal hierarchy of republics of the Soviet period which placed Central Asian
republics at the bottom of the civilisation scale.

Like Asya, Vorobyshek shows a soft spot for Moscow, but manages to assess Russia, and
especially its foreign policy, with a degree of caution and suspicion. She cannot hide her
affection for the ex-imperial centre with all its quirks and shortcomings, its bookstores, streets
and coffee shops where coffee is never hot, or its cafes where ‘kycodek mupora CTOMT CTOJIBKO
e, CKOJIbKO B Baky 00ex u3 mectu 0o Ha BoceMb yenosek’.!”? And yet, she realises that
her country has to tread lightly not to antagonise Russia, especially after witnessing the
experiences of neighbouring countries such as Georgia.!8® The narrator recalls the 2006 crisis
in Russo-Georgian relations when Russia reacted to Georgia’s pro-Western orientation through
punitive actions — the placement of a ban on imports of Georgian wine in Russia, breaking of
financial links, increased gas prices, as well as deportations of Georgians from Russia —
actions which the European Court declared as having been in violation of the European Court

of Human Rights.!8! Her spirit is politically independent, as evidenced by her sadness over the

'7 Since pages numbers are unavailable in the electronic edition, I am indicating the dates assigned to
the emails which contain the quotes. The current one is 6/01/2007.

'80 yuzbashi, From Bopo6simex, 2/10/2006.

'8! RadioFreeEurope, ‘European Court Condemns Russia For 2006 Expulsion Of Georgians’,
RadioFreeEurope/RadioLiberty <https://www.rferl.org/a/georgia-russia-expulsions-human-
rights/25444207.html> [accessed 16 May 2019]. See also, Human Rights Watch, ‘Singled Out |
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fact Russia recalled Russian diplomats from Georgia instead of calling off Russian troops.!%?
Her sentiment signals a critical approach to Russia’s foreign policies and her solidarity with
the neighbouring country rather than blind allegiance to Russia. Later, when she visits Moscow,
she again alludes to Russia’s anti-Georgian policies, mocking how Russians banned Georgian
wines or changed the names of Georgian dishes to strip them of their national context.!83 She
also criticises Russia for absurdly homogenising Transcaucasia and recalls how she is detained
and extensively questioned at a Russian airport just because she is a citizen of a country which
borders with Georgia.!84

Vorobyshek recognises that Russian interests in the region complicate the country’s EU
ambitions, and that Azerbaijan has to engage in a tricky power balance game, especially due
to its resources of oil which ‘st uHOCTpaHLEB Beerna ObuIa akTyansHON TemMoi’. 18> As Murad
Ismayilov points out, the country’s foreign policy must balance itself between the West and
Russia on one hand, and the Moslem world and Israel on the other.!®¢ At the same time,
Vorobyshek considers Azerbaijan’s European path problematic. She doubts that Azerbaijan is
ready to correspond to European standards. Implying that the parliament lags behind EU
standards and meets them only superficially, she jokes that ‘3am muis 3acenanuii B mapaamenre
oTpeMoHTHpoBaIH. OH Teneph COOTBETCTBYET €BPONECHCKUM CTaHaapTaM. Sl ©Mero B BUAY 3all
nis 3acenanuii’.'®” Thus, Vorobyshek is constantly measuring up Azerbaijan against Europe.

In one email, she implies that Azerbaijan is not as politically relaxed as other Western European

Russia’s Detention and Expulsion of Georgians’, Human Rights Watch, 2007
<https://www.hrw.org/report/2007/09/30/singled-out/russias-detention-and-expulsion-georgians>
[accessed 16 May 2019]
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77.14(2015) 7-14 (p. 12).
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countries.!®® In another, she criticizes European food.!3’ But in general, she is more critical of
Azerbaijan. She criticizes poor food on Azeri airlines and the way that ‘Oriental’ transport
etiquette contributes to hellish traffic jams.!”® She also points out the lack of progress in
technological developments and questions her employer when he proposes technology training
sessions in the regions. She jokes that these trainings on ‘modern communications’ would only
be relevant if one considers landlines as belonging to modern communications.!®! She also
criticises the corruption in state institutions such as the sanitary epidemiological
reconnaissance service (sanepidemstancia) which attempts to financially exploit her.!?
Culture does not escape her reproaches either: for instance she ridicules the visitors of a

contemporary art exhibition:

CrnoxHO OBUIO MPENCTaBUTE cede JTrojieil 0ojee AaneKux OT MoJepHa, YeM Halld ()yHKIHOHEPHI
OT HcKyccTBa. A Hamm OusHecMeHbI? bonee yMopuTENbHOrO 3penuina, 4eM MYyXYHHa
MATUAECATH JIET C MOCIETHEN MOJAEIbI0 KOMMYHHKAaTOpa B pyKaX, C 30JIOTHIMH 3allOHKaMH,
yacaMH M 3y0amH, pa3risAAbIBAIONICTO CTaTyI0 AIMOJIIOHA U3 IUIACTUKOBBIX OYTBHUIOK, S eIe He
Busena.'”

Much to the annoyance of the artist, she plays a trick on the visitors by intently gazing at
a fire extinguisher as if it were part of the exhibition, and thus attracts them to the ‘piece’.!**
She disapproves of the local elites in general, noting that they are less well read than traders in
bazaars, suggesting that the country's economic problems force well educated people to turn to

employment that does not match their skills. She notes how she discovers Turkish poetry

through none other than a local potato trader who read her Yusuf Nabi’s qasida.!®?

'8 Tbid., 11/09/2006.

% Tbid., 08/02/2007.

0 Tbid., 6/09/2006; 07/02/2007.
¥ bid., 4/07/2007.

92 Tbid., 25/12/2006.

13 Ibid., 04/10/2006.

%4 Ibid., 04/10/2006.

193 Ibid., 5/07/2007.
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Vorobyshek’s Euroscepticism also stems from the fact that she considers her country’s
positioning in relation to Europe as peripheral. She makes a promise that on her work trip to
Paris she will ‘make a good impression” on Europe and thus help Azerbaijan’s EU ambitions.!”®
At the same time, however, when Bulgaria and Romania join the European Union, Vorobyshek
experiences mixed feelings. While she hopes that perhaps Azerbaijan might have a chance to
join too, she wonders whether seeking EU membership would entail ‘holding out a hand like a
poor relative begging at the EU door’. 1°7 ‘A Ham Ha camMOM JieJie CTOUT 3ayMaThCsi, HAM 3TO
Hazno’ — she wonders.'”® According to Vorobyshek, seeking membership of the European Union
would place Azerbaijan in a position of a beggar entering a master-slave paradigm, suggesting
that even upon joining other European countries, her country’s position would be one of
weakness, dependency and inferiority. It is for this reason that Vorobyshek wonders whether
an alternative, not necessarily European course might serve as a better option for the country
which has only just emerged from its previous ‘master’.

In fact, recently, Azerbaijan has been steadily growing both self-sufficient, not least
because Western democratic discourse, akin to Russian neo-imperialism, has come to be seen
by Azerbaijan’s political elite as constraining the Azerbaijani state in its ability to exercise
‘full” sovereignty and enjoy autonomy in its domestic and foreign policies.'” Through
organising and hosting various events of international magnitude, the country has made efforts
‘to position itself as a crossroads and bridge between civilisations and, as such, as an emerging
» 200

leader and world centre in promoting interfaith and intercultural dialogue across the globe’.

This eagerness to become an important world player is apparent in the country’s willingness to

19 Tbid., 20/08/2006.

7 1bid., 29/09/2006 (¢ TPOTAHYTOM PyKOM, KaK OEIHBIM POACTBEHHUKAM, CTOSATH y CAMBIX €T0
JBepen).

198 Tbid., 29/09/2006.

19 Murad Ismayilov, ‘Power, Knowledge, and Pipelines: Understanding the Politics of Azerbaijan’s
Foreign Policy, Caucasus Survey, 2.1-2, (2014), 79-129 (p. 90).

200 Ismayilov, ‘Power’, p. 97.
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help developing countries. Vorobyshek echoes such themes when she boasts, for instance, that
Azerbaijan has committed itself to implementing all the goals of the UN’s Million
Development Goals project, one of them being the provision of drinking water to ‘third world’
countries.?’! She also guys how the president emphasizes his country’s sovereignty in his
diplomatic visits. She jokes: ‘uHTEpecHO, B KaKyto Obl CTpaHy HU 1oexai Obl HaIll IPE3HUICHT,
peropTax OTTyJa HAYMHAETCS CO CJIOB, YTO TO CTpaHa ObLIa OJJHOI U3 MEPBBIX, KTO MPU3HAT
HE3aBMCHMOCTh AsepOaiikana. $I HacuMranza Takux cTpadH nstHaauarts .2 However,
Vorobyshek suggests that despite the country’s best efforts, Azerbaijan is still far from
achieving complete cultural and economic self-sufficiency, as is well epitomised by one of her
flights with the national airlines: ‘nmo TV moka3bIBaloT aMepUKaHCKUN (UIBM C TUTpaAMH Ha
HEMEIIKOM, [0 PaJHo TPAHCIUPYIOT HUTAIBSHCKYIO MY3bIKY, KOPMST €I0H TypelKoro
IPOM3BOJICTBA, YUYUTHIBAs, 4TO Jiedy U3 MOCKBBI, Bce OOBSBICHUS — Ha pycckoM. J[oOpo
TH0KaJI0BaTh B Asepbaiimkan! !’ 203

Similar tendencies of inefficiency due to multiple influences govern Vorobyshek’s own
organisation, which, like ‘Last Hope’, is funded by foreign benefactors whom she teasingly
describes as ‘bloodsuckers’.2** Vorobyshek’s boss Pasha is depicted as incompetent and
governed by selfish motivations. He is reluctant to spend money on charitable actions, such as
helping homeless children. Vorobyshek has to carefully manipulate him into taking steps that
benefit society. Pasha finally agrees to help the children’s home after Vorobyshek reluctantly
complies to his whims. Pasha instructs Vorobyshek that the children’s home should send him
and the NGO a thank you letter, and that Vorobyshek has to personally make sure that these

letters are also sent to the head office in Geneva. Pasha realises that his act of seeming altruism

201 Yuzbashi, From Bopobwvuuer, 19/12/2006. The Millennium Development Goals refers to the
eight international development goals for the year 2015 that had been established following
the Millennium Summit of the United Nations in 2000.

202 Tbid., 13/12/2006.

203 Ibid., 13/04/2007.

204 Ibid., 17/08/2006.
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will benefit his public image and earn him brownie points with western donors.?%> In another
instance, Vorobyshek has to ensure that Pasha’s training in Italy receives the right publicity
through coverage in national news, and once more highlights Pasha’s inefficiency by
reminding him that it is important that he recollect the name of the organisation which
conducted the workshop!.?% Pasha’s predecessor seems no better than Pasha as it transpires
that he has nepotistically demoted the hardworking Vorobyshek in favour of his niece.??’

Vorobyshek is equally critical of the efficiency in the public and bureaucratic sectors. For
instance, she is stunned by the incompetence of some of her countries’ diplomats who are
clueless about how NGOs work. She recollects her shock upon having had to explain to one of
these diplomats the basic concepts of working with public organisations, the diaspora, and the
history of the conflict [presumably the war in Nagorno-Karabakh].2®® Yuzbashi’s work thus
corroborates Huseyn Aliyev’s statement that while in the Western context civil society is
largely seen as a not-for-profit sector, in the South Caucasus, civil society and volunteer work
are closely associated with personal gain or profit-making, owning to the general lack of
understanding of the concept, the lavish funding that NGOs receive from their foreign donors,
and the paucity of alternative opportunities for prestigious and well-paid work.?%

Given all this, one effect of Yuzbashi’s satire is to expose Azerbaijan’s challenges in
catching-up with western standards of democracy and modernity. Yet she is equally critical
about the supposedly ‘normal’ Western perspective. Like Kalaus, Yuzbashi suggests that post-
Soviet countries and, by extension, their NGOs, still have a long way to go before transcending
self-Orientalism, defining an independent path, and working out an effective bureaucracy

divorced from the Soviet legacies.

2% Tbid., 9/01/2007.

2 Thid., 12/02/2007.

27 1bid., 14/09/2006.

%8 Tbid., 15/09/2006-16/09/2006.

29 Huseyn Aliyev, ‘Examining the Use of Informal Networks by NGOs in Azerbaijan and Georgia’,
Journal of Civil Society, 11.3 (2015), 317-332 (p. 326).
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Conclusion

One of the defining characteristics of post- Soviet postcoloniality — the secondary Eurocentrism
spreading over the ‘colonised’ as well as the ‘colonisers’— remains acutely pronounced in the
functioning of NGOs in post-Soviet Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and Azerbaijan. Russophone
women’s NGO narratives offer an intimate insider glimpse into these neo-colonial dynamics.
In Kalaus’s @ono, interactions between the Russian superior Oleg and his Kazakh colleagues
reveal that Russia’s historical inferiority complex vis-a-vis the West, which informed Soviet
colonialism, continues to feed the country’s Orientalist attitudes towards Central Asia and the
ensuing discourse on the region’s underdevelopment. Kalaus suggests that the employees of
the local NGOs in turn internalise Orientalist attitudes. In Kasymova’s Taoowcuk, self-
Orientalising tendencies are most notably evidenced by Tajik women activists’ approaches to
gender, which they understand through the lens of the Soviet civilising mission and Western
feminism. Kasymova highlights how NGOs’ subjection to gender Orientalism also fosters an
unhealthy rural-urban divide among women’s communities.

Rather than merely critiquing foreign actors, the authors point to the complicity between
neo-colonial forces, self-serving elites and their subjects. They expose the aggressive efforts
of direct transplantation of western epistemology to the region, the problematic legacies of the
Soviet colonial past, the persisting Russian political presence in the postcolonial present, and
finally, local corruption. According to them, it is this complex whirlpool of political influences
that limits NGOs’ positive impact on post-Soviet countries which, despite formal

independence, are still struggling to define a sovereign political path and a coherent post-Soviet
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identity. This phenomenon is most explicitly critiqued in Rena Yuzbashi’s novel which
caricatures Azeri modernity.

Finally, as women make up the majority of the aid sector, they are at the forefront of
negotiating how the norms promoted by their countries’ NGOs can be adopted, adapted, or
resisted before they are transferred to women that these organisations are supposed to serve.
Russophone women’s NGO narratives reveal that aid workers not only struggle to critique
these norms, but also fail to address women’s double colonisation in the aid sector, even
becoming complicit in it, as evidenced by Zulfiya’s decision not to expose the sexual abuses
of the Tajik oligarch Rustam. However, through their very critiques from within the elite
system, Kalaus, Yuzbashi and Kasymova defy the object position to which women tend to be
relegated in the political power games of their nations, emphasising that the relation between
them and the state actors should not be seen simply in terms of exploitation, but rather in terms

of ‘conviviality’.
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Chapter Five

Beyond Identity: Cyborgs, Queers and Other Posthumans of Sci-Fi Utopias

Introduction

This thesis began by analysing how post-Soviet writers come to terms with the trauma of the
post-Soviet transition through various evocations of the postcolonial ‘unhomely’ whereby
national belonging is mostly associated with experiences of pain and alienation. This chapter
focuses on an alternative method of negotiating post-Soviet selthood by sci-fi writers whose
utopic and dystopic visions altogether call into question the concept of national identity and
often reject it in favour of post-Soviet posthumanism. The main focus of my analysis is Cogcem
Hpyeue (2018), a collection of feminist and queer sci-fi stories by twelve Kazakh and Kyrgyz
(as well as two Russian and one Korean) writers, ecofeminists and gender activists.! I approach
the collection through critical methodology at the intersection of posthumanist and postcolonial
theory, especially through Donna Haraway’s concepts of cyborg identities and companion
species, as well as Jacques Derrida’s essays on postmodern subjectivity. The utopias in the
stories are populated by humans, cyborgs and non-human beings that often coexist
harmoniously in a technological world that is free from colonial impulses, holds a high respect
for the environment, does not seek to establish a hegemony of humans over animals, and rejects

the hierarchies of race, gender and class. I read the collection as the authors’ attempt to

! Coscem opyeue, ed. by Oksana Shatalova and Georgy Mamedov (Bishkek: SHTAB Press, 2018)
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critically examine the Soviet colonial project and the post-Soviet realities in Central Asia,
including the often-neglected ecological and LGBTQ+ issues, and argue that their utopias serve
as platforms for imagining alternative post-Soviet, post-human identities which challenge what
they perceive as racist, nationalistic and patriarchal conceptions of current post-Soviet
selthood.

The tendency to keep the utopian spirit alive and draw politically subversive energies
from it can be considered a wider post-Soviet phenomenon not limited to Central Asia. A
notable example is KAJET journal’s recent issue — ‘On Utopias’. KAJET, a ‘journal of Eastern
European encounters’, revamps ‘the piercing and onerous legacy of samizdat endeavours’
in Eastern Europe.? It combines an intellectual and ‘hip’ approach to provide ‘an alternative
medium where artists & academics can actively co-exist and thrive’.> Based in
Bucharest, Romania, where ‘independent magazines have long been used as a piercing
political weapon’, KAJET intends to break down misconceptions and generalised ideas
about the Eastern European region, or the ‘Other’ of Western Europe.* ‘Undeterred by its
constant position as /’autre [Other] in the world order paradigm, Eastern Europe is more
than just itinerant gloom, more than a sheer pile of debris hanging around and awaiting
reconstruction’ — KAJET claims.> Their second issue ‘On Utopias’ critiques ‘the current
desolate order’ in post-Communist Easter Europe and reflects on the region’s ‘troubled
relationship with the notion of utopia’.® According to the issue’s editor Petricd Mogos :

The fall of communism across the Eastern Bloc triggered the emergence of a new environment

marked by commodification, precarity, dread, alienation, and depression. Unable to creep in the

paralysing portal toward neoliberal capitalism, the collective utopia of communism was suddenly
demystified and fragmented into a myriad of private utopias. The desire called utopia

2 KAJET Journal, ‘A Manifesto: or Why Bother about Eastern Europe?’, para. 4
<https://www.kajetjournal.com/manifesto> [accessed 2 September 2019].

3 KAJET Journal, ‘A Manifesto’, para 4.

* KAJET Journal, Press Page, <https://www kajetjournal.com/press> [accessed 4 September 2019].

> KAJET Journal, ‘A Manifesto’, para 2.

8 KAJET Journal, Issue 2, ‘On Utopias’, edited by Petrici Mogos and Laura Naum, editorial excerpt,
<https://www.kajetjournal.com/issue-no2> [accessed 4 March 2019].
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disintegrated. Post-communism became anti-utopian par excellence, but also entirely devoid of
prospects — a vast and complete emptiness. Post-communism became the age of nothingness.’

While contemporary writers from the post-Soviet sphere certainly evidence a widespread
perception of vacuity,® Mogos’s fissured statement raises a question on whether ‘a myriad of
private utopias’ actually signifies absence of utopia, let alone ‘the age of nothingness’. As shall
I explore later, contemporary writers from Central Asia blur the distinction between ‘private’
and ‘collective’ utopias as their acts of imagining personal utopias are also political acts aimed
at prompting society towards a collective reflection on alternative post-Soviet realities.
KAJET’s approach appears similar, although more cautious. In view of the perceived
pessimistic reality, ‘the age of nothingness’, the editors of KAJET ask: ‘what do we have to do
in order to convey a new meaning of resistance and how do we re-imagine an Eastern European
future?’®, more specifically, ‘is there room for utopia after utopia?’.!® An affirmative answer
to this question is explicit in the project’s declared ambition ‘to decipher and resurface utopian
alternatives.!! A similar aim is proclaimed more boldly by the Kyrgyz publication ‘Buikex
YTONHMYECKUI’ — ‘HAMTH B YTONMHUSAX MPOLLIOTr0 MaTepHall KaK il KpUTUYECKOTO OCMBICICHUS
HACTOSILETO, TAK U I paOuKaibHo20 BOOOpaxeHus Oymymero’.!

Both ‘bumkek yronudeckuii’ and the publication Coscem [pyeue are part of the same
project funded by SHTAB Bishkek. Founded in 2012 in Bishkek, SHTAB (the School for the
Creative Actualisation of the Future) is a pan-Central-Asian collective of thinkers, artists and

activists. SHTAB labels its projects, which re-evaluate the Soviet past and imagine post-Soviet

7 Petricd Mogos, ‘Age of Nothingness’ in ‘On Utopias’, p. 11.

¥ As I explored in the chapter on the unhomely in post-Soviet literature.

? Mogos, ‘Age of Nothingness’, p. 11.

" KAJET Journal, Foreword to ‘On Utopias’, <https://www.kajetjournal.com/issue-no2> [accessed 4
March 19].

" KAJET Journal, editorial excerpt, <https://www.kajetjournal.com/issue-no2> [accessed 4 March
2019]

'2 The project’s official website <http://www.art-initiatives.org/ru/content/seriya-kart-utopicheskaya-
istoriya> [accessed on 6 March 2019].
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utopias, as queer communist activism. Members of SHTAB understand queer in a broad sense,
as ‘a rejection of all gender, ethnic, racial and national boundaries’ and consider that ‘queer
and communism are mutually dependent and inevitably interlinked notions’ which both denote
the process of overcoming alienation’.!?

In Bishkek, SHTAB has ran tours of ‘Utopian Bishkek’, produced plays and made posters
and short films for leftist and LGBTQ+ political organisations. One of the group’s most daring
projects was a hoax on the ‘Utopian Bishkek’ that had apparently flourished just below the
conservative surface of Brezhnev-era Central Asia.!* The group claimed that they discovered
materials belonging to the previously unknown ‘Kollontai Commune’ supposedly active in
1970s Frunze, the capital of the Soviet Socialist Republic of Kirghizia. In 2015, at a public
lecture in Moscow organised by an oligarch-backed art foundation, the co-founder of SHTAB
Georgy Mamedov presented the research findings which later turned as figments of SHTAB’s
utopic imagination. According to SHTAB, The ‘Kollontai Commune’ (named after the
Bolshevik feminist leader Alexandra Kollontai) communicated with each other through
postcards of the buildings of socialist Frunze, on the backs of which were inscribed quotations
from Marx, Lenin and Engels, such as ‘MAKE WAY FOR COSMIC EROS’ (Marx and
Engels). The ‘Kollontai Commune’ apparently went even further and questioned
heteronormative modes of being in favour of fluid identity models.!> SHTAB claimed that the
Commune also made architectural drawings of extraordinary lightweight structures floating
freely in space, evidently inspired by the ‘Flying City’ of the 1920s architect Georgy Krutikov,

but again, surpassed the daring spirit of the early Soviet culture through their proposed sexual

3 Samuel Goff, ‘SHTAB: The Queer Communists of Bishkek Bringing Politics and Art Back
Together’, The Calvert Journal, 11 December 2017
<https://www.calvertjournal.com/features/show/9356/new-east-100-shtab-queer-communists-
bishkek> [accessed 7 September 2019]

' Owen Hatherley, The Adventures of Owen Hatherley in the Post-Soviet Space (London: Repeater
Books, 2018), p.144.

'S Hatherley, The Adventures, p. 144.
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experiments in cosmos. While the oligarchs at the art conference in Moscow received the
findings with great enthusiasm, the ‘artefacts’ discovered by SHTAB were mere fabrications
— posters found in second-hand bookshops in Bishkek. In the previous chapters, I have
suggested that a similar trickster sensibility characterises Russophone women’s writings,
especially the aid narratives. Indeed, SHTAB’s deception of Russian oligarchs closely
resonates with Rena Yuzbashi’s caricatural portrait of Azeri oligarchs who wrongly perceive a
fire extinguisher as an art piece when the protagonist plays a prank on them. But SHTAB’s
hoax was intended as more than ‘a joke on the art world, or on credulous leftist aesthetes,
hoping to validate their politics in the Soviet experiment’.!® It meant to fill an important gap,
‘of inserting into Soviet history something that it ought to have had but didn’t’.!”

SHTAB’s latest project Coscem /[pyeue which I analyse in this chapter, is the next step
in the group’s programme of selectively drawing from and reimagining the project of Soviet
socialism in the post-Soviet era. Interestingly, the phenomenon of reappraising utopian ideals
is not dominant in Russian culture.!® Neither are metaphors of transhuman bodies used to the

same effect in the metropolitan literary discourse as they are in the post-Soviet, post-colonial

texts from Central Asia.!” The proliferation of posthuman utopias in Russophone culture differs

' Ibid., p.145.

7 Ibid., p.145.

'8 On the whole post-Soviet Russian sci-fi literature evoking alternative utopian/dystopian (e.g. works
by Victor Pelevin, Vladimir Sorokin) has not moved far beyond the traditional male-dominated world
of such authors as the Strugatskys and Yevgeny Zamyatin.

' The most dominant transhuman character, one that has proliferated on the Russian cultural scene, is
a vampire. My close readings of two Russian novels on vampires, Victor Pelevin’s Empire V (Moscow:
Eksmo, 2006) and Maksim Chertanov’s (penname of Mariya Kuznetsova) Pomar ¢ kpossro (Moscow:
Agraf, 2003) suggest that vampires echo Russia’s fears of the ‘Other’, internal colonisation,
Westernisation, capitalism and technologies. Vampires appear as members of secret and most powerful
organisations seeking to control humans. When Russia’s identity anxieties are evoked, one should also
expect discussion of the ‘Eastern’ other. Indeed, vampires in these texts also echo the prevalence of
racist discourses in post-Soviet Russia. Some vampire groups specifically target the nationalities of the
Caucasus and Central Asia. Furthermore, the protagonist in both texts is an existentially lost young man
seeking a father figure and easily manipulated by the Skinhead-type vampire organisations. Vampires
are not exclusive to post-Soviet Russian literature, see for instance Kazakh author Lilya Kalaus’s (one-
off pen-name ‘Gulya Korolyova’) Poman c kposvio (Almaty: Mckangzep, 2005). On vampires in post-
Soviet Russian culture see Etkind, ‘Post-Soviet Hauntology’ and ‘Stories of the Undead’.
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from the preoccupation of metropolitan writers with more conservative evocations of
transhuman figures, especially vampires — the archetypal ‘Others’ of world literature since
Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897).2° While authors in Central Asia and the Caucasus are
concerned with challenging postcolonial nationalisms and the legacies of Soviet colonialism,
Russian literature is preoccupied with commentary on Russia’s anxieties over its perpetual
Others — the West and Russia’s ‘Eastern’ neighbours’. The contrast further suggests that
evocations of utopian visions in the post-Soviet sphere outside Russia are much more than
mere incidental motifs.

An important difference between Central Asian and Eastern European utopian projects,
as evidenced in Coscem /lpyeue, lies in the former region’s firmly pronounced postcolonial
dimension.?! In general, the urgency of examining Central Asia’s colonial past is also explicit
in other cultural projects in Central Asia. For instance, in June 2018, leading contemporary
artists in Kyrgyzstan devoted an exhibition to the question of post-Soviet identity and Soviet

colonialism in Central Asia (Figure 9).

20 As Elleke Boehmer points out, by tracing a map of Britain under threat of invasion from the East,
Dracula gives expression to ‘an imperialism that feels itself to be overstretched and insecure’. See
Elleke Boehmer, ‘Empire and Modern Writing’, in The Cambridge History of Twentieth-Century
English Literature, ed. by Laura Marcus and Peter Nicholls (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2004), p. 56. On the close symbolic connection between vampires and colonialism see Transnational
and Postcolonial Vampires: Dark Blood, ed. by Johan Hoglund and Tabish Khair (Basingstoke and
New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013).

2! Contemporary East European cultural theorists are often primarily concerned with negotiations of a
perceived neo-colonial relationship to Western Europe and the EU, and mainly critique Soviet
colonialism for exacerbating the Othering of Eastern Europe within the European family. See for
instance, Gyorgy Péteri ‘The Occident Within: Or The Drive For Exceptionalism and Modernity’,
Kritika: Explorations In Russian And Eurasian History 9.4 (2008), 929-937; Marysia H. Galbraith,
‘Between East and West: Geographic Metaphors of Identity in Poland’, Ethos, 32(2008), 51-81;
Jaroslaw Oleszczynski, ‘Bridging the Post-Soviet and the Postcolonial: How can the Soviet Colonies
be Located within the Postcolonial Discourse? A Case Study of Poland and Romania’ (unpublished
master’s thesis, Universiteit Leiden, 2017).
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Figure 9. Exhibition ‘Red Pill” organised by the artistic organisation Laboratoria Ci, Kyrgyz
National Museum of Fine Arts named after Gapar Aitiev, Bishkek, 9 June - 30 June 2018. The photo
. 2

is my own.

Coscem [pyeue’s approach to the Soviet past is inquisitive: it highlights the importance
of critically assessing rather than erasing the Soviet past, and while denouncing aspects of
Soviet colonialism, also recognises the emancipatory potential of Soviet communist ideology.
Most of the collection’s explorations of what it means to be gay, lesbian, transgender, non-
human or non-white, or how these categories can be reimagined in utopias (often Soviet-
inspired ones), are situated within a (post)colonial framework. The postcolonial dimension
further reinforces the relevance of utopian thinking for the project. In many ways, there exists
a natural connection between postcolonialism and utopian literature. Both call into question

notions of time, space, and identity, both are arguably concerned with coming to terms with

22 The banner was designed by Zoya Fal’kova and reads: ‘KosoHu31MpoBanm KOJOHM3UPOBAIU Ja He
BBIKOJIOHU3UPOBAJIH .
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the nostalgia and horrors of the past and possibilities of a new future, and both could be seen

to share a desire for new borders and geographical mappings.?* As Bill Ashcroft highlights,

postcolonial writing is suffused with future thinking, with a utopian hope for the future, a belief
in the reality of liberation, in the possibility of justice and equality, in the transformative power
of writing and at times in the potential global impact to be made by postcolonial societies.**

In his monograph on anglophone postcolonial writings on utopia, Ralph Pordzik argues
that the utopian novel has a particular interest in coming to terms with the problems created by
the disenchantment with cultural nationalism and decolonization on the one hand, and the
disillusionment with Marxism and utopian idealism that followed the end of the socialist world
on the other.”® Indeed, if utopianism thinking holds an important place in postcolonial
epistemologies, it acquires an even more special significance in the post-Soviet/colonial
context. The Soviet Communist project can be characterised as a utopic project par excellence,
and like other political projects with utopic tendencies, it has found an ironic channel into the
realm of totalitarian dystopias under Stalin’s Terror. As Ashcroft remarks, the mobilization of
society for the betterment of all, for the ‘common good’, is virtually indistinguishable in utopias
and dystopias, proven by the fact that all ‘achieved utopias’ such as Third Reich, Stalinist
Russia, the Cultural Revolution, and neo-liberal Capitalism, have turned ‘degenerate’.?® As
Ashcroft aptly points out, it is perhaps no accident that the first modern dystopian novel is

).27

Yevgeny Zamyatin’s Mwr (1921).%” The novel was written just as Soviet Russia was coming

into existence.

# Narin Hassan, ‘Review of The Quest for Postcolonial Utopia: A Comparative Introduction to the
Utopian Novel in the New English Literatures. Studies of World Literature in English by Ralph
Pordzik’, Utopian Studies, 12.2 (2001), 362-64 (p .362).

24 Bill Ashcroft, ‘Introduction: Spaces of Utopia’, Spaces of Utopia 2.1 (2012), 1-17 (p. 2).

23 Ralph Pordzik, The Quest for Postcolonial Utopia: A Comparative Introduction to the Utopian Novel
in the New English Literatures (Bern: Peter Lang, 2001).

26 Ashcroft, ‘Introduction’, p. 2, p. 10

7 Ibid., p. 10.
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In large part due to a close connection between the soviet project and utopian thinking,
the Soviet period saw the flourishing of the sci-fi genre in Russia with authors drawing
multifaceted parallels between the soviet state and fictional utopian states usually set outside
Earth. Many of the early Soviet sci-fi authors such as Alexander Belayev, Grigory Adamov,
Vladimir Obruchev and Alexey Tolstoy were influenced by socialist writers as H.G. Wells who
visited Soviet Russia several times, subscribed to Marxist political agendas, and often satirised
capitalism. Much of this early Soviet sci-fi features a ‘wonderful catastrophe’ (the forces of
chaos produce the collapse of the old world order, out of which comes new organisation) and
exhibits a certain ideological diversity, but one that ‘essentially reflects the varieties of
National-Bolshevism’.2® However, exceptions here include anti-utopian and tentatively
subversive visions such as Yevgeny Zamyatin’s M1 (1921) and Mikhail Bulgakov’s Cobauve
cepoye (1925). By the 1930s, with the rise of Stalinism, the first phase was abruptly displaced
by ‘markedly formulaic, decidedly paranoid, and ideologically ossified’ sci-fi focusing on the
conflict between upholders of Soviet order and evil conspirators threatening it.>° By the late
1940s and early '50s, such sci-fi adhering to a strict ideological formula ‘turned into an
unwitting parody not only of itself but of the official ideology whose tenets it was expected to
uphold’.*® In 1950, Ivan Efremov’s Tymannocme Anopomeowt (1950) ushered a ‘thaw’ and a
breakthrough for the previously ‘short aim’ science fiction which never ventured more than a
few decades into the future, tackled social issues more directly, and inspired the new generation
of sci-fi writers, most notably the Strugatsky brothers.?! Sci-fi works of the late Soviet period,

reaching a high point in the works of the Strugatskys and Efremov, are no longer informed and

dominated by a single ideology but instead ‘turn on the clash of ideologies’, thereby

28 Rafail Nudelman, ‘Soviet Science Fiction and the Ideology of Soviet Society’, Science Fiction
Studies 16.1(1989), 38-66 (p. 38).

 Nudelman, ‘Soviet’, p. 38.

30 Ibid., p. 38.

31 “OFF-Line’ Interview with Boris Strugatsky (in Russian), December 2006, the official website of the
Strugatsky brothers <http://www.rusf.ru/abs/int0099.htm> [accessed 3 March 2019]
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resuscitating the utopianism of early Soviet science fiction, in the form of what are, first of all,
‘ideological possibilities rather than social ones’.3?

Coscem /lpyeue [henceforth referred to as SD] unambiguously positions itself as a
successor of Soviet sci-fi writing. In the collection’s afterword ‘AxTuBH3M Kak (haHTacTHKa,
¢anractuka kak aktuBu3M’, the editors Oksana Shatalova’? and Georgy Mamedov** recognize
their intellectual indebtedness to Soviet sci-fi writers and their ‘politically engaged’
[monutuyecku aktuBHasA| literary output. After declaring that the Soviet sci-fi school cannot
currently boast any successors, they propose that ‘Tompko coBpeMeHHas aKTHBHCTCKAas
¢dantacTika, T. €. (paHTACTHKA COLMAIBHO AHTAKUPOBAHHAs, CIOCOOHA MPETEHAOBAaTh Ha
MECTO MYCTh HE TOYHOTO, HO OJM3KOro aHajaora COBETCKOM mKoibl’.>> At the same time, they
emphasise that their relation to these works is complex [cnoxnas] and that they use them as
important reference points both for ‘confrontation and solidarity’.*¢ This Janus-faced approach,
they explain, is reflected in the collection’s title — ‘CoBcem Jpyrue’ — which resonates with
the authors’ critical view of the literary-philosophical as well as political conception of two
popular sci-fi authors, the Strugatsky brothers. The title ‘CoBcem pyrue’ is inspired by
‘IToutu Takue xe’ — the name of a chapter in Ilordens XXII (1961) by the Strugatskys. In the
view of the collection’s contributors, the main pitfall of the Strugatsky brothers’ narratives lies
in their failure to fulfil sci-fi and utopian discourses’ potential for radical thinking and political
activism. Their imagination, they argue, is limited to the creation of utopian worlds which
merely mimic the socio-political systems of Earth and promote the hegemony of the male
intelligentsia: ‘cBeTioeé KOMMYHHCTHYECKOE OyIyllee, CKOHCTPYMPOBAHHOE MHCATEISIMH,

HaCCJIOT HEC HCBECIOMBIC KI/I60pFI/I u (pr/IKI/I, a OOBIYHBIE COBETCKUE UHTEIUINTI€HTEI — KIIOYTH

32 Nudelman, ‘Soviet’, p. 38.

33 Oksana Shatalova (born 1972) is an Almaty based artist, gender activist, co-founder of an NGO
SHTAB, and contributor to a feminist zine ‘Weird Sisters’.

* Georgy Mamedov (born 1984) is a Bishkek based cultural worker, teacher and gender activist.

33 SD, pp. 324-325.

% Ibid., p. 324
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Takue xe» (U3MKU U JTUPUKH, KopoTaBmme co CTpyraukuMu Beuepa 3a aHEKJIO0TaMH Ipo
Bpexuesa u cunxpodaszorpon’.’’ The Strugatskys’ utopias, they add, are ‘exclusively male’,
refuse to consider women as fully human, and despise intellectually inferior ‘grey’ others
[ceprie].8

The editors extend their criticism to sci-fi literature of the wider world and argue that
with a few exceptions (Ursula K. Le Guin and Kim Stanley Robinson) sci-fi authors display a
remarkable rigidity in the imagination of gender and other social relations when creating outer
space utopias. In most of them, even in communist utopias which eradicate exploitation and
alienation, one can still find states, nations, families, romantic relations, parents and children.”
In other words, ‘conranbHOe BOOOPaKEHHE 3HAUMTENBHO OTCTAET OT TEXHOIOrHYecKoro’.*

In response to these heteronormative sci-fi representations, SD attempts to imagine new
forms of societal relations ‘existing beyond a patriarchal and capitalist matrix’.#! The collection
imagines worlds without exclusion, ones which give voice to science fiction’s voiceless heroes,
women, people with disabilities, gays, lesbians, transgenders, ‘Bcex Tex, Koro iubepaibl
CHHCXOJUTEIbHO HA3bIBAIOT «MEHBIIMHCTBAMU», a KOHCEPBATOPHI — «YpPOJaMH» U «HE-
moasmu»’, as well as to other non-humans, cats, dogs, birds, plants and other creatures
‘CJIOKHOIO W 3aryTaHHoOro npoucxokaenus’.*? Since the collection’s aim is to question
identity politics and give voice to postcolonial, queer and non-human subjects, the authors’
approach draws from the ideological politics at the intersection of cyborg, cyber-feminist,
ecofeminist, posthumanist and postcolonial movements. The theories in these fields are

particularly relevant for the project since they all contest to some degree the borders and

37 Ibid., p. 325.
38 < «Cepple» — onpesenenre Mpako6ecoB 1 HeBex ] 13 pomana Ctpyraukux «TpyaHO GbITE 60rom»
(1964) ° — editors’ note, SD, p. 326.
3% Here alienation is referring to Karl Marx’s concept of social estrangement or Entfremdung.
40
SD, p. 322.
! Tbid., p. 324.
2 Ibid, p. 324.
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boundaries of race, class, and gender, and highlight that members in all of the above-mentioned
‘minority’ categories (women, gays, animals etc.) have been made ‘Other’ in western identity
politics, especially in the context of colonial domination. As some of the leading postcolonial

scholars point out:

It is (and was) by marking ‘others’ (of whatever sort) as ‘animal’ that conquest and colonization
(as well as other forms of domination) have been, and continue to be justified and prosecuted —
on other humans as well as on non-human animals themselves.*

Various critics have examined how the colonised, women, animals and non-
heterosexual people have been subjected to the dehumanising prosecution of this sort. Jacques
Derrida, Cary Wolfe, Alfred W. Crosby and others have argued that racism is predicated on
speciesism because the human is by definition the not animal or animalistic.** Achille Mbembe
points out that colonial violence encompasses a range of humans, plants, animals and objects,
and feeds itself by forging a ‘close connection, both venal and convivial, among slave-being,
animal-being, native-being, and thing-being’.*’ In other words, colonial power does not only
turn humans into slaves, and slaves into animals, but also makes slaves of animals and so forth.
46 Feminist scholarship has highlighted how the ideological justification for women’s alleged
inferiority has been made by associating them with children, animals, and other ‘savages’ and

devaluing women’s ‘private’ and emotional worlds in favour of the ‘public’ values of reason

# Ashcroft et al., Post-Colonial, p. 198.

# Peter Singer who coined the term ‘speciesism’ makes an analogy between human racism and
speciesism. Peter Singer, ‘Practical Ethics’, in The Animal Ethics Reader, ed. by Susan Armstrong and
Richard Botzler (London and New York: Routledge, 2003), p. 34. See also Cary Wolfe, Animal Rites:
American Culture, the Discourse of Species, and Posthumanist Theory (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2003), especially p.43; Alfred W. Crosby, Ecological Imperialism: The Biological Expansion of
Europe, 900-1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986); Jacques Derrida, The Animal That
Therefore I Am, trans. by David Wills (New York: Fordham University Press, 2002).

4> Mbembe, On the Postcolony, p. 240

46 Audra Mitchell, ‘Posthumanist Post-Colonialism?”, Worldly, 2015
<https://worldlyir.wordpress.com/2015/02/26/posthumanist-postcolonialism/> [accessed 20 January
2019].
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and order through what ecofeminist philosopher Karen J. Warren calls a ‘logic of
domination’.#’ Elizabeth Spelman coined the term ‘somatophobia’ to characterize this
ontological and ideological association of women with animals.*® In their turn, feminist
postcolonial scholars have pointed out the link between colonial and patriarchal discourses
dehumanising women. Maureen O’Connor, for instance, has turned her attention to the fact
that the Irish have been described as both ‘female’ and ‘bestial’ in colonial discourse and argues
that women’s association with the natural contributed to the double oppression of women by
both colonial and patriarchal systems.*’ Since the category of the animal ‘is always at the ready’
for the abuse of human others, people of non-heterosexual orientation have similarly been
historically subjected to dehumanising discourses.’® Focusing on the specific discursive
relations between male homosexuality and animality, Ed Madden has examined the ways in
which the binary of natural/unnatural dichotomy has been used ‘to subordinate and diminish
both sexual difference and the nonhuman, the queer and the animal’, as well as the ways in
which ‘the discourse of animality — as figure of both the natural and the nonhuman — is used to
justify violence against (sexual) Others’.>!

Instead of these hierarchical ethics of humanity, postcolonial theorists call for genuine
forms of human relations that are built on ‘solidarities across class, race and national

2

boundaries’> rather than violence and subjugation. A posthumanist postcolonial ethos

47 Karol J., Warren, Ecofeminist Philosophy: A Western Perspective on What it is and Why it Matters
(Notre Dame IN: Notre Dame Press, 1999), p.2. See also Animals and Women: Feminist Theoretical
Explorations ed. by Carol J., Adams and Josephine Donovan (Durham, NC; London: Duke University
Press, 1995); Maureen O’Connor, The Female and the Species: The Animal in Irish Women’s Writing
(Oxford: Peter Lang, 2010)

8 Elizabeth Spelman, ‘Woman as Body: Ancient and Contemporary Views’, Feminist Studies, 8.1
(1982), 109-131.

4 O’Connor, The Female, passim.

> Animals in Irish Literature and Culture ed. by Kathryn Kirkpatrick and Faragd Borbala (London:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), p .5.

> Ed Madden, ““Even the Animals in the Fields”: Animals, Queers, and Violence’, in Kirkpatrick and
Borbala, eds, Animals, p. 106.

32 Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Feminism without Borders: Decolonizing Theory, Practicing Solidarity
(Durham, NC and London: Duke University Press, 2003), p. 19.
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encourages the extension of these affinities and connections across the boundary of species and
forms of being.>* Donna Haraway’s theories bring all the historically problematic categories
associated with race, gender, class or speciesism, under a posthumanist lens. Before becoming
a prominent theorist in science and technology studies, Haraway, whose works span across
gender, technology and biology, originally trained as a primatologist. Haraway highlights that
Western discourses and traditions such as patriarchy, colonialism or essentialism are rooted in
‘antagonistic dualisms’ such as self/other, culture/nature, male/female, civilised/primitive,
right/wrong, truth/illusion, total/partial, God/man that have all been ‘systematic to the logics
and practices of domination of women, people of color, nature, workers, animals — in short,
domination of all constituted as others, whose task is to mirror the self>.>*

Haraway’s cyborg theory, elaborated in her seminal essay for contemporary feminism
— ‘A Cyborg Manifesto’ (1984) — provides a challenge to these antagonistic dualisms.>® It
essentially proposes a post-humanist and post-structural approach to digital age feminism by
prioritizing mixture (identified with coalitional politics) over binary thinking (identified with
forms of oppression, such as colonialism). ‘A Cyborg Manifesto’ is concerned with how the
shift from modern to postmodern epistemology entails a shift from the unified human subject
of identity to the hybridized posthuman of technoscience. Haraway takes up a figure of a
cyborg to represent the multiple intersections between human, non-human and machine,
arguing that in the current technological age ‘we are all chimeras, theorized and fabricated

hybrids of machine and organism; in short, we are cyborgs’.>® Rosi Braidotti’s later work on

>3 Mitchell, ‘Posthumanist’; Mbembe, On the Postcolony, p. 27.

> Donna Haraway, ‘A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist-Feminism in the Late
Twentieth Century’, in Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The Reinvention of Nature, Routledge (New
York, 1991), pp. 149-81, p. 171.
<https://web.archive.org/web/20120214194015/http://www.stanford.edu/dept/HPS/Haraway/Cyborg
Manifesto.html> [accessed 16 November 2018].

> Haraway, ‘A Cyborg’.

*6 Ibid., p. 150.
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critical posthumanism similarly encourages us to think through relations of ‘transversal inter-
connection or an “assemblage” of human and non-human actors’.”’

Haraway rejects the notions of essentialism proposing instead a chimeric, monstrous
world of fusions between animal and machine, of political coalitions along the lines of affinity
rather than identity. In When Species Meet (2008) she questions the separation between humans
and their environment and highlights that our bodies are formed of numerous microorganisms,
like fungi and bacteria ‘which play in a symphony necessary to my being alive at all’.>® We
cannot exist in the world independently, without the company of these tiny companions, ‘[t]o
be one is always to become with many’.>® To point to this ongoing process of ‘becoming with’,
Haraway employs the term ‘companion species’. Companion species ‘does not mean smallish
animals treated like indulged children-in-fur-coats (or in fins or feathers) in late imperial
societies’,% rather it denotes Haraway’s view that humans should think about the multiple ways
in which we cohabit with organisms and cultivate a sense of responsiveness and accountability
to other beings. This interaction should not seek to humanise other non-human creatures, nor
aspire to an impossible, utopian ideal of nonviolence and equality, but rather to find a
‘responsible relation to always asymmetrical living and dying, and nurturing and killing’.%!

Haraway’s posthuman theories advocating the kinship of the species find a striking echo
in Soviet literature, a connection not acknowledged in SD. In this regard, futurist poet Velimir
Khlebnikov’s ideas are particularly forward-thinking. Consider, for instance, an excerpt from
his piece ‘Ilyctp Ha MormnbHOM miuute mpoutryr’ [Let them read on my gravestone] (24

November 1904):

> Rosi Braidotti, The Posthuman (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2013), p. 45.

> Donna Haraway, When Species Meet (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2008), p. 4.
% Haraway, When Species Meet, p. 4.

5 Ibid., p. 165.

5! Ibid., p. 42.
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[TycTh Ha MOTHIIBHOH IUIMTE TPOYTYT: OH OOPOJICA C BUIOM M copBai c cebs ero tary. OH He
BUAET pa3IMyMs MEXKIy 4YEIOBEYECKMM BHIOM M JKMBOTHBIMH BHIAMH M CTOSUI 3a
pacIpocTpaHeHue Ha 0JIaropoIHbIe )KUBOTHBIEC BUIBI 3aII0BEIH U €€ ICHCTBUS “I1I00H OJIMKHETO,
Kak camoro ce0s1”. OH Ha3bIBaI HEACTUMBIX OJIArOPOHBIX )KUBOTHBIX BUAOM CBOMMH OJMVM>KHUMH

[...].2
Another example of a proto post-humanist Soviet author is Andrei Platonov who often
challenges the prioritisation of the human experience over the non-human in his works.%
Haraway’s posthuman theories are particularly useful as an ideological tool for the
authors of SD since feminist cyborg writing has the potential ‘to imbue problems of identity
and subjectivity with gender/racial consciousness’.®* As Haraway points out, ‘the cyborgs
populating feminist science fiction make very problematic the statuses of man or woman,
human, artefact, member of a race, individual entity, or body’.%> In addition, the collection’s
postcolonial focus further brings out the potential for emphasising the issue with these
‘problematic statuses’ and what Haraway recognises as ‘polyvocal, unassimilable, radical
difference made visible in anti-colonial discourse and practice’.%® In fact, Haraway’s works are
often inspired by postcolonial theories and writings by ‘women of colour’.®’
That gender activists in Central Asia should pioneer embracing the theories of
posthumanism and question the current conceptions of humanity is even less surprising since

they consider that within dominant heteronormative discourses in post-Soviet Central Asia,

62 Velimir Khlebnikov, ‘ITycTs Ha MOruabHOM mtuTe mpouTyT’ (24 November 1904) in Bpems — mepa
mupa (coopuuk) (Moscow: Litres, 2019), p. 23.

%3 In “The Ecological Poetics of Andrei Platonov: A Reading of Short Stories from the Late 1930s and
1940s’ (unpublished master’s thesis, Oxford University, 2017), Oxford University DPhil candidate
Alexander Thomas has argued that Platonov ‘should be seen as a harbinger of ecological thought in
twentieth century literature, with a profoundly ecological poetics at the core of his work’ (p.10).

64 Hui-Chuan Chang, ‘Feminist Cyborg Writing and the Imagining of Asia’ in Spaces of Utopia, 2.2
(2012), 45-60 (p. 45).

6 Haraway, ‘A Cyborg’, p. 178.

5 Ibid., p. 177.

57 Consider for instance Haraway’s following claim : ‘Trinh T. Minh-ha’s inappropriate/d others in
her Woman, Native, Other: Writing Postcoloniality and Feminism, resulted in an essay I titled ‘The
Promises of Monsters: Reproductive Politics for Inappropriate/d Others™’
<https://adanewmedia.org/2013/11/issue3-haraway/> [accessed 20 June 2018]. See also Haraway, ‘A
Cyborg’, especially pp. 155-157.
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women and the LGBTQ+ community have often been made to feel subhuman. One of the
contributors to the collection, Syinat Sultanalieva, suggests that people of non-heterosexual
orientation in Kyrgyzstan have a tendency to internalise homophobia to an extent of
questioning their right to existence:
You can’t really convince a gay or lesbian person to look after their health and safety unless they
are proud of who they are, if they don’t have problems with internal homophobia or transphobia,

because it is a really huge problem in the community and because people don’t think that they
are normal, they think that they are sick...They think they deserve to die earlier.®

Syinat Sultanalieva’s ‘Jaement 174’ (2018)

Sultanalieva (born in 1984) is a Bishkek-based queer-feminist activist, feminist sci-fi writer,
and PhD researcher at the University of Tsukuba, Japan. Her views on the discourse of queer
sub-humanity quoted above are echoed in her story ‘Onement 174’ which opens the SD
collection. The story also suggests a close connection between feminist and queer activism, a
connection which became a source of public scandal following the Woman’s Day march on 8
March 2019 in Bishkek. Disconcerted members of the public, several politicians, and
conservative nationalist groups such as Kyrgyz Choroloru were outraged that feminists in the
march were joined by queer activists, denounced the occasion as a gay parade, and demanded
that the mayor resign for allowing it. Female deputy in parliament Jyldyz Musabekova called
on Kyrgyz people to beat sense into all queers (in all senses) with the following Facebook post:
‘The men who do not want to have children and the girls who do not want to pour tea [...] must

not only be cursed, they must be beaten. We have to beat the craziness out of them. Are there

6% Shawn M. Gaylord, ‘Voices for Equality: Syinat Sultanalieva’, Human Rights First
<https://www.humanrightsfirst.org/blog/voices-equality-syinat-sultanalieva> [accessed 21 January
2019].
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any decent guys out there [willing to do that]?’.*” Reactions to the march demonstrated the
salience of the homophobic and patriarchal discourse in Kyrgyzstan, as well as in the
neighbouring Kazakhstan, and evoked similar reactions to gay rights in other post-Soviet
countries, most notably in Georgia where participants of the 2013 anti-homophobia rally came
under physical attack by clergymen and other conservatives.”

The key event informing the plot of Sultanalieva’s story is the expulsion of the Earth’s
LGBTQ+ community into a planetary system called Omai. The story, which begins around
four hundred years after the expulsion, is narrated by ‘ambassador Djenri’ (‘moconka
Jlxenpu’), a covert lesbian woman from planet Earth who has been sent on a seemingly
diplomatic mission to Omai, which is now populated by the descendants of all the Earth’s queer
exiles. The true aim of the mission concerns a rumour that the scientists of Omai discovered
an important natural resource — element 174. If the rumour is proven true, the protagonist is
tasked with setting the Earth’s colonial plans for Omai in motion and attempting to bring back
a scientist who would serve as a native informant either willingly or by force. During her stay,
Djenri is assigned a local guide — a beautiful young native woman Aily who later turns out to
be a cyborg. Djenri becomes smitten by Aily and decides to bring her back to Earth, with Aily’s
seeming consent. All her plans fail, however as it turns out that Aily and the council of Omai

are aware of the Earth’s and its envoy’s true intentions. At the end of the story, Djenri is

% RFE/RL’s Kyrgyz Service, ‘Rainbow Rage: Kyrgyz Rail Against LGBT Community After Central
Asia’s “First” Gay-Pride March’, RadioFreeEurope/RadioLiberty <https://www.rferl.org/a/rainbow-
rage-kyrgyz-rail-against-lgbt-after-central-asia-s-first-gay-pride-march/29825158.html> [accessed 17
March 2019]; See also Anna Kapushenko, ‘Map bumikeka 3asiBui 0 3aKOHHOCTH >KEHCKOTO MapIia.
«Ksipk Hopo» TpeboBanu ero orctaBki u3-3a yuyactus B akuuu JITBT-mogpeit’, Kloop.KZ, 11 March
2019 <https://kloop.kg/blog/2019/03/11/mer-bishkeka-zayavil-o-zakonnosti-zhenskogo-marsha-kyrk-
choro-trebovali-ego-otstavki-iz-za-uchastiya-v-aktsii-lgbt-
lyudej/?tbclid=IwAR1Pmfkvxq94JWzdBhOwwCg7rKwMIaO2t mHDvAyF3tg8JxP6dRNbnMAEvo
> [accessed 4 September, 2019]

0 ‘Clashes at Gay Rally in Georgia’, BBC News <https://www.bbc.com/news/av/world-europe-
22565723 /conservatives-attack-gay-activists-at-rally-in-tbilisi> [accessed 17 March 2019]; See also
Tinatin Zhvania, ‘Dzaladobashi gadazrdili anti-gei protesti’ [ant-gay protest turning into violence],
Reporter, 20 May 2013 <http://reporter.ge/dzaladobashi-gadazrdili-anti-gei-protesti-7/> [accessed 2
September 2019].
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dismayed to realise that instead of traveling back to Earth, she is being escorted by Aily to
Omai’s military department.

My reading of the story brings together the postcolonial and the posthuman contact
zone perspectives. It focuses on two key encounters of the story, the encounter between Earth
and Omai, and the encounter between the exiles from Earth and their new planet, Omai. I argue
that through these two encounters the author presents us with two contrasting models of what
Mary Louis Pratt terms as a colonial ‘contact zone’. Pratt introduced the concept of a ‘contact
zone’ in her seminal keynote speech at the MLA conference, and elaborated it further in her
study Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, defining it as ‘the space of imperial
encounters, the space in which peoples geographically and historically separated come into
contact with each other and establish ongoing relations, usually involving conditions of
coercion, radical inequality, and intractable conflict’.”! The contact zone between Earth and
Omai is rooted in the asymmetrical model of dominance. By contrast, the contact zone between
the exiles from Earth and the new planet they colonised embodies Communist notions of
equality and conforms to Donna Haraway’s posthumanist ideals of interspecies communication
and companion species.

When the protagonist Djenri arrives for her hidden colonial mission to Omai, she finds
out that the planet’s inhabitants — the descendants of queer-feminist exiles from Earth — are
coexisting harmoniously with cyborgs, as well as nature, animals and other non-human species
of the neighbouring planets. Sultanalieva’s utopia thus imagines a model of co-existence of
multiply displaced beings that challenges modern paradigms of subjectivity as imagined by

Haraway who claims:

"' Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, 2nd edn (London: Routledge,
[1992] 2008), p. 8.
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I think what I would want is more of a family of displaced figures, of which the cyborg is one,
and then to ask how the cyborg makes connections with these other nonoriginal people...who are
multiply displaced. Could there be a family of figures who would populate our imagination of
these postcolonial, postmodern worlds that would not be quite as imperializing in terms of a
single figuration for identity? ™

While the geopolitical profile of the Earth revealed to the story’s readers is limited, it
roughly replicates that of today’s world. According to the narrator, the Earth’s official language
is English. Djenri herself comes from a deeply religious Christian country where Russian is the
main language. Most of the Earth’s population is made up of men, with the few remaining
women being regarded as second-class citizens. Feminism and non-heterosexual orientation
are deemed ungodly and people suspected of belonging to or supporting either of these modes
have been exiled to the edge of the Solar System. To further persecute these undesirable ‘queer-
feminists’ and eradicate their influence on the Earth’s electorate, the government tasked this
subversive group with what they considered a doomed mission of exploring a new galactic
system. The regime would falsely present the political exiles as willing initiators of the mission.
It was hoped that the exiles would die as foolish romantics, and that their sympathisers on Earth
would no longer regard them as victims. However, the mission did not go according to plan as
while the Earth was ‘ideologically cleansed and unified’, the exiles discovered Omai — a
galactic system with a superior geopolitical position and a greater number of planets with life-
potential. For a time, Omai was officially annexed to the Earth as a colony, but it later declared
independence and disappeared from the Earth’s political radar. When rumours about element

174 began to circulate, Omai was put back on the Earth’s political radar.

> Donna Haraway, ‘The Actors are Cyborgs, Nature is Coyote, and the Geography is Elsewhere:
Postscript to “Cyborgs at Large™, in Technoculture, ed. by Andrew Ross and Constance Penley
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1991), p. 13.
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In the course of narration, it becomes apparent that the Earth’s dominant political drive
is imperialistic and that its contact zone with Omai is based on what Pratt describes as
‘conditions of coercion, radical inequality, and intractable conflict’.”> The narrator explains
that the Earth’s rulers cannot forgive themselves for unknowingly weakening their colonising
drive. Omai holds greater potential for ‘imperial expansion of galactic scale’ and stands in the
way of the Earth’s own expansion due to its central location in relation to other systems, as
well as its apparent possession of such resources as element 174.7* Djenri admits that the true
intention of her seemingly diplomatic mission is to colonise Omai by diluting its population
with settlers form Earth, sowing discord, and reforming the planet’s traditions and beliefs:

Ham CJICO0BAJIO BHCAPUTHCA B UX PAABI, CMCIIATh UX C HAMU, U ITIAANUIIb, UYCPE3 CTOJICTUC-APYTOC

u ciacaga oT OMaMCKHUX TYOHUKOBBIX I/I,Z[Gf/i HC OCTAHCTCs, 4 UX HayKa 6YI[CT CJIYKUTDb 3emuite. Pano
WK IIO3JHO OHH HOfIMyT, 4TO Jiydlas CTPaTCrus — HallaACHUC, a HC COTI)YI[HI/I‘-ICCTBO.75

Followingly, Djenri approaches Omai with the downgrading stance of a coloniser. The
language of Omai puzzles her. When Aily is referred to by another Omaian as Aily-serdar
(Ainbi-cepnap), Djenri considers the foreign language strange and non-human, with no
apparent reason except for the fact that it is different from her own, she wonders: ‘«Cepmap»?
D10 emé uro takoe? Boke, KakOW y HUX CTpaHHBIA s3bIK. Hudero uesnoBeueckoro’.’s In
contrast, in order to avoid linguistic colonisation, Omaians employ Esperanto, considering that
no one language or culture is superior to others.”” But Djenri cannot be easily swayed by these
progressive policies and considers Omaians as inherently backward. The Earth’s sense of

superiority stems from the belief that people of Omai are queer feminists, therefore sinners and

7 Pratt, ‘Arts’, p. 8.
™ 8D, p. 20.

75 Ibid., p. 20.

7 Ibid., p. 15.

7 Ibid., p. 20.
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‘Satan’s pawns’.’® Djenri internalises this discourse and refers to women in Omai as ‘fools’
who cannot be trusted with handling element 174. Her mission is to save the Earth and its
colonies ‘0T BO3MOKHON aHHUTUISLUK M3-3a STUX 1yp . "

Ironically, Djenri herself is a ‘shameless lesbian’ who has to repress her sexuality since
non-heteronormative sexuality is punished on Earth. She only has contact with few women,
most of whom are very young or related to her. She refuses to commit a ‘sin’ by tempting them,
after all, she is ‘He HacTOIBKO O€300kHa, uToOBI coBpamarh ux’.8® The only way for Djenri to
satisfy her needs on Earth is to risk her life by visiting illegal sex-shops in the outskirts of the
‘Wild Zone’ where she was once brutally gang-raped due to her sexual orientation. Thanks to
her father’s important position in the government, Djenri is educated and can pursue a career
in politics, but as a woman, she is denied other privileges, such a right to a family and land
ownership. Despite her physical appearance, Djenri considers herself a true male, ‘1o mo3ra
KOCTeH BEpHOI MyKuMHAM cBoero Benukoro poxa’.8! Her avatar, a projected image used for
long-distance communication, is male (female avatars are prohibited) and represents her ideal
self — a tall, well-built red-headed man.

Unaccustomed to positive female role-models, Djenri admires Aily, recognising that
she is ‘cunbHasi, He3aBHCHMAs, 3HAIOIIAs, OYCHb KPAacHBasi — U COBEPILICHHO HEBO3MOXKHAs Ha
3emiie’.3? Djenri later finds out that Aily is in fact a cyborg and a military commander of Omai
who is leading a military operation to protect her planet. In this regard, Aily’s description is
reminiscent of feminist posthumanist artist Lynn Randolph’s vision of a female cyborg in her

painting Self-Consortium (1993) (Figure 10). Randolph collaborated with Haraway on many

7 Ibid., p. 22.
" Ibid., p. 8.
% Ibid., p. 7.
8 Ibid.. p. 22.
% Ibid.. p. 22.
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of her projects and provided visual images for her essays as well as covers for her books.%
Randolph’s images are more than mere visual gateways to Haraway’s works, as she highlights,
‘Our words and images were not captions or illustrations of each other’s ideas. They were
inspired by one another’s efforts and by the urgent social, cultural, and political practices we

wanted to interrupt’.3*

Figure 10. Lynn Randolph, Self-Consortium (1993)*’

According to Randolph, Self~-Consortium is inspired by Haraway’s work and many sci-
fi novels and portrays a young android woman who ‘flaunts her electronic bio-constructedness’

and is set to ‘negotiate a new world order’.3¢ Similarly, Aily is a cyborg who blurs the boundary

% These include a cover image for the editions of Haraway’s Simians, Cyborgs and Women: The
Reinvention of Nature (1991) and

Modest Witness@Second Millennium.FemaleMan©Meets OncoMouse™: feminism and
technoscience (1997).

8 Lynn Randolph, Modest Witnesses: A Painter’s Collaboration with Donna Haraway, (2010), p.14
<http://companionrandolph.blogspot.com/2010/11/modest-witnesses-painters-collaboration.html>
[accessed on January 20, 2019].

85 Randolph, Modest, p. 17.

% Ibid., p. 17.
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between humans and non-humans and who is set to oppose the Earth and help usher a liberal
social structure modelled on Omai’s system. But Sultanalieva adds a new, racial dimension to
her cyborg vision by making Aily dark-skinned. Aily is not only set to save women and
oppressed gender minorities on Earth, but to also quell Earth’s colonial drives. At the end of
the story she turns from a passive object of Djenri’s colonial gaze and erotic fantasies, to an
anti-colonial liberationist activist. As Aily escorts Djenri to Omai’s military department, she
parrots Djenri’s secret thought back at her, declaring that ‘Jlyumas 3ammra — 3TO
cBOeBpeMeHHOE Hanajenue’ .’

When Djenri first meets Aily, she is immediately smitten. The beautiful, darker-skinned
Aily, she muses, is just the sort of beauty that ‘lonely and unhappy’ people like herself secretly
fantasise about at night, all while fearing to be discovered by older brothers.®® Aily’s
attractiveness is heightened by her exoticism, she is the ‘Other’ of Djenri’s colonial gaze, an
imperial gaze that eroticizes, trivialises, bestialises or infantilises what it falls upon.?® If the
protagonist’s identity can metaphorically be read as that of a white, Orthodox, Russophone
coloniser, Aily could be seen as belonging to one of the Central Asian nationalities. Not only is
Aily darker-skinned, but as she points out, her name means ‘lunar’ in Old Turkic.”

Despite her attraction to Aily, in her attitude to Omaians, Djenri manifests an internal
conflict characteristic of colonial exploiters pursuing civilising missions. She admits that
science and technology seem more advanced in Omai and is determined to fulfil her goal of

191

subjugating the planet to the Earth’s control.”" On the one hand, she assumes that Omai’s ideals

are backward, ‘rynukoBsie’, that the people of Omai are ‘usBparienusl u Oynrapu’ living in

78D, p. 32.

8 Ibid., p. 7.

% Ann Kaplan has introduced the concept of the imperial gaze to denote how in the postcolonial context
the observed find themselves defined in terms of the privileged observer’s own set of value-preferences.
See Ann Kaplan, Looking for the Other: Feminism, Film and the Imperial Gaze (New York: Routledge,
1997).

8D, p. 8.

I Tbid., p. 8.
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chaos.”? In line with a characteristically Orientalist mentality, she is equally fascinated by the
noble savages who symbolise humanity’s innate goodness untouched by civilisation. She finds
their world new, strange, and exciting — ‘Bo30ysknatomum' — evocative of certain eroticism.”?
People of Omai are portrayed as particularly respectful of their surroundings. We learn that
Omaians refused to ‘terraform’ their planet, meaning that they did not alter the ‘authentic
ecology’ through advanced technology.* The land of Omai is untouched and Djenri enjoys her
surroundings, ‘HeoOpabOTaHHbIE, HEOOKHUTHIE CKAIUCTHIE T'OPbI M Mepuaroiue o3épa’.”
Instead of terraforming and harming the environment to suit their needs, Omaians terraformed
themselves in order to exist harmoniously with nature.’® Djenri cannot help but feel respect for
these ‘kooks’ (uynmaku) and suspects that they hold wisdom which is lacking on Earth:
‘['mynocts, KOHEYHO, HECYCBETHAsl, HO B 3TOM OBUIO YTO-TO IMO3THUYHOE, YK€ yTpaueHHOE
namu’.”’

In contrast to Omai’s enlightened ecopolitics, the Earth has previously made an
unsuccessful attempt of terraforming a system of seven planets, leading to their destruction.”®
Here, it is possible to read into the story an allegorical allusion to the destructive environmental

effects of Soviet colonialism in Central Asia, such as the disappearance of the Aral Sea

accompanying the cotton industry, or the soil erosion in Northern Kazakh lands during Nikita

%2 Ibid., p. 12.

% Ibid., p. 11.

% Terraformation, or ‘Earth shaping’ is a concept commonly found in works of science fiction,
especially in the sub-genre of ecological science fiction and refers to the alteration and engineering of
celestial bodies, such as a planet, a moon or an asteroid, to resemble Earth. This process generally
involves the manipulation of the targeted extra-terrestrial terrain’s climate, atmosphere, topography,
and ecology to suit human needs. Real-world scientists have also proposed terraforming to enable the
long-term colonization of Mars, however, according to NASA, present-day technology does not allow
for this process to be possible. See ‘Terraform | Definition of Terraform in English by Oxford
Dictionaries’, Oxford Dictionaries | English <https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/terraform>
[accessed 14 February 2019]; Bill Steigerwald, ‘Mars Terraforming Not Possible Using Present-Day
Technology’, NASA, 2018 <http://www.nasa.gov/press-release/goddard/2018/mars-terraforming>
[accessed 14 February 2019].

% SD, pp. 10-11.

% Ibid., p. 30.

7 Tbid, p. 9.

% Ibid., p. 9.
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Khrushchev’s infamous Virgin Land Campaign. In the early 1900s, the Aral Sea (lying between
Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan) was the fourth largest inland lake in the world and provided
important ecosystem services to local communities, including the provision of fishing stocks
and the preservation of the local water and soil quality.”® The Aral Sea’s volume and salinity
levels were stabilized by fresh water from the Syr Darya and the Amu Darya, but from 1918
Soviet policymakers diverted these streams for irrigation in order to increase the production of
a major Soviet export — cotton — or ‘white gold”.!% Consequently, the freshwater influx to the
Sea declined while salinity increased, leading to the collapse of the formerly thriving fishing
industry and the rapid shrinking of the Sea. Adding to the damage, the dried-up seabed produced
dust storms laden with chemicals and pesticides from the intensive agriculture occurring along
the two rivers. This in turn led to increased air and water pollution levels, and crop damage in
the region, as well as the soaring of cancers, respiratory diseases, anemia, miscarriages,
and kidney and liver diseases. As a result, thousands of people were forced to abandon their
homes as their livelihoods dried up and their health was threatened.!?!

The Virgin Lands campaign launched by Khrushchev in 1953 to cultivate the steppe
lands for grain exacerbated the damage. As Paul Brummell and Maria Oleynik point out, ‘the
Virgin Lands Campaign should rightly be placed on that depressingly long list of Soviet
initiatives undertaken in Kazakhstan with little regard for the environmental consequences’.!%?
The campaign’s reliance on single crop cultivation, deep ploughing and the year-on-year

planting of grain reduced the fertility of the soil, and, in combination with the ferocious steppe

winds, resulted in major soil erosion problems.!% The exploitation of nature at this scale is an

%9 Karen Bennett, ‘Disappearance of the Aral Sea’, World Resources Institute, 2008
<https://www.wri.org/blog/2008/05/disappearance-aral-sea> [accessed 23 January 2019].

190 Bennett, ‘Dissapearance’.

101 Ibid.

192 Paul Brummell and Maria Oleynik, Kazakhstan (Chalfont St Peter: Bradt Travel Guides, 2018), p.
70.

1% Brummell and Oleynik, Kazakhstan, p. 70.
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important recurring theme in the collection and highlights colonialism’s oppression of not only
human, but non-human forms.'%

Afraid that Earth might destroy their planet, Omaians keep their distance, even though
they maintain a policy of openness with all other planets.!®> Omai’s infrastructure is organised
in five levels and Djenri is surprised to learn that the fifth level is reserved for military affairs.
When she asks Aily whether military readiness contradicts Omaian philosophy, Aily explains
that it is necessary for Omai to protect its achievements from potential aggressors. While she
quickly changes the subject, Djenri suspects that it is the Earth’s aggression that Omaians
fear.!%® Omaians suspect that the philosophies practised by Earth and Omai differ radically. The
planets in the Omai’s system have different cultures and traditions, but they share not only the
philosophy of queer-feminism, but also the core of their value system whereby
‘OCHOBOIIONIATAIONIMMY ~ CYMTAIOTCS NPUHIUIBI B3aUMOIOMOIIM, OTKa3za OT HacWiIus,
MOCTOSIHHOW pPEe(IEeKCUM U CO3HATENBHOCTH, NPHUHATUS PA3IUYUil HABBIKOB, MBIIUICHUS,
(bU3NUECKUX U MCUXUYECKHX BO3MOXHOCTEH, UX PAaBEHCTBA U BMECTE C TEM — OCOOCHHOCTH

Kaxa0ro npossienus’. 07

In order to implement these ideals, the five levels on Omai are not
strictly delineated and Omaians have an opportunity of moving between them and practising
different fields, whether science, art or sport.

That the organisation of Omai resonates with Soviet communist ideals of community

and personal development is not incidental. In the collection’s afterword, the editors point out

1% Most notable is Anastasiya Kizilova’s contribution written as a fictional Wikipedia entry on
cybernetic plants — ‘nonumepusupoBannsie kuoepHernueckue pacrenus (IIKP)'. The entry explains
that after the twentieth-century discovery of the plants’ ability to communicate through signals,
scientists developed polymerised cybernetic plants, allowing humans to interpret their signals and
optimise plant cultivation. By the beginning of XXII century, forty five percent of the planet’s flora
became polymerised and ‘enslaved’ by major medical and agricultural corporations. As a result of the
efforts of hackers and plant right activists campaigning for the liberation of plants from oppression, a
new technology was conceived to allow direct communication with plants. By XXIII plants became full
participants in public life, politics, culture and science. (SD, pp. 34-41)

158D, p. 20.

1% Ibid., p. 18.

7 Ibid., p. 19.
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the potential of building on certain ideas of the Soviet era, namely the belief of mental parity as
advocated, for instance by the Tashkent-born scientist and sci-fi author Genrikh Altshuller
(penname Genrikh Altov) and Soviet Marxist philosopher Evald II’enkov. In both his creative
and scientific work, the editors point out, Altshuller explored a belief that talent is a product of
social circumstances rather than an inherent gift, and championed his conviction that genius
should become a banality accessible to all (an argument also propagated by Il’enkov).!%® the
editors consider this model of applying the logic of historical materialism in conjunction with
the ethical principle of equality to be the most ‘heuristic’ and ‘inspiring’ of all the intellectual
developments in Soviet thought, whether in the fields of psychology, philosophy and writing.!%
The structure of Omai seems to be paying homage to these ideals with its rootedness in the
ideals of equal opportunities for intellectual development.

Non-religiousness, or at least secularism, is another field in which Omaians appear to
be replicating the atheistic order of the Soviet State. It can be deduced that the queer feminists
from Earth broke away from the tradition of religious practices on Earth, or that they never
practised them in the first place. Critics have highlighted that in religious discourse, including
Christian discourse, nature has often been used to condemn homosexuality as unnatural or
against nature, with nature being equated with heterosexually and reproduction.!!® The religious
status of Djenri’s country where the state persecutes queer people in the name of religion and
national unity can be read as a hyperbolic allegory of the close connection between the Russian
State and the Russian Orthodoxy and the accompanying homophobic discourse of gay people
as nature’s anomalies. More specifically, a hyperbolised parallel can be drawn between the

Russian ‘gay propaganda law’ of 2013 and the Earth’s expulsion of queer-feminists to the edge

1% Ibid., p. 329.
1% Ibid., p. 329.
110 See for instance John Boswell, Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality: Gay People in

Western Europe from the Beginning of the Christian Era to the Fourteenth Century (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1980), pp. 137-156; pp. 303-332.
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of the Solar System, and eventually to Omai. Unlike people on Earth who practise monotheistic
religions, Omaians are not religious, rather they appear to be practising a form of pagan faith.
The names of Omai and its nearby planets are all drawn from the mythology of Earth-worship
and female goddesses, as Aily explains to Djenri, ‘«Omai» NpOMCXOAUT OT HMEHHU
JPEBHETIOPKCKON OormHU-TIpapoauTenbHulbl. «l'es» — napeBHerpedeckas OormHs-3emis,
«Arta- 6eit» — OOruHs-IaBIIasg-HAYAI0 Y apaBakCKuX IIeMEH TaumHO, JKUBIIMX 10 MPUOBITHS
Komnymo6a’.!!! Unsurprisingly, Djenri considers the earth mythology which is central to these

planets’ beliefs as ‘barbarian’:

Mmue JaxKE CTaJI0 HEJIOBKO 3a AfIHLI, Ja 3a BCEX OMafIHOB, KOTOPBIC BCKAMU HAa3bIBAJIN cebs
HMCHCM KaKUX-TO IAPCBHUX MIIIHOX. — HOHI/IMaCTe, Ha 3emiie BCé, YTO OBLIO J0 Hallero
TPUCAUHOI'O IMPOPOKA, CHUTACTCA HCHOCTOﬁHBIM nmaMaTH. TOJIBKO MOH.ICI/IHCYX&MMCI[, TOJIBKO
XapaKop, — MOoUryTwia g, paCKpCunomeHHas OTCYTCTBUEM 6paTLeB, KOTOpPbIC MOTJIM MCHA CAATh

0TIy, UK XYIKC, HAIIIUM CBATHIM 3a TAKOC JICTKOMBICIICHHOC 06pa]l[eHI/I€ C 1\/1-1/1-1\/1.112
In colonial encounters, the deities of indigenous communities are often conceived by
the colonisers as ‘idols’ which their missionaries should destroy in order to convert the
colonised to their own ‘civilised’ religion (or in the case of the Soviet Union, atheism).!!?
Djenri is similarly scoffing at the idols of Omaians and opposes them to the saints of the Earth’s
accepted religions. It is likely that the prophet with a triune nature that Djenri is referring to is
Christ. In the more ambiguous reference to Momenucyxammen, Djenri might be playing with
the names of the prophets in three major monotheistic religions, Moses [Mor¢/Moiiceii] in
Judaism, Jesus [Mucyc] in Christianity and Muhammad [Moxamen] in Islam. One could also

speculate about the derogative, or perhaps feminist black humour echoes inherent in the word

(e.g. momroHKa [scrotum], cyxoii [dry]). Djenri’s fear that she might be reprimanded for her

HLSD, p. 21.

12 Ibid., p. 21.

13 A particularly powerful fictional account of the colonial encounter between the missionaries and
indigenous tribes can be found in Chinua Achebe’s The Things Fall Apart (1958) which focuses on the
early stages of British colonialism in Nigeria.



272

playfulness by her family and the clerics points to the sanctity of religion on her planet and the
closeness of Church and State in her country.

Omaians’ choice of eliminating the worship of male gods informs another key difference
between Earth and Omai — the consumption of meat. Unlike people on Earth, Omaians are
vegan. In her anthropological survey of over a hundred nontechnological cultures, Peggy
Sanday found a correlation between plant-based economies and women’s power and animal-
based economies and male power. She identified the worship of male gods as one of the key
characteristics of economies dependent on the processing of animals for food.!'* Sanday’s
research also confirmed that plant-based economies are more likely to be egalitarian. This is
because in societal structures where women gather vegetable food and the diet is vegetarian,
they gain an essential economic and social role without abusing it.!!> The structure of Omai
resonates with the power dynamics within plant-based matriarchal units.

It is no coincidence that Sultanalieva devotes a significant part of her short story to the
issue of veganism since the racial and sexual politics of meat consumption often inform
postmodern thinking on subjectivity. As critics such as Carol J. Adams, Jacques Derrida and
others has shown, the culture of meat-eating is deeply informed by discourses and practices
that perpetuate domination and assimilation of women, animals, and Others. For Derrida,
questioning our meat-eating practices is an important step in rethinking subjectivity,
questioning our understanding of what constitutes an ‘animal’, and imagining alternative,
ethical relations between human beings and animals. Through his concept of
carnophallogocentrism, Derrida interrogates the consumption of animal bodies, identifying a

connection between the oppression of women and the brutalization of animals. Derrida writes:

14 Peggy Reeves Sanday, Female Power and Male Dominance: On the Origins of Sexual Inequality
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), pp. 35-50.
15 Sanday, Female Power, pp. 15-33.
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The virile strength of the adult male, the father, husband, or brother . . . belongs to the schema
that dominates the concept of subject. The subject does not want just to master and possess nature
actively. In our cultures, he accepts sacrifice and eats flesh.''®

Carnophallogocentrism highlights the sacrificial (carno), masculine (phallo), and
speaking (logo) dimension of classical conceptions of subjectivity. For Derrida, sacrifice is at
the heart of carnophallogocentrism, and is itself rooted in the animal sacrifice in Western
mythology and religion, whether in the guise of Diana in Greco-Roman mythology, or the
Abrahamic God’s instruction for Adam to dominate other beasts in the Judeo-Christian
tradition.!!” Carnivorous virility is manifested not only in our eating practices, but also
morality, religion and politics, thus informing our conception of subjectivity throughout the
(human) cultural or civilizational field. According to Derrida, within the metaphysics of
subjectivity, there have been ‘many “subjects” among mankind who are not recognized as
subjects’ — animals, as well as other Others, such as women, children or various minority
groups are excluded from the status of full subjects as they are considered to be lacking in the
basic traits of subjectivity.''® This leads Derrida to remark that ‘[w]e are all — vegetarians as
well — carnivores in the symbolic sense’, ! suggesting that we have all being implicated in
perpetuating oppression of one form or another.

Vegetarian-ecofeminist Carol J. Adams has written extensively about flesh-eating as an
enactment of domination. In her seminal work The Sexual Politics of Meat Adams charts the

construction of traditional masculinity through meat-eating and argues that ‘[iJn many ways,

116 Jacques Derrida and Jean-Luc Nancy, ‘““Eating Well”, or the Calculation of the Subject’, in Derrida,
Points ...: Interviews, 1974—1994, ed. by Elizabeth Webber, trans. by Connor Peter and Avital Ronell
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995), pp. 255-287 (ellipsis in the original).

"7 Derrida discusses these myths in the first three lectures published as part of Jacques Derrida, The
Animal That Therefore I Am, trans. by David Wills (New York: Fordham University Press, 2002)

% Jacques Derrida, ‘Force of Law: The Metaphysical Foundation of Authority’, Cardozo Law Review,
11.5-6 (1990), 919-1047 (p. 951).

' Daniel Birnbaum and Anders Olssson, ‘An Interview with Jacques Derrida on the Limits of
Digestion’, E-Flux, 2(2009) <https://www.e-flux.com/journal/02/68495/an-interview-with-jacques-
derrida-on-the-limits-of-digestion/> [accessed 6 February 2019].
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gender inequality is built into the species inequality that meat eating proclaims, because for
most cultures obtaining meat was performed by men’.!?* Adams characterizes women and
animals as linked by a ‘fused oppression’ operating through a patriarchal language that pairs
‘meat eater’ with ‘virile male’ and women with animals’.!?! ‘“We oppress animals’, Adams
argues, ‘by associating them with women’s lesser status’.!?> Both woman and animal are
construed as ‘matter without spirit’ — that is, objectified, thing-like, instrumentalized, which
leads to their manipulation, since ‘when one is matter without spirit, one is the raw material for
exploitation and for metaphoric borrowing’.!?* The cover of Adams’s book, the iconic Cattle
Queen image of a naked woman in a red cowboy hat, with traces of rib, chuck, loin, round and
rump cut across her flesh, epitomises such objectification (Figure 11).

Similar images abound in the adverts of modern meat industries and fast-food chains
which rely on phallic images of meat and sexualised, often pornographic depictions of women
consuming meat that symbolically degrade both men and women. Burger King's controversial
2009 advert campaign for their ‘Seven Incher’ burger made in Singapore is one example
(Figures 12a and 12b).!2* The model portrayed in one of the ads (Figure 12a) claimed that her
face was used without her knowledge and complained: ‘Burger King raped my face’.!?’
Derrida’s concept of carnophallogocentrism can be read as a response to precisely such phallic

associations of meat-eating. For Derrida, in order to prove the carnophallogocentric structure

of subjectivity ‘it suffices to take seriously the idealizing interiorization of the phallus and the

120 Carol J. Adams, The Sexual Politics of Meat: A Feminist Vegetarian Critical Theory (New York:
Continuum, [1990] 2010), p. 58.

121 Adams, The Sexual, p. 102.

122 Ibid., p. 102

12 Ibid., p. 73.

124 Photos by Burger King. Sourced from Radhika Sanghani, ““Burger King Raped My Face”, Claims
Model on Angry YouTube Video’, 7 August 2014, The Telegraph
<https://www.telegraph.co.uk/women/womens-life/11018413/Burger-King-raped-my-face-claims-
model-on-angry-YouTube-video.html> and
<https://captainslipperylegsvoyage.wordpress.com/2016/11/06/burger-babes/>

[both accessed on 15 February 2019]

125 Sanghani, ‘““Burger King’.
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necessity of its passage through the mouth’.!?¢ The cover of an American rapper Ludacris’s
album ‘Chicken N Beer’ (Figure 13) '?7 takes Burger King’s carnophallogocentrism a step
further by depicting a woman’s leg about to be cannibalistically devoured by the singer. In the
post-Soviet context, Russian meat restaurants are also widely advertised as ‘s HacTOSIIIUX
> 128

myxuun’ or called ‘macho’.

Figure 11. The Cattle Queen

126 Derrida and Nancy, p. 280.

127 Photo by Chicken and Beer, sourced from Apple Itunes https://itunes.apple.com/au/album/chicken-
n-beer/13074271 [accessed 15 February 2019]

'28 For instance, ‘HacTosmuii Mysx4una ect Maco! Muoro msaca’ — declares Russian steak house
[paiim6ud bap (12 April 2018) <https://www.facebook.com/primebeef.rus.bar/photos/«Hactosimii-
Myx4uuHa-ecT-msc /2053703481511676/>

[accessed 3 September 2019]. One can also easily find online meat-based recipes for ‘real
men’ in the post-Soviet space. See, for instance, ‘10 6irox U3 Msica A HACTOSALIUX MY>KUYUH’
<https://onedio.ru/news/10-blyud-iz-myasa-dlya-nastoyashih-muzhchin-19629> [accessed 3
September 2019].
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Figure 13. Cover of Ludacris’s album ‘Chicken N Beer’

The fact that there is no meat industry in Omai is telling. Omai’s vegan ideology is
crucially connected to the planet’s utopian ideals of equality and democracy. The act of
eliminating meat opens an opportunity for Omaians to develop an alternative model of
subjectivity that is not rooted in sacrifice, exclusion, exploitation and hierarchical relations. In
contrast, Djenri’s stance as a coloniser from a virile, patriarchal and war-ready planet
engenders her suspicion of cultures that do not consume meat. The importance of meat
consumption for Djenri is apparent in the fact that her first enquiry upon arriving on Omai
concerns the availability of meat on the menu. Djenri requests ‘normal meat’ for her ‘light
breakfast’, fearing that perhaps there are no cows on Omai and Omaians eat ‘some sort of
seaweed’.!?? In response to this uncouth request, Omaian staff explain that all Omaians are
vegan, but that they can offer their guest artificial meat. Djenri suspects that the option of
artificial meat might have only been added to the menu after her request. In justification of her
abruptness, she reveals to the readers that she does not normally eat meat for breakfast but that
it is important for her to know whether Omaians eat meat. Djenri’s concern indicates that meat-

eating is an important maker both of her identity and of Omaians’ Otherness.

129§D, p. 15.
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However, after spending little time on Omai, Djenri quickly becomes insecure about
her identity as a follower of Earth politics, leading to her heightened internal conflict. She
becomes worried that Omaians are probably looking down on her, fearing people on Earth ‘xak
orcranbix, yyMHbIx’.'1*® Her insecurity reaches a high point at the crucial meeting with the
Council of Omai. The Council consists of creatures that embody their planets, Gaea — a living

tree, Omai — a six-legged alligator, and Atabei — a white shapeless airy mass (Figure 14).!3!

Figure 14. Djenri meeting the Council of Omai

Djenri cannot help feeling respectful towards these non-human creatures and meeting
them leads her to question her assumptions.'3? One of the key elements of Haraway’s vision of
the meeting between the species is the notion of respecere, the act of looking back and respect.
For Haraway, respecere means ‘to hold in regard, to respond, to look back reciprocally, to

notice, to pay attention, to have courteous regard for, to esteem’ and therefore to understand

15 Ibid., p. 21.
B Ibid., pp. 194-195, illustration by Hagra.
132 Ibid.. p. 26.
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‘that meeting the look of the other is a condition of having face [sic] oneself’.!3* Djenri’s
encounter with the non-human members of the Council is an engagement in respecere. As
mentioned earlier, upon her arrival on the planet, Djenri immediately begins to feel respect for
Omaians, even as, or especially because, she considers them as different from people on Earth,
as ‘kooks’ [uynaku]. Meeting other inhabitants in Omai’s system only deepens her respect. Not
only does she come face to face with them ‘reciprocally’, but she engages in an act of intimate
communication.

Djenri is taken by complete surprise upon discovering that her dialogue with the council
has to enfold in a telepathic matter. Not only would telepathy reveal all her political secrets
and the true nature of her mission, but it would also put her in a position of even greater personal
embarrassment by making her look like an incompetent fool. Djenri’s forte is ‘words and text’,
not empathy.'** Her encounter with the council is thus a metaphorical encounter between the
supposedly rational thoughts of the coloniser and the thoughts and conceptual processes of
their colonised ‘others’ which they invariably label as irrational.!*>

The emotional/rational dichotomy is rooted in the concept of savage/civilised binary
which has performed a crucial service in colonial epistemologies and ideologies. As Marianna
Torgovnik points out, terms like primitive, savage, traditional, exotic and Other ‘all take the
West as norm and define the rest as inferior, different, deviant, subordinate, and sub-
ordinable’.!3® When Djenri comes face to face with the Council, she engages in Harawaian
respecere, an act of active looking, of holding each other in esteem, and looking critically at

oneself. Her political mission was to saw seeds of discord and doubt among Omaians ‘surely,

133 Ibid., p. 88.

134 <CoBa, TekcT, BOT YTO SIBJISUIOCH MO CHIIBHOM CTOpOHOM, He aMmnatust’, SD, p. 24.

135 The conception of the colonised as irrational is a staple subject in postcolonial studies. For a concise
essay on the topic see Tony Ward, ‘Rationality and Colonisation: A Discourse of the Use of Rationality
as an Instrument of Oppression’, 2006 <www.tonywardedu.com> [accessed 15 February 2019].

136 Maria Torgovnik, Gone Primitive; Savage Intellects, Modern Lives (Chicago: Chicago University
Press, 1990), p. 21.
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but surely’, to convince them that their ancestors were fallen women, and to get them on the
Earth’s side.!*” Therefore in the initial stage of the meeting, she makes an effort to conceal her
true intentions and convince the council of the Earth’s desire to re-establish contact with her
long-lost daughters, forget past hurts, and join the forces in the great conquering of cosmos.!3®
However, Djenri’s mind unexpectedly resurfaces the memories of her fateful visit in the Wild
Zone where she was brutally assaulted.!*® The recollection of this trauma prompts Djenri to
break down in tears and reveal the true cause of her resentment for Omaians — her regret that
Omaians left without freeing the remaining women on Earth.!4°

Djenri’s encounter with the non-human others echoes Jacques Derrida’s recollection of
his peculiar encounter with his cat. In The Animal That Therefore I Am (1997) Derrida explains
how having being caught naked by his cat prompts his mediation on what it means to be looked

at by ‘the wholly other they call animal’:

The animal is there before me, there next to me, there in front of me — [ who am (following) after
it. And also, therefore, since it is before me, it is behind me. It surrounds me. And from the
vantage of this being-there-before-me it can allow itself to be looked at, no doubt, but also —
something that philosophy perhaps forgets, perhaps being this calculated forgetting itself — it can
look at me. It has its point of view regarding me. The point of view of the absolute other, and
nothing will have ever given me more food for thinking through this absolute alterity of the
neighb01r4?r of the next(-door) than these moments when I see myself seen naked under the gaze
of a cat.

Derrida realises that in this exchange of gazes, the cat is not a mere object of a human gaze,
but also an agent of his own reciprocated gaze and point view. This leads him to criticise
Western philosophers for of only having ‘seen the animal without being seen by it, without

being seen seen [sic] by it’.!*? By deconstructing the traditional hierarchical understanding of

B78D., p. 29.

¥ Ibid., p. 26.

%9 Ibid., p. 28.

10 Ibid., p. 29.

! Derrida, The Animal, p. 11.
42 Ibid., p. 40.
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an encounter between humans and animals, Derrida questions the notion of the ‘wholly other’
and challenges the notion of human superiority. Derrida’s subversive thinking carries
implications beyond human/non-human theorising as it exposes racist and colonial ideologies’
indebtedness to speciesism, or the belief that most human cultures are superior and very
different from other animals. Ultimately, in their challenging of speciesism, both Derrida’s and
his cat’s mutual gazing at each other and Haraway’s notion of respecere subvert the dynamics
of an imperial gaze which bestializes and infantilizes the observed and ‘reflects the assumption
that the white western subject is central much as the male gaze assumes the centrality of the
male subject’!*3.

As Bidisha Banerjee points out, contrasted with the imperial gaze, Haraway’s notion of
respecere and Derrida’s act of allowing himself to ‘be seen seen’ by his cat ‘dismantle the
centrality of humans and allow not just for autonomy and mutual respect between human and
animal, but for the possibility of cross-species ethical relationships’.!#* Sultanalieva’s utopia
enacts just such relationships and, through its portrayal of inter-species companionship and

queer kinship, destabilises the binary of the coloniser/colonised and articulates new utopic

visions of post-Soviet identity.

Hagra’s Graphic Story, Untitled (2018)

A similar message on the need to rethink current conceptions of post-Soviet subjectivity is
articulated in a reverse manner in the collection’s graphic story by Kazan-based artist and

LGBTQ+ activist Hagra (b.1992). The work achieves contrast between conservative and ultra-

'3 Kaplan, Looking, p. 78.
!4 Bidisha Banerjee, ‘Kinship between “Companion Species”: A Posthuman Refiguration of the
Immigrant Condition in Shaun Tan’s’, Journal of Postcolonial Writing, 52 (2016), 399-414 (p. 409).



281

liberal subjectivities through painting a dystopian, rather than a utopian vision. Hagra’s
graphics tell a story of two dark-skinned women escaping a dystopian world akin to Hitler’s
vision of the master race where society only accepts people of an Aryan appearance who are
destined to create heteronormative white families. The dystopia could be read as an allegory of
the current regime in Russia which similarly promotes family values, denounces homosexuality
and displays racist tendencies towards people of non-Slavic appearance, especially ethnicities
from the Caucasus and Central Asia.'*> As in the previous story, the political allegories are
never explicitly associated with the Russo-Soviet world, but this connection can be deduced
by the general consensus among Central Asia’s cultural and intellectual elite which assesses
the current relations between the region and Russia as postcolonial in nature.

This judgment is evidenced, for instance, in an extensive collection of critical essays
assessing the Soviet past, also edited by Oksana Shatalova and Georgy Mamedov. According
to one contributor, Sergei Abashin, the postcolonial character of the current relations between
Russia and Central Asia is much more evident than the colonial nature of the Soviet Union,
one example being the migration from Central Asia to Russia and the Russian attitudes towards
migrants.!*® Maria Vil’kovisky and Ruth Jenrbekova, artists of the cultural organisation
Creolex Centre in Almaty, share this view. They argue that the hierarchies among Soviet
member republics have survived the dissolution of the Union and still position Russia at the
top, in the position of a totalitarian older brother : ‘Tak cerogHs BOCIpOU3BOAUTCS CTATUHCKAS

cXeMa «IpyXObl HApOJOB», Tll€é MHPHOE COCYIECTBOBAHME IO OJHOM KpbIMIeH Bcex

45 These attitudes were explored in the chapter on diaspora writers, Uzbek author Bibish and Armenian
author Narine Abgaryan.
146 Abashin, ‘Coserckoe’, pp. 47-48.
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HAIIMOHAJIBHOCTEH-CECTep rapaHTUPYETCsl BIACThIO CTapIlero Opara, KOTOPHIH BHICTyHaeT

OJIHOBPEMEHHO U B poJiu aApeBHero Pater familias, u B8 ponu Gpyrypuctuunoro Big Brother’.!4?

Figure 15. Hagra, graphic story (2018). Untitled

147 Creolex Centr (Maria Vil’kovisky and Ruth Jenbrekova), ‘Uctopuu TpaHCOKCHAHBI: KPEOIBHOCT,
KOMITO3UIIMOHU3M, TpaHchemuuusm’, in Mamedov and Shatalova eds, Ilouamus, pp. 76-130, pp. 86-
87.
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Hagra’s dystopian city certainly fits the model of a totalitarian ‘Big Brother’ state. The
streets are overflowing with advertisements for surgeries offering face masks with white skin
and blue eyes (Figure 15). In these images, dark skin complexion is associated with sadness,
suggested by the downturned lips and sad ‘smileys’. ‘CBetnbie nuna’ refers not only to the
colour of the skin, but also a positive state of mind, everyone who is white-skinned smiles and
appears happy, hinting that the government is autocratic in nature and aims to create an image
that people fully support the regime. The abundance of surveillance cameras installed on
buildings and the flying drones similarly point to an Orwellian ‘Big-Brother’ structure of the
state. In line with the regime’s promoted values, all white families in the images are
heteronormative. Male and female genders are hypersexualised, with men being depicted with
an ‘eight pack’ and women with three breasts. Men have to perform hegemonic masculinity
and act as domineering heads of family, as evidenced by the advert where the father towers
over his wife and children, with his arms encircling them as if he were strangling his wife with
his right hand and crushing his boy’s head with his left.

In the context of Hagra’s vision, it is plausible that the dark-skinned women are outcasts
in their society not only due to the colour of their skin, and their appearance (they do not have
the desirable slim-waisted figures), but also their gender or sexual orientation. Their
appearance is so uncommon and undesirable that when they run in the streets while escaping
the city, a mother standing nearby is covering her child’s face. But even having a white skin is
not enough to fit in in the society. During their run, the two female protagonists steal a mask
from a random woman’s white and wide, blue-eyed face to hide their identity. Once they tear
the mask from the woman, a white face is revealed beneath, suggesting that even white women

are pressured to change their appearance to fit the required standards of a doll-like appearance.
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Figure 16. Hagra, graphic story Figure 17. Lynn Radolph, Millennial Children (1992)

The pair eventually escape through a tunnel and in the final image we see them embracing
one another in relief in a post-apocalyptic landscape (Figure 16). Here Hagra adds another,
ecofeminist, dimension to the story’s message. The dystopia from which the protagonists
escape is shown as enclosed in a protective bulb, hinting that its totalitarian regime has led to
an ecological catastrophe on Earth. This final image bears a striking similarity to Lynn
Randolph’s dystopian painting ‘Millennial Children’ (1992) (Figure 17).!*® Through their
works, Haraway and Randolph highlight the dangers of life on Earth at the end of the second
millennium.'* Randolph’s Millennial Children was painted in preparation for the Republican
National Convention in Houston to express concern over the fate of the world in the scenario

150

of George Bush’s presidency.”” George H. W. Bush is depicted in the belly of a demon

148 Randolph, Modest Witnesses, p. 17.

4 Ibid., p. 17.

150 Ibid., p. 17. The 1992 Republican National Convention held in the Astrodome in Houston, Texas
(August 17 - August 20, 1992) nominated President George H. W. Bush and Vice President Dan Quayle
for re-election.
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rejoicing in the havoc of a post-apocalyptic landscape where the towers of South Texas nuclear
power plants are smoking away, an oil field is blazing, the bayou on the right is polluted and
the fish have bellied up.'>! Hagra transposes Randolph’s scenario to a Russophone context and
imbues it with the problematics of race and gender. As a result, it makes visible the ‘polyvocal,

unassimilable, radical difference’ of anti-colonial discourse evoked by Haraway.!>?

Anatoly Chernousov’s ‘HemosHoe coOpanue counmHenuid Epmnasika HaraabeBuua
y

Ieueiiknna’ (2018)

While Hagra opts for a visual commentary on the effects of repressing this difference, Anatoly
Chernousov’s contribution to the collection, a short story in the genre of speculative fiction,
gives a more robust voice to the anti-colonial discourse which privileges this polyvocal
difference, whether in terms of cultural or gender identity in the post-Soviet context.
Chernousov (b.1984) is an Almaty-based wirter and LGBTQ+ activist. His story — ‘Hemonnoe
cobpanue counHennii Epnoszika HaranseBuua Ileueiikuna’ — is built around extracts from a
fictional ‘tragic’ historian Ernazik Pecheikin’s alternative history of Central Asia supposedly
recovered in 2098.1%% The publishers of the extracts criticise the contemporary dire state of
affairs in Central Asia which they attribute to the developments following the October (1917)
revolution, more specifically to the arbitrary fragmentation of Turkistan and Soviet
nationalities policy. These processes, they argue, were detrimental to the region, ‘kanuranusm,
HAIlMOHANIU3M, CEKCU3M, TeHJepHas OMHAPHOCTb, CEKCyaJbHOE U JHMHIBUCTUYECKOE

01H0O0Opa3sKe CTaaM rOppbKUMHU peaausMu kureieil peruona’.!>* According to Pecheikin’s

5! Ibid., p. 17.

152 Haraway, ‘A Cyborg’, p. 177.

'53 Anatoly Chernousov (born in 1984) is a writer and LGBTQ+ activist from Almaty.
348D, p. 256.
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alternative history, after the 1917 Revolution, the Central Asian region would be divided into
three multi-ethnic, multi-linguistic republics of Turkestan, Zhetysu, and Orenburg which
would make up the ‘golden Central Asian triangle’. These republics would uphold the values
of socialism, democracy, gender, and cultural and linguistic diversity.!>®> They would join the
Soviet Union voluntarily, contribute to a true friendship of the peoples and speed up the
establishment of socialism.!>® Echoing the collection’s nuanced approach to the Soviet past,
Pecheikin’s vision suggests that the historian is not inherently opposed to socialism and even
the Soviet Union, but rather the Soviet Union’s development into an empire with colonial
tendencies.

The story suggests that Soviet colonialism led to the formation of monstrous postcolonial
nationalisms in post-independent nation states in Central Asia. One example of these colonial
tendencies is conveyed in Pecheikin’s account of the life of a Soviet woman, a certain ‘great-
grandmother’ Olya.!®” The narrator recounts that Olya, a woman widowed in the Second World
War and left to provide for her two daughters, worked from morning till night in the kolkhoz
[Soviet collective farm] for dismal financial reward. The money was only sufficient to be
exchanged at a set time for mere ‘crumbs’ of food grown by Olya herself on the collective
farm. The narrator puts the blame for her grandmother’s suffering on the government and

denounces it for exploiting, and fundamentally enslaving its citizens:

153 Ibid, p. 282.

136 Ibid, p. 269.

'57 The structure of the novel is fragmentary with historical discourse being juxtaposed with personal
reflections. The passage in question is inserted without a clue of the narrator’s identity. It is unclear if
Olya is Pecheikin’s great grandmother.
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cHucTeMa ObLIa «XOThb He TCJIbHAs1, HO TCJIMCh» . HET B IUWYHOM XO3SHCTBE KOPOBBbI, 4 MOJIOKO B KOJIXO03
C}.'[aﬁ, HCT KYp, a HﬁHO npeaoCTaBb. Bor npa6a6y1m<a U Maxajia CyTKaMHu, YTOOBI IOCIIE pacniaTbl
0 aoJiraM € rocyaapCTBOM OCTaJIOCh XOTb UYTO-TO HAa IPOKOPM uoqepeﬁ.lss
The wordplay with Tenpnas and Tenucs — evoking a pregnant cow and the act of giving birth —
refers to the symbolic assimilation of women into the animal world and suggests the particular
burden placed on women in the kolkhoz. Indeed, since the administration is also corrupt at the
local level, Olya falls victim to systematic rape by the chairman of the kolkhoz. The chairman
catches Olya in the act of collecting leftovers from the harvest and blackmails her into silence
over his abuses, threatening her with capital punishment for stealing from the nation’s
property.!>® By choosing to focus on a woman’s story in his critique of the Soviet regime
Chernousov emphasises that current gender issues in Central Asia can be traced back to Soviet
colonialism which, like all colonialisms, involved a tight control of women’s bodies.
Chernousov’s method for challenging these current patriarchal tendencies, as well as
wider conceptions of selthood in Central Asia, somewhat deviates from the posthumanist
approach of other contributors of SD. The author implies that before experimenting with
utopian ideas of blurring or dissolving all identity markers, it is first important to rescue Central
Asia’s polyvocality. The artists of Creolex Centr [sic] Almaty express a similar view when
they suggest that the Soviet order collapsed different markers of identity into a homogenous
category of Soviet personhood: ‘[m]onsTus Hauuu, knacca u regaepa owutu auiiersl B CCCP
TOTO TIPAKTUYECKOTO COJACPXAaHMSA, KOTOPHIM OHHM HAIOJHEHBl TaM, TI/I€ CYIIECTBYET
nyOJIMYHAs MOJIMTHKA; BCE PealbHOE Pa3HOOOpa3ue OMBITOB W MO3MLIUN ObLIO 0000IIEHO B
abCTpaKIUK €JMHOIO «COBETCKOro Hapoaa»’.!%0 Bearing in mind the experience of previously

161

failed utopias, Creolex Centr are wary of putting faith in utopian thinking. ' Rather, they stress

18 Ibid, p. 272.
%9 Ibid, p. 273.
190 Creolex Centr, ‘Ucropun’, p. 111.
! Tbid., p. 127.
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the need of articulating the differences, whether in terms of gender, class, politics, or culture
that are still ignored in post-Soviet Central Asia. For this aim, they propose considering Central

Asia as Transoksiana, a region similar in its creole nature to the Caribbean.!®?

Zhanar Sekerbaeva’s ‘Xumepsl ropoaa 3’

Like Chernousov, SD’s contributor Zhanar Sekerbacva makes a connection between
patriarchal and nationalistic conceptions of selthood, but she challenges these conceptions not
through speculative fiction, but through recreating Haraway’s vision of a chimeric, monstrous
world of fusions between human, animal and machine. Sekerbaeva (born in 1982) is an
Almaty-based writer, LGBTQ+ activist and co-founder of the Kazakh feminist organisation
Feminita. Like Sultanalieva, she is also studying at the University of Tsukuba, Japan. Her story
‘Xumepsl ropona 3’ [Chimeras of Z city] takes place in 2080, in the apocalyptic city of Z, in a
world on the verge of an ecological catastrophe, and one where the entire population of Earth
is on the way to becoming cybernetic. The ozone layer has been destroyed and the Earth is
protected by a temporary artificial layer. All the resources necessary for sustaining human life
have been depleted. Migrating to other planets is impossible as they are occupied by ‘protoses’
[mpoTocsl], or other beings with whom humans cannot communicate. Humankind has nowhere
to run and ‘for the first time in history’, all humans have become refugees.!®> Most of the
Earth’s population has dematerialised into cybernetic bodies and is about to be moved into
space in a massive government operation of ‘reloading’ [mepesarpyska]. The reloading is set

to take place three days from the point where narration begins, and one human has to volunteer

162 Ibid; passim.

168D, p. 205
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to launch the programme at the risk of being left behind in the process. The protagonist
Vasumitra is a chimera — one of the few remaining people who still retain their material forms.
She runs a ‘farewell café’ [mpomansHoe xade] where other chimeras can enjoy material
pleasures by touching objects, drinking and eating before the great reloading. Most of the
chimeras are men who reminisce about the way of life in the 2000s and resist the cybernetic
reloading into space. Aidarbek Kumisov, one of the ministers in the World government,
alongside the female defence minister Mary Krushchev, is one such dissident chimera. It is
through Aidarbek’s character that the author explores the postcolonial dimension of her work.

Like ‘Element 174°, Sekerbaeva’s story is more than merely an apolitical sci-fi tale. Like
Sultanalieva, Sekerbaeva is employing the tropes of utopia to question the postcolonial
conceptions of identity in post-Soviet Central Asia. More specifically, the author focuses on
the nationalistic and patriarchal tendencies common in newly independent, postcolonial
societies, tendencies that favour a single, supposedly authentic and traditional national identity
and gender system. Aidarbek epitomises the postcolonial national elites propagating a return
to tradition. In the past, he used to campaign for the recognition of Kazakh language as the
exclusive language in Kazakhstan and for the prohibition of Kazakh women’s right to marry
foreigners.'®* We saw in on Chapters One and Two how another Kazakh writer, Lilya Kalaus,
parodies the post-Soviet Kazakh obsession with national culture and Kazakhstan’s corrupt
politicians in her @ono nocreoneii nadexcowi: nocmrononuanvusii pomar (2013). Sekerbaeva
paints a similar humorous portrait of Aidarbek whose grandfather was a nationalist politician.
Aidarbek nostalgically reminisces about the past when his grandfather’s slogans were popular,
and dreams about what could have happened if women had not gained more political influence.

In his dreams, he is a polygamous, greedy and unscrupulous hedonist:

164 Ibid., p. 206.
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E]J_[e 4yTb-4yTb, U IOJUTAMHUIO S.Ta.]_I_II(I/Il65 YTBCpAWIN OBl 3aKOHOAATCIIbHO, CUIC YYyThb-4yTh, U Y

HETO MOIJIa OBl ITOSABUTHCSI BOCHEMas JKCHa, CUIC YyTbhb-UYThb, U B3ATKaA 3a TCHACP ObL1a OBl Y HETO

B KapMaHC, CIIC YyTh-4yTh, U ’)KU3Hb CTAJIa OBl BEYHBIM OIBAHAIONIUM KYMBICOM, a Afmap6eK -

6HOMaCCOfI, OTKpLITOf/i BCEM HaCJ'Ia)K,I[CHI/IHM.166

The narrator explains that the 2000s were a time governed by powerful patriarchal
stereotypes and convictions, some of which persist in the world of 2080. People could not
imagine an alternative world, ‘OHM He MOTJIM TOMBICITUTH MUP, OTHOILIEHHS, 4yBCTBa MHaye’ .67
Central Asian male leaders ‘even created an idolatry cult to patriarchy’ and decided to put up
a statue in one of the Central Asian countries, causing arguments between them as to which
country should host the statue. A consensus was only reached when a shaman from Mongolia
advised the five leaders to name the statue using parts of their names and name it
‘KarTanBexAnulner’.!%® This lexical amalgam echoes Sultanalieva’s play on words with the
male gods in ‘Momeunncyxammen’. In both stories, the authors parody the cult of masculinity,
whether embodied by politicians or prophets.

With his fellow like-minded male rebels, Aidarbek once attempted to escape to a new
planet in order to avoid the reloading programme. Anticipating this move, feminist engineers
programmed all spaceships to return to Earth in case the passengers gave a wrong answer in
the computer game All New Gender [sic]. The only way the passengers could answer the
question about their gender correctly was by stating that they did not belong to any gender. All
male passengers answered incorrectly, leading to the failure of their escape plan.!®® Here
Sekerbaeva is making a direct reference to cyberfeminism, more specifically to the Australian

art collective VNS Matrix and their humorously subversive tactics. In 1994, VNS matrix

developed a CD-Rom ‘All New Gen’ (a reference to both new genders and generations), not

165 In Kazakhstan, ‘ata’ is a form of polite address for uncles. Here, atamku denotes ‘uncles’, i.e. men,
or fathers.

166 8D, p. 206.

17 Ibid., p. 208.

168 Ibid., p. 209.

19 Ibid., p. 207.
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so much a computer game but a conceptual and parodic appropriation of a Nintendo video
game and science fiction narratives.!”® Upon logging into the game, the player is asked: ‘“What
is your gender? Male, Female, Neither’. The only right answer is ‘Neither’—with anything else
sending the player into a loop that ends the game. The game is devised as ‘a terrain of
propaganda, subversion and transgression’ and features female ‘cybersluts’, ‘guerillas’ and
‘anarcho-cyberterrorists’ who infiltrate the cyberspace ‘Big Daddy Mainframe’ — ‘a
transplanetary military-industrial-imperial date environment’.!”! VNS Matrix knowingly plays
with cyber-discourse and combines it with theories of sexual difference to appropriate
originally derogatory terms of mainstream popular culture such as ‘bitch’ and ‘slut’.!”?

Sekerbaeva’s story is strongly influenced by cyberfeminism, a movement in turn inspired
by the theories of Donna Haraway. Cyberfeminism emerged in the early nineties, at a time of
rapid technological progress, the rise of the Internet, and a speculative bubble of stock prices
referred to as the ‘Dotcom bubble’. In this period, from 1995 until 2000, the Internet sector
grew over 1000% of its public equity and many investors believed that a ‘new era’ was upon
them.!” The term ‘cyberfeminism’ was coined simultaneously by the British cultural
theorist Sadie Plant and VNS Matrix in 1991. The optimism associated with technological
progress prompted cyberfeminists to embrace the utopian bent of digital culture to defy the
existing boundaries of identity and embrace the postmodernist potential for radical openness.
Cyberspace and technology were viewed as utopian spaces where social constructs such as

gender, race and class could be questioned, and the body could be linked with machines. As

one of the founders of VNS Matrix Virginia Barratt explains in hindsight, the collective’s job

170 Susanna Paasonen, ‘Thinking Through the Cybernetic Body: Cybernetics and Feminism’, in Figures
of Fantasy: Internet, Women, and Cyberdiscourse (New York: Peter Lang, 2005), pp. 171-230, p.209.
7! VNS Matrix, ‘All New Gen’, VNS Matrix, 2016 <https://vnsmatrix.net/all-new-gen/> [accessed 17
February 2019].

172 Paasonen, ‘Thinking’, p. 209.

173 Christian Wollscheid, ‘Rise and Burst of the Dotcom Bubble: Causes, Characteristics, Examples’
(Seminar Paper in Business Economics, Technical University of Applied Sciences Mittelhessen, 11
July 2012).
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‘as female-identified people, and as feminists, was to overthrow the gatekeepers in order to
access a powerful new technology which had huge implications for domination and control by
the patriarchy and by capitalist systems’.!’* At the same time, feminism also had to evolve in

order to accommodate technological transformations. As Faith Wilding argued at the time:

If feminism is to be adequate to its cyberpotential then it must mutate to keep up with the shifting
complexities of social realities and life conditions as they are changed by the profound impact
communications technologies and techno science have on all our lives.'”

Cyberfeminists were not oblivious to the fact that the digital world, and the cultures
emerging from it, contained as many gendered power dynamics as the real world; indeed the
term ‘cyberfeminist’ itself is partially a critique of the misogynistic overtones of cyberpunk
literature in the 80s.!7¢ Nonetheless, cyberfeminists at the time believed in the cyberspace’s
feminist potential, as the novelist Beryl Fletcher put it, cyberspace could ‘stretch imagination
and language to the limit; it is a vast library of information, a gossip session, and a politically
charged emotional landscape’.!”” The cyberfeminist movement weakened after the dot.com
bubble burst, and the utopian bent of the movement suffered as it became evident that the
problems of the digital world were becoming inseparable from the problems of the real world.
However, the disappointment in the web’s emancipatory potential notwithstanding, the identity
theories developed during the movement are even more pertinent in the current context of our
increasing dependence on web technologies and social media websites. As evidenced in SD,

the radical ideals of redefining identities inherent within cyberfeminism are seen as equally

174 Claire L. Evans, ““We Are the Future Cunt”: CyberFeminism in the 90s’, Motherboard, 2014
<https://motherboard.vice.com/en_us/article/4x37gb/we-are-the-future-cunt-cyberfeminism-in-the-
90s> [accessed 13 November 2018].

175 Faith Wilding, ‘Where Is the Feminism in Cyberfeminism’, N.Paradoxa, 2 (1998), p. 10
<https://www.ktpress.co.uk/pdf/vol2 npara 6 13 Wilding.pdf?>,

176 Evans, ““We Are the Future Cunt’”.

'77 Beryl Fletcher, ‘Cyberfiction: A Fictional Journey into Cyberspace — or How I became a
Cyberfeminist’, in CyberFeminism: Connectivity, Critique and Creativity, ed.by Susan Hawthorne
and Renate Klein (North Melbourne: Spinifex Press, 1999), p. 351.
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useful by queer-feminists in the post-Soviet space.

Despite the dystopian element of an impending apocalypse, the story’s setting is
utopian and can be read as the author’s vision of what Earth would look like if Donna’s
Haraway’s ideals were to be realised, albeit too late. In fact, the story makes direct references
to Haraway’s theories. The narrator explains that the World government’s decision to move to
cyberspace was influenced by the long struggles of cyberfeminist and ecologic activists guided
by Haraway’s ideas:

Bcé nauanocs ¢ manudecra Jlonasl Xapaysii, poBo3riacuBlIel yCTpaHEHHE TeHAEPa U APYTHX
rpaHuL Mexay JoaesMi. Ee monaepikanu peMuHrcTky Becero Mupa. To, 4To ropopuiia Xapaysi,
KacaJoCb CaMOro BaXHOro, — € 4€M JI0Ju HEC OBUIH TOTOBBI COIJIACHUTHCS JaXE B BCK
TEXHOJIOTHYECKOM CHUHTYJIAAPHOCTH, Korga Ka)K,Z[BIfI-Ka)KZ[aH-Ka)KI[BIe-Ka)i():[OC ObLIH

CUHXPOHHU3UPOBAHBI C TCXHOJIOTUSAMU, 6Y}_IL TO CMapT(i)OH, KOMIIBIOTCPp WX 4YHUIl B TOJIOBC,
HOMOFaIOH_[I/Iﬁ nocTpagaBIIMM B HCCHACTHBIX CJ'Iy‘laS[X.178

The age of ‘technological singularity’ that the author is describing here is one where
Haraway’s suggestion that ‘we are all cyborgs’ has advanced into (or regressed, depending on
one’s point of view) a world where people are technological beings whose identities cannot be
determined through traditional markers of gender, class or race.!”” The concept of technological
singularity was developed by eminent twentieth-century scientist John Von Newmann, and
later Vernor Vinge and Ray Kurzweil, and refers to the hypothesis that ‘the accelerating
progress of technology and changes in the mode of human life’ will lead to a reality where the
machines would be far superior to humans and ‘human affairs, as we know them, could not

continue’.!8" Incidentally, science fiction writer and mathematician Vernon Vinge was also one

8 SD., p. 204.

'7 1t has to be noted that Haraway’s cyborg theory should not be misread as an advocacy of techno-
utopias.

180 Stanislaw Ulam, ‘Tribute to John von Neumann’, Bulletin of the American Mathematical Society,
64.3 (1958), 1-49 (p. 5). See also Vernon Vinge, ‘The Coming Technological Singularity: How to
Survive in the Post-Human Era’, in NASA. Lewis Research Center, Vision 21: Interdisciplinary Science
and Engineering in the Era of Cyberspace (San Diego State Univ.; Dept. of Mathematical Sciences,
1993), pp. 11-12 <https://ntrs.nasa.gov/search.jsp?R=19940022856>; Ray Kurzweil, The Singularity Is
Near: When Humans Transcend Biology (New York: Penguin Group, 2005).
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of the first people to present a fully-fleshed concept of cyberspace in his novella True Names
(1981).'%! The utopia of cybernetic existence in Sekerbaeva’s story radically alters the existing
modes of human life. The cybernetic existence which she envisages involves ‘a constant
movement’ where all previous markers of identity disappear, it no longer matters ‘xak ce0s
KaTeropu3ubIeT CYLIECTBH, KaK MMEHYET, KakuM NpouuisiM obnamaer’.!8? The protagonist
Vasumitra, even when not yet a cybernetic being, belongs to the new generation of
technological singularity with a non-distinct identity. Her appearance makes it impossible to
ascertain her gender, ethnic belonging or social status.!®> We learn that such side-effects of
technological singularity on human identity were especially resisted by men and all other
humans unwilling to let go of their bodies. The narrator’s position in this opposition is clearly
on the side of cyberbodies, with bodies being described as a burden, ‘Habopom U3MEHUHUBOCTH,
JIBUOKEHUSI, IOCTOSIHHOTO IIPOU3BOCTBA KIeToK . !84

Alongside cybernetic embodiment, Earth in 2080 also embraces Haraway’s ideal of
companion species. For Vasumitra, a being most close to her is her cat Dotcom (Figure 18).
The cat’s name likely pays tribute to cyberfeminism by referring to the ‘dot.com bubble’, a
period which, as stated earlier, saw the rise of cyberfeminism. Dotcom and Vasumitra, like all
humans and animals of the story’s utopic world, communicate not through words, but through
gaze and telepathy. Such a model of interspecies communication fulfils both Haraway’s ideal
of companion species and respecere and Derrida’s call for ethical relations between humans
and animals prompted by his encounter with his cat. In Sekerbaeva’s fictional world, humans
are no longer considered as superior rational beings at the top of the hierarchy of Earth’s living

beings. This becomes evident by the World government’s concern over trusting a human to

'8! Paul Saffo, ‘Consensual Realities in Cyberspace’, in Computers Under Attack: Intruders, Worms,
and Viruses, ed.by Peter J. Denning (New York: ACM 1990), pp. 416-420 (p. 417).
182
SD, p. 208.
183 Ibid, p. 203.
184 Ibid, p. 204.
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successfully complete the final stage of the reloading. ‘MoxxHO 11 BOOOIIE JOBEPUTH CAMBIii
3HAYUTEIbHBIM MOMEHT B IIPOLECCE Nepe3arpy3ku ueioBeky? * — they wonder.'®> The animals
similarly scoff at the idea that humans could be in charge. Seeing the minister of defence
dancing drunkenly on a table, Dotcom jokes with her friend, a German shepherd Shepi, ‘Tbr
npezcrasisentb, 9to 310 OHU nac onomammnuiu!’.'%¢ Shepi’s incredulity over the fact that
humans somehow managed to domesticate pets prompts Shepi into historical revisionism and
she informs Dotcom that it all happened the other way round: ‘Her, sto MbI npupyunnu
YeJI0OBEeKa, HAY4MJIM TOBOPUTH CUTHAIAMH, KUBKaMH, a IIOTOM IOSIBUIACH PeYb, H JIFOJIU CTalId
JArath, YTO UM HPABUTCS T€, KTO HA CAMOM JIeJIe He HPaBUTCS. B KOMMyHUKaIMK TEJI0 HUKOT 1A
He oOMmanbiBaer’. %7

In Shepi’s account of history, humans are misguided creatures who required centuries
before reverting back to the superior forms of communication through corporeal signs
associated with animalism. Thus, what was once considered animalistic, and therefore inferior,
was embraced in the utopian technological age as desirable. Nonetheless, the communication
between humans and animals has not yet been perfected, as evidenced by the sardonic Shepi’s
annoyance at receiving humans’ gifts of cuddly toys in the shape of sheep.!®® Yet, Sekerbaeva
shows that as Haraway theorises, ‘it is possible to distinguish between “companion species”
and infantilizing narratives of interspecies kinship relations, such as the sentimentalized
portrayal of loyal dogs so common in film and literature’ and to depict them not merely in their

roles as companion animals, but as characters in their own right.'®”

185 Ibid, p. 209.

186 Ibid, p. 212.

7 Ibid., p. 212.

188 Ibid., p. 208.

'8 Bidisha Banerjee, ‘Kinship between “Companion Species”: A Posthuman Refiguration of the
Immigrant Condition in Shaun Tan’s The Arrival’, Journal of Postcolonial Writing, 52 (2016), 399-
414, p. 412.
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Figure 18. Vasumitra and Dotcom

Sekerbaeva’s story thus presents a posthuman vision of the world, a vision which, as
Judith M. Halberstam and Ira Livingston explain, does not necessitate the obsolescence of the
human, or represent a clear-cut evolution or devolution of the human.!”® Rather, the posthuman
‘participates in re-distributions of difference and identity’:

The human functions to domesticate and hierarchize difference within the human (whether

according to race, class, gender) and to absolutize difference between the human and the

nonhuman. The posthuman does not reduce difference-from-others to difference-from-self, but
rather emerges in the pattern of resonance and interference between the two.'!

This dissolution of hierarchical and binary structures such as human/animal, language/body,
male/female similarly entails the suppression of colonial drives and the binary of self/world.
Accordingly, even if it is too late to save the Earth from an ecological catastrophe, the planet’s

refugees plan to emigrate to outer space without harming it. The government has ensured that

190 Judith M. Halberstam and Ira Livingston, Posthuman Bodies (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1995), p. 10.
! Halberstam and Livingston, Posthuman Bodies, p. 10.
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if the mission fails, the debris from the failed reloading will not harm the outside world.!*?

Sekerbaeva’s characters are struggling to make the best out of the world caught between the
promise of a utopia and an imminence of a dystopia triggered by past mistakes, they are the
posthuman bodies attempting ‘to articulate a present laden with the debris of inert pasts’.!”3
Rather than belonging to linear history, ‘they are of the past and future lived as present

crisis’. 194

Conclusion

The past and future lived as present crisis fittingly summarises the core concern of SD. As we
have seen, the contributors attempt to come to terms with current and future effects of the failed
utopia of the Soviet project, whether in terms of the repressed polyvocality of the region, or
the impending environmental disasters. In order to stress the urgency of rethinking identity
issues in Central Asia, the authors create utopian and dystopian visions both of which provide
a stark contrast with the current identity politics in the post-Soviet region. By building on some
of the key notions in posthumanism, including cyborg identities, cybernetic embodiment and
companion species, SD attempts to imagine a post-Soviet Central Asian identity which is
polyvocal and respectful of the region’s diverse cultural heritage, politics, gender composition
and ecology. While SD’s utopian approach might at times come across as excessively radical,

it loses some of its sensationalist factor when we consider the radical nature of conservative

928D, p. 215.
193 Halberstam and Livingston, Posthuman Bodies, p. 10.
%4 Ibid., p. 10.
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identity discourses in Central Asia, as was most recently demonstrated by furious local

responses to the controversial women’s march in Bishkek (8 March 2019).!%°

195 As discussed in the beginning of the chapter.
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Conclusion

In my discussion of post-Soviet women’s writing, I have argued that there exists a continuation
of colonial dynamics between Russia and the countries in the Caucasus and Central Asia, albeit
through different and new politico-economic, socio-cultural relationships. Women’s writing
from the region reveals these various facets of the post-Soviet condition, highlighting that
current tendencies in post-Soviet societies in the region are to a large extent post-colonial,
whilst at the same time specific relative to Western colonial models. Russophone authors point
to the idiosyncrasy of the post-Soviet ‘unhomely’ determined by the peculiarities of Soviet
colonialism, such as the Soviet State’s preoccupation with the self/collective dichotomy. They
also reveal that due to the persistent ‘secondary Orientalism’ specific to the post-Soviet context,
women from the two regions face a triple fracturing of their self-identification in view of the
disorienting whirlpool of local (nationalist), Western, and Russo-(post)Soviet politico-cultural
influences, as evident in NGO and diaspora narratives. Also particular to the post-Soviet
context is the manner in which conceptions of futuristic and utopian identity discourses are
rooted in the distinctive connection between utopian thinking and the Soviet project.

While revealing the influences of the Soviet past and the neo-colonial present on post-
Soviet identity formations, all women writers invariably challenge Soviet, local(national) and
international notions and stereotypes of identity, especially gender identity. Through adopting
trickster personae, diaspora writers, among them Bibish and Abgaryan, resist being labelled as
backward, oppressed women who have found liberation in Russian culture, and deconstruct
Orientalist stereotypes by holding up the mirror to Russia’s anxieties over its ‘Eurasian’

identity. Their fictions suggest that the concepts of agency and strategic tactics of adaptation
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and survival should be more readily extended to female migrants both in the post-Soviet sphere
and beyond. Women authors who have worked in the post-Soviet aid sector similarly reject
social roles based on a stereotypical interpretation of the non-West through assimilation or
negation. In their humorous and satirical narratives, they critique both Western feminism and
local nationalism and their (self)Orientalising discourses on gender. Activists and writers of
the pan-Asian collective SHTAB rethink post-Soviet nationalistic conceptions of gender
identity by putting a spotlight on the LGBTQ+ community which is doubly oppressed due to
the colonial association of the ‘colonised’ with sub-humanity. Rather than predictably
reproving this association, they altogether question the notions of humanity by creatively
engaging with cybernetic, cyborg and other hybrid identities. Similarly, in their unhomely
narratives which echo magic realism’s disordering of singular visions, women writers radically
reimagine domestic spaces by injecting them with disorienting, mystical and uncanny visions
to oppose both the stifling Soviet order and post-Soviet nationalisms.

Thus, another common pattern that emerges from Russophone writings is that women
authors from the Caucasus and Central Asia emphatically eschew self-identification as victims
without agency, whether in the face of colonialism or nationalism. They emphasise that neither
should they be seen as unsuspecting targets of ‘Western’ feminist influences. In so doing, they
are able to evoke in original ways the distinctive aspects of post-Soviet experiences within
wider postcolonial experiences.

Central Asia and the Caucasus cannot be considered as typical colonies, and neither is
Russia a typical ex-colonial metropolis. This is not to suggest that Russia is an internal colony,
an idea that, as I hope to have shown, exoticises Russo-Soviet imperialism and perpetuates
Russian Orientalist and colonial discourses, both in academia and in Russian foreign policy.
Rather, the specificity of Russian Orientalism lies in the fact that it is secondarily derived from

Western Orientalism, meaning that the former is always complicated by Russia’s historically
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problematic self-definition vis-a-vis the West. The resulting insecurities have in many ways
heightened the Russo-Soviet state’s demonstrations of Russian cultural and political
superiority at the expense of colonial policies in the Caucasus and Central Asia. This
phenomenon determined the ambiguity of Soviet policies such as druzhba narodov, both
patronising and enabling, especially in relation to the native intelligentsia in the two regions,
and it has also determined the lived reality of many post-Soviet subjects.

Due to the resulting high degree of Sovietisation/russification of the republics’ cultural
elites, some post-Soviet authors, like Azeri writer Rena Yuzbashi, still voice the idea that
Russia protected its younger siblings from the West and feel proud to be making a contribution
to Russian culture through their Russophone writings. Armenian author Narine Armenian, who
shares these feelings, similarly constructs a shared Russo-Armenian defiant subaltern identity
vis-a-vis the West in her portrayal of her experiences working with Western tourists. Other
authors, like Uzbek writer Bibish, and Kazakh author Olga Breininger, more readily denounce
Russian colonialism in their countries, despite acknowledging their fondness for Russian
culture and acknowledging the successes of Soviet multi-ethnic policies, for example the
peaceful multiculturality of Karaganda, Kazakhstan. Yet others, such as Armenian author
Maryam Petrosyan, Kazakh author Lilya Kalaus and Tajik author Eleonora Kasymova, evoke
biting, yet emotionally neutral visions of Russian colonial dominance and embrace the
postcolonial cultural diversity determined by Soviet policies, both constructive (e.g. Soviet
promotion of multi-ethnicity) and destructive (the dislocated existence imposed on non-
Russian minorities by deportations). Their approach extends to their use of Russian language
which they regard as part of their cultural identity without granting it symbolic privilege over
native languages. While Georgian authors altogether reject Russian language as ‘colonial’ and

evidence most explicit pro-European outlooks, they are preoccupied with the same concerns as
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other Russophone, and in fact Russian authors — overcoming the colonial trauma and surviving
the difficult post-Soviet transition.

Indeed, while the decolonisation of Western Empires was not detrimental to the socio-
economic structures of the former colonial centres, the dissolution of the Soviet Union and the
traumatic transition period (involving the economic shock-therapy, increased crime and social
unrest, the masculinity crisis and so on) left Russia and the ex-Soviet republics in a comparably
fragile state. My findings show that owing to this phenomenon, the experience of alienation
and displacement that marks the post-colonial condition is especially pronounced in the post-
Soviet sphere, including Russia. If the Soviet superpower was one large ‘communal apartment’
(Slezkine), post-Soviet nations in the Caucasus and Central Asia now find themselves in a
position of metaphorical homelessness on the global geopolitical stage, a condition echoed in
post-Soviet women’s writing. The latter is dominated by the search of a psychospiritual
homeland and the specifically post-Soviet unhomely moments which reveal their authors’ and
protagonists’ ambivalent identities.

Building on Freud’s and Bhabha’s theories, my analysis of these narratives has proposed
a conceptual model for a cross-cultural analysis of trauma in the post-Soviet sphere. It has
established that Russophone authors’ private negotiations of selthood are always influenced by
wider political considerations as they struggle to dissociate their individual identity from the
collective. Women’s evocations of the unhomely in the two regions are unique not only within
the broader postcolonial evocations of alienation, but also, potentially, within the post-Soviet
context due to the peculiarly widespread experiences of displacement across the Caucasus and
Central Asia. In this regard, it is important to examine whether unhomely interlinked metaphors
of homes, nature (especially trees and plants) and childhood occur in writings beyond this

region.
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To further enrich our understanding of how these societies cope with trauma, one could
explore not only the suppression of political memories linked with violence and displacement,
as I have done in this thesis, but also the traumas arising from cultural mankurtisation,
especially in Central Asia. Here one would expect writings in native languages to offer a closer
engagement with the theme of cultural loss than Russophone writings which do not prioritise
this issue. For example, in her novella Beckemnup (2012),! Kazakh author Zira Naurzbaeva,
who writes in both Kazakh and Russian, draws a parallel between the tragic suppression of
nomadic customs and traditions in Soviet Central Asia and the clash of white American
colonisers with American Indians. Moreover, the study of ‘native’ language literatures is a
worthwhile task in itself and opens up original perspectives on these regions’ constructions of
modernity. For example, unlike Russophone authors, Naurzbaeva, who has written academic
studies on Kazakh mythology, music and their repression in the Soviet era,? frequently engages
with Turkic and proto-Turkic mythology in her fiction and points out its matriarchal
orientation.

While Russia has severely suffered since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the country
still seeks a military, economic and cultural upper hand on the Caucasus and Central Asia, and
promotes initiatives (the Eurasian Economic Union, the Eurasian Research Institute, the
Russian Prize etc.) that contribute to maintaining this hierarchy. The cultural and economic
dependence on Russia in post-Societies societies from the Caucasus and Central Asia is most
evident in the works of Russophone emigre writers who have settled in Moscow in hope of
better economic opportunities and greater potential for disseminating their works. The

reception of these authors in Russian culture points to the persistence of Orientalist attitudes to

! Zira Naurzbaeva, beckemnup (2012), available at <http://otuken.kz/6eckemmup/> [accessed 10 May
2019]

? See for instance Zira Naurzbaeva, Beunoe nebo kazaxoe (Almaty: Cara, 2013). Naurzbaeva’s works
can be found at <http://otuken.kz/topics/ziral/> [accessed 10 May 2019]
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the peoples in the southern ‘periphery’ of the former Soviet empire. Especially now, when
Russia is facing increased competition from Turkey in terms of its influence over Central Asia,
the country remains anxious to maintain its role as the ‘older brother’ in the post-Soviet space,
ensuring a persistence of the discourse of the civilising mission. At the same time, however,
migrant women’s writing points to Russia’s persistent anxieties over its ‘Eurasian’ identity and
this is precisely the Achilles’ heel which they exploit as part of their tricksterism to suggest the
arbitrary nature of Russian Orientalist stereotypes. These authors’ tricksterism involves
seeming over-identification with the clichés on primordial ethnicities and an adoption of ludic
and foolish personae. However, there are many forms that tricksterism can take, and the
concept can be fruitfully applied to other, potentially more subversive fictions, to examine the
various ways in which non-Russian or ethnic minority Russophone authors in Russia adapt,
adopt or resist the demands of the Russian literary market.

Russian official discourse on the East’s backwardness is not limited to these countries’
gender orders and construes their very modernity as ‘underdeveloped’. Especially due to
‘secondary Orientalism’, post-Soviet nations have to negotiate the double neo-colonial
dynamics in relation to not only Russia, but also the West, a conundrum most evident in the
post-Soviet aid sector and the narratives inspired by it. In Lilya Kalaus’s @ono, interactions
between the Russian superior Oleg and his Burkut (Kazakh) colleagues reveal both Russia’s
persistent Orientalist attitudes towards the supposedly backward Central Asia, and the local
employees’ internalisation of such views. In Tajik author Kasymova’s Tajik, these self-
Orientalising tendencies are most notably evidenced by Tajik women activists’ approaches to
gender, which they understand through the lens of the Soviet civilising mission and Western
feminism. What emerges is the divergence of the post-Soviet gender problematic from western
postcolonial dynamics due to the especially pronounced multiplicity of the modernising and

colonising agents in in the two regions. This specifically complex, post-Soviet/colonial
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whirlpool of influences limits NGOs’ positive impact, for example, by fostering an ideological
divide between urban and rural women’s communities.

And yet, rather than falling in the trap of denouncing the aid-sector as the ‘Trojan Horse’
of the West or, alternatively, as a white knight coming to the rescue of the ‘developing’ world,
as is common in many NGO narratives, women writers in both regions problematise the
stereotypical discourses on NGO activities. Echoing Achille Mbembe’s notion of mockery
from within, they blur the ‘coloniser’/colonised binary and satirise the complicity between
foreign neo-colonial forces, local corrupt elites and their subjects, refocusing our attention from
the politics of oppression to the practices of strategic compliance and ironic subversion — in
other words — ‘conviviality’.

While the neo-colonial dynamics between Russia, the West, and the ex-Soviet region are
showing no signs of loss of importance in the political realm, a more peculiar picture is
emerging in the cultural sphere of post-Soviet Central Asia where a young generation of
creative artists are making promising attempts at transcending the colonial experience through
their utopian imagination. By building on some of the key notions in posthumanism, including
cyborg identities, cybernetic embodiment and companion species, the authors conceptualise
inclusive, liberal and eco-conscious models of identity, and aim to restore the repressed
polyvocality of the region. However, their attempts differ from, and indeed oppose, the current
nationalistic tendencies that seek to recover the so-called traditions of a mythical, pre-colonial
golden era. Rather, the authors draw creative inspiration from recent history. Their strategies
of going back to the past in order to move to the future, in other words, of reimagining the
Soviet colonial project and its generally thwarted utopian potential, allow for a more active
engagement with the Soviet experience and a more reflective approach to the present.
Acknowledging the special connection between the Soviet project and utopian thinking allows

these authors’ post-Soviet decolonial imagination to stand as a strikingly original and forward-
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thinking model not only within post-Soviet, but also global sci-fi literature which still displays
remarkable rigidity in the imagination of truly inclusive outer space utopias. Unlike
Russophone sci-fi, the latter offers little radical engagement with the concepts of nations,
families, parenthood and other social relations.

In many ways then, Russophone women authors challenge the association of their
literatures with ‘marginality’ and ‘subalternity’. They equally suggest that the prefix ‘post’ in
the term postcolonial is beginning to change its meaning in post-Soviet Caucasus and Central
Asia from denoting neo-colonial ‘in-dependence’ to signifying the increasingly sovereign
decolonial epistemologies of the region.

My discussion has revealed the postcolonial dynamics in the current cultural, social and
political developments in the post-Soviet world, spanning over a wide array of topics including
immigration, NGOs, gender, criticism of the Soviet order, nostalgia for the Soviet past, religion
and neo-colonialism. As such, the project produced new perspectives of neo-colonial
developments both in the post-Soviet space and beyond, in the hope of advancing knowledge
not only in Literary Studies but also Postcolonialism, History, Politics, Social Sciences and
Cultural Anthropology. Comparative readings of literary works in this project have gestured
toward the sheer number of possible connections that can be explored between post-Soviet and
post-colonial experiences at the intersections of these disciplines, suggesting that future
scholarship could only benefit from further considerations of Russian Studies as an expanding,

transcultural field.
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