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AnHoTtanus: Vnes nporuBoctosiHus Mexzay EBponoid n Poccueil npoxonur
gepe3 Bech poMaH J[ocToeBckoro «VIMoT» ¥ HaXOAUT CBOIO KYJIbMHUHAIUIO B CI0BAX
I'-xxu EnanunHoi o ToM, uto 1 EBpomna, u yesxaromue B EBpony pycckue — «Bce 3TO
oznHa paHrtasusi» [Dostoevsky, 1972-1990, vol. 8, p. 510]. locToeBcKuil UCTIONb3YeT
TPOI U3THAHUA /171 IUTePaTypPHOT'O OCMBICJICHNUSA U JaJIbHEeMIIero Npo/IBUKeHUs CBO-
el pycckou uzeu. B To BpeMs Kak IyXOBHas IIO/[0IIeKa HallMOHaIM3Ma JI0CTOeBCKOro
M3y4eHa [J0BOJIBbHO TIATeJbHO, CeKyJSPHbIE aCIeKThbl 3TOM KOHLENIUN HyKAAITCs
B flaibHelmeM aHanu3e. [Iurep Barnep yTBepxzaeT, 4TO HallUOHAIN3M — 3TO OTBET
Ha HOCTaJIbTUIO, KOTOPAs MPOABJIAETCA B U3THAHUU KaK CJIeZICTBHE OTXO/A OT TpaJu-
1mn. OcoGeHHOCTHIO HALOHAIM3MA /IeBSITHA/LIATOrO BeKa GbUIO TO, YTO OH SBJISUICS
«IOINBITKOM BOCCO3/]aTh 4yBCTBO MCXOAHOW TO4kM» [Wagner, 2001, p. 103] cpenun
TeX, KOMY IIPUIITIOCH OBITH CBUZETEIAMY ObICTPO HaZIBUTAIOIEICS COBPEMEHHOCTH CO
BCEMH COIYTCTBYIOLIMMU ee (paKTopaMu — KalMTaau3MoM, pedpopmoii n3buparess-
HOTO NpaBa ¥ T.A. JlaHHaA CTaThs Mpe/jaraeT pacCMOTPETh TPOI U3THAHUSA, UCIIOJb-

65



JocroeBcknii 1 MupoBasd Kyabrypa. @umomornyecknii >xypHan Ne 2. 2021

3yeMblii B poMaHe «VioT», B uCTOpryeckoM KoHTeKcTe. [IprMeHss TeopeTUdeckue
uzien BarHepa, aBTOp CTaTh¥ IIOKa3bIBAaeT, YTO BbIpaXKeHUE HAIIMOHAJIBHOU Hzlen
B TeKcTe JJOCTOEBCKOTO — 3TO He IIPOCTO JIOKaJIbHAs /IeMOHCTPALUs CrieiduiecKu
PYCCKOTO 4yBCTBa, HO CUMIITOM 6oJee 06mupHOro peHoMeHa, oxBaTuBIiero EBpony
BO BTOPO¥ [I0JIOBMHE [€BATHAALIATOrO BeKa. T.K. Ha 700 I'-xu EnmaHyrHOM BbINaNo
HPOM3HECTH BEPAUKT B KOHIlE POMaHa, ee POJIb U CMBICT ee CJIOB OYAyT GpOKanibHON
TOYKO JAHHOTO aHaJIH3a.
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Abstract: The opposition between Europe and Russia runs through Dostoev-
sky’s novel The Idiot, culminating in Mme Epanchina’s declaration that both Europe
and the Russians who travel to Europe are “one big fantasy” [Dostoevsky, 2002,
p- 615]. In the novel, Dostoevsky uses the exile trope as a literary tool for expressing
his Russian idea. Although the spiritual underpinnings of Dostoevsky’s nationalism
have been well studied, the secular side of this concept bears further exploration.
Peter Wagner argues that nationalism constitutes a response to the nostalgia that is
developed in exile following one’s breaking away from tradition. Nineteenth-century
nationalism specifically “was an attempt to recreate a sense of origins in the face of
the disembedding effects of early modernity and capitalism” [Wagner, 2001, p. 103].
By applying Wagner’s theoretical framework to Dostoevsky’s narrative, the author
demonstrates that in its secular essence, Dostoevsky’s nationalism is not a merely
localized manifestation of a uniquely Russian sentiment, but a symptom of a larger
phenomenon that was taking place in late nineteenth-century Europe. Because Mme
Epanchina gets to say the final word in Dostoevsky’s novel, her role and the subtleties
of her message will be the primary focus of the present analysis.
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“Enough of these passions, it’s time to serve reason. And all this, and
all these foreign lands, and all this Europe of yours, it’s all one big fantasy,
and all of us abroad are one big fantasy ... remember my words, you’'ll see
for yourself!” [Dostoevsky, 2002, p. 615] («/I0BOJIBHO YBJIEKaThCSA-TO,
Topa ¥ PacCy/Ky MOCIYXHUTh. U Bce 3TO, U BCS 3Ta 3arpaHuUIIa, U BCs 9Ta
Bama EBporma, Bce 3T0 ofiHa haHTa3us, U BCe Mbl, 3a TPaHuULIeid, o/jHa paH-
Ta3us ... IOMSHUTE MOe CJIOBO, caMu yBuauTe!» [Dostoevsky, 1972-1990,
vol. 8, p. 510]). This pronouncement, made in Switzerland by one Russian
exile in the presence of two other Russian exiles, concludes Fyodor Dosto-
evsky’s novel The Idiot (1868). The opposition between “this Europe” and
“all of us” in the novel’s finale is yet another manifestation of Dostoevsky’s
Russian idea. Yet any national idea, regardless of its origin or scale, is con-
ceptualized and put into practice by individual human beings, and there-
fore its success is not guaranteed. Although the spiritual underpinnings
of Dostoevsky’s Russian idea have been well studied, the secular side of
this concept merits further exploration [see Hudspith, 2004; Grier, 2003;
Soina, Sabirov, 2015]. Peter Wagner argues that nationalism constitutes
a response to the nostalgia developed in exile following one’s breaking
away from tradition, which phenomenon lies at the heart of European
modernity [Wagner, 2001]. In effect, exile triggers nostalgia, which leads
to idealization of the past, to realization of one’s otherness, and to identity
formation; in its turn, nationalism becomes a form of defence of that ide-
alized and to some extent artificial identity. The purpose of this article is to
offer a historically situated analysis of the exile trope used in The Idiot. By
employing Peter Wagner’s theoretical framework, I will demonstrate that
in its secular essence Dostoevsky’s nationalism is a symptom of European
modernity and not a merely localized manifestation of a uniquely Russian
sentiment?.

As a literary trope, exile may refer to both the physical and the meta-
phorical rupture that can take a literary character to a variety of places. For
Wagner, exile is a type of experience that follows “the moment of leaving,
or of being forced to go” from what is familiar, which leads a person to
a place where “the view of the world undergoes a fundamental change
because the safety of that which preceded one’s own existence goes”

1 Although some mentioning of Eastern Christianity in the present analysis is inevitable, the
choice to focus on the secular side of Dostoevsky’s nationalism within the context of European
modernity is deliberate. For a discussion of the role of Orthodoxy in Dostoevsky’s nationalism
see, for example, Nikolay Berdyaev’s Russkaia ideia [Berdyaev, 2015], V.A. Nikitin’s “Dostoevsky:
pravoslavie i ‘russkaia ideia™ [Nikitin, 1990], Nikolay Lossky’s “Dostoevsky i ego khristianskoe
miroponimanie” [Lossky, 1997], and Steven Cassedy’s Dostoevsky’s Religion | Cassedy, 2005].
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[Wagner, 2001, p. 103]. Each major character in The Idiof at some point
experiences exile when he or she is required to depart from the safety of
their home. The novel starts with the protagonist, Prince Myshkin, return-
ing to Russia from his medical exile in Switzerland. During a train ride to
St. Petersburg, he meets Parfen Rogozhin who recently ran away from his
father’s home to save his own life after spending a large sum of his father’s
money on a gift for Nastasya Filippovna. As a girl, Nastasya Filippovna
tragically lost both her family and home in a fire and was raised by her
father’s acquaintance, Totsky, who eventually made her his concubine. In
contrast to Myshkin, Rogozhin, and Nastasya Filippovna stand the three
Epanchin daughters — Alexandra, Adelaida, and Aglaya — who, despite
having come of age, are in no rush to marry and leave their parents” home.
Turmoil begins in the Epanhchin household when Totsky decides to mar-
ry Alexandra. Driven by revenge, Nastasya Filippovna tries to interfere
with Totsky’s plan; yet prone to self-loathing, she is also drawn to the idea
of marrying Rogozhin. The novel’s plot, which centres around Myshkin’s
attempts to save Nastasya Filippovna, is complicated by Aglaya’s interest
in Myshkin. In the end, Aglaya too becomes an exile when she marries
a foreigner with a questionable reputation and turns to Catholicism,
abandoning her home, country, and faith tradition. Meanwhile, Evgeny
Pavlovich Radomsky, a relation of Prince Myshkin’s late benefactor, also
travels to Europe for no urgent reason other than his personal desire to
leave Russia. It is to Radomsky that Mme Epanchina’s words, cited above,
are addressed when the two of them visit Prince Myshkin at a Swiss clinic.

The sheer variety of causes for exile featured in the novel appears to
render Mme Epanchina’s admonition to abandon passions and embrace
reason — in other words, to return home — simplistic if not untenable.
However, Dostoevsky placed a special value on the novel’s end. He wrote
in a letter to his niece Sofia: “In conclusion, the most important for me
is that this Part IV and its finale are the essence of my novel; that is, the
whole novel was written and conceived almost solely for the denouement”
(«HaxoHer, u (r7aBHOE) U1 MEHs1 B TOM, 4TO 3Ta 4-51 4acTb U OKOHYa-
HUe ee — caMoe TJIaBHOe B MOeM pOMaHe, TO eCTh JJIsi pa3Bs3KU POMaHa
TIOYTH U KCAJICS U 3ayMaH ObLT Bech poMat» [Dostoevsky, 1972-1990,
vol. 28,, p. 318])2. Because Mme Epanchina gets to say the final word, her
role in the novel and the subtleties of her message will be the focal point
of the present analysis.

2 From Dostoevsky’s letter to S.A. Ivanova, sent from Milano, dated Oct. 26, 1868. Except
where indicated, translations from Russian are mine.
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The Russian National Idea

The Russian national idea is an ill-defined philosophical construct
that can be approached in a variety of ways. Pamela Davidson explains
that for those writers who engaged with this concept,

Defining the “Russian idea” served as a means of defining Russia’s re-
lation to the West, of establishing its place (as a relative latecomer) on the
map of sacred history and European culture. Whatever form the ideal took
(whether Slavophile or Westernizing, religious or secular, pro-Orthodox,
pro-Catholic, or ecumenical), embracing it enabled its carrier to occupy a
place in a tradition which could be traced back to the earliest formulations
of national identity in eleventh-century Rus’, modelled on the Hebrew
prophets’ definition of the mission of the Jews [Davidson, 2003, p. 509].

The chief thinkers who have grappled with the Russian idea belong
to two main camps. One group considered it a necessary and positive ideal
enabling Russia to reach the height of its spiritual development and to
tulfil its historical potential. The other group saw it as an imperialist and
expansionist idea that united church and state to the detriment of Russian
civil society. Dostoevsky, who first introduced the term, belonged to the
first camp. He wrote in 1861:

We anticipate <..> that the character of our future work must be
panhuman in the highest degree, that the Russian idea, perhaps, will
be a synthesis of all those ideas that Europe with such persistence and
courage is developing in some of its discrete nationalities; that perhaps
everything that is antagonistic in these ideas will find its application and
its future development in the Russian nationality.

MblI ipefiyranbiBaeM <..> 9TO XapakTep Halreil GyzAyiei fesTenb-
HOCTH ZI0JDKEH OBITh B BBICIIIEH CTemeHr 001euesIoBedecK i, 9To pyccKas
uzesi, MOXeT ObIThb, OyZeT CHHTEe30M BCeX TeX WIeil, KOTOPbIi ¢ TaKUM
YIIOPCTBOM, C TAKUM MY)KeCTBOM pa3BiBaeT EBpoma B OT/ieIbHBIX CBOHMX
HAIMOHAJILHOCTSIX; YTO, MOKET OBITh, BCe BpaXk/eGHOE B 9TUX U/IeSX HAll-
ieT CBOe MpUMUpeHHe U JajibHelllllee Pa3BUTHE B PYCCKON HApOJHOCTH
[Dostoevsky, 1972-1990, vol. 18, p. 37].

Dostoevsky believed that Russia, unlike Enlightened Europe, has
preserved its faith in the true Christ, and this faith would enable Russia to
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tulfil her messianic role in leading the European nations towards a univer-
sal brotherhood, harmony, and salvation.

Compared to Europe during the Age of Revolutions, Russia’s notice-
able “lack of revolutionary activity” was anomalous [see Sperber, 2005,
p. 260]3. In the words of Alex De Jonge, “[a]t the heart of Dostoevsky’s
hopes for synthesis and resolution lies this unoriginal, jingoistic, but
stirring belief in the real likelihood of his country’s survival” [De Jonge,
1975, p. 212]. In The Idiot, this belief is reflected in Mme Epanchina’s
ability to spot opposition between everything Russian and everything for-
eign. For her, “abroad” is simply “associated with disaster”; her “essential
Russianness” is manifest in “a vivid, no nonsense Russian idiom”; and her
language “celebrates [her] solidarity with [her] native culture” [De Jonge,
1975, p. 212].

Despite her status as a general’s wife, a mother of three grown
daughters, a fine representative of the old Russian aristocracy, and the
protagonist’s only, albeit distant, relative, Mme Epanchina (née Mysh-
kina) is rarely taken seriously. Yet, as notebooks on The Idiot indicate,
Dostoevsky envisioned a special connection between her and the title
character. On April 8, 1868, after the first few chapters of the novel have
already been published in The Russian Herald, Dostoevsky wrote in one of
his notebooks: “NB: The Prince only touched their lives. But that which
he could do and undertake, that all died with him. Russia affected him
gradually. His insights. But wherever he fouched — everywhere he left an
inscrutable mark” («NB. KHf3b TOJNIBKO npukocHyics K uX xu3uu. Ho mo,
4TO OBl OH MOT C/leJIaTh U NPeANpPHUHSATD, 710 Bce YMepJIo ¢ HUM. Poccus
delicmsosana Ha Hezo nocmenenHo. IIpo3penus ezo. Ho Tie TONbKO OH HU
NpUKoOCHycs — Be3lle OH OCTaBUJI HEMCCIIeAUMYyHo 4epTy» [Dostoevsky,
1972-1990, vol. 9, p. 242]). Two days later, Dostoevsky added: “The
main task: the Idiot’s character. Develop it. This is the novel’s idea. How
Russia is reflected. <...> Drives the General’s wife to insanity in her attach-
ment to the Prince and in adoration for him” («I'1aBHast 3aaya: xapakTep
Wnwnota. Ero pa3suts. BoT Mbicsib poMaHa. Kak otpaxaerca Poccus. <...>
Tenepabliy 10 6e3yMust JOBOAUT B MPUBSA3aHHOCTH K KHs310 1 B 060-
*aHuu ero» [Dostoevsky, 1972-1990, vol. 9, p. 252]). In the published

3 Hans Kohn explains that because Russia entered Europe at the time of rational, political,
and social revolutions, the central question for Russia at that time was, “Should Russia reject the
revolution and lead the counter-revolution, as an unshakeable rock upon which the revolutionary
wave would break and recede, thus saving Europe from chaos and destruction? Or should Russia
accept and head the revolution and thus lead Europe and mankind, as she alone could, out of
suffering and darkness to justice and light?” [Kohn, 1945, pp. 388-389].
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version of the novel, the connection between these two characters can be
traced as follows: Switzerland heals Myshkin, Myshkin returns to Russia,
Russia affects Myshkin, Myshkin affects Epanchina. In order to complete
this chain reaction, Mme Epanchina also needs to visit Switzerland.

During their first meeting in her home, Mme Epanchina confesses
to Prince Myshkin: “I am a child, and I know it. I knew it even before you
said it; you precisely expressed my own thought in a single word. I think
your character is completely identical to mine, and I'm very glad; like two
drops of water. Only you're a man and I'm a woman, and I've never been
to Switzerland, that’s all the difference” [Dostoevsky, 2002, p. 76] («s
pebeHOK 1 3Hato 3TO. S ellle mpesx/ie Ballero 3Haja po 3TO; Bbl HIMEHHO
BBIPA3WIM MO0 MBICTb B OZIHOM CJIOBe. Bal xapakTep si cYMTal0 coBep-
IIIEHHO CXO/JIHBIM C MOMM U OYeHb Pajia; KaK IBe Kk Bojbl. TONBKO BbI
MyK4MHa, a 5 )XeHIIMHa U B [[IBeiiapun He Obla; BOT U BCs Pa3HUIIA»
[Dostoevsky, 1972-1990, vol. 8, p. 65]). By eventually sending Mme Ep-
anchina to Switzerland, Dostoevsky virtually obliterates any meaningful
difference between her and the prince; yet because of her heightened state
of awareness, her impressions of Europe appear to be more detailed and
personal, compared to those of Myshkin. As she travels through Europe
in search of solace following Aglaya’s ill-advised marriage, she is bent on
seeing everything in a negative light:

Poor Lizaveta Prokofyevna wanted to be in Russia and, as Evgeny
Pavlovich testified, she bitterly and unfairly criticized everything abroad:
“They can’t bake good bread anywhere, in the winter they freeze like mice
in the cellar,” she said. “But here at least I've had a good Russian cry over
this poor man,” she added, pointing with emotion to the prince, who did
not recognize her at all [Dostoevsky, 2002, pp. 614-615].

Bennoit JluzaBete IIpoko¢neBHe xoTenoch Gbl B Poccuio, u, 10
cBuzeTenbCcTBY EBrenus ITaBioBuya, OHa JXeIYHO ¥ IPUCTPACTHO KPUTHU-
KOBaJia eMy Bce 3arpaHudHoe: «Xeba HUrZe UCredb XOPOLIO He YMEIOT,
31MY, KaK MBIIIIY B I0/|BaJle, MEP3HYT, — TOBOPUJIA OHA, — 110 KpaliHel Mepe
BOT 371eCh, Ha/i 9TUM GeZIHbIM, XOTh IO-PYCCKU MOIUIAKaNa», — MprubaBuIa
OHAa, B BOJIHEHUHU YKa3blBas Ha KHA3S, COBEpIIEHHO ee He y3HaBaBILIero
[Dostoevsky, 1972-1990, vol. 8, p. 510].

Her reference to mice in the final chapter is an allusion to the novel’s
opening chapters. When Prince Myshkin, whose last name is derived
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from the Russian word «mbimka» (a little mouse), arrives in Russia on
a damp and foggy November morning, he is underdressed for the weath-
er. In a foreign attire, he “has been forced to bear on his chilled back
all the sweetness of a damp Russian November night, for which he was
obviously not prepared” [Dostoevsky, 2002, p. 5-6] («npuHyxaeH ObuI
BBIHECTU Ha CBOEH M3ZPOriuell CIIMHe BCIO CIaJ0CTh ChIPOi HOSIOPbCKO
PYCCKOIi HOUH, K KOTOPOIi, 04eBUIHO, ObLI He TpuroToiieH [Dostoevsky,
1972-1990, vol. 8, p. 6])*. Later the same day, speaking with a doorman
at the Epanhchin residence, Prince Myshkin observes: “Here it’s warmer
inside in winter than it is abroad <...> but there it’s warmer outside than
here, while a Russian can’t even live in their houses in winter unless he’s
used to it” [Dostoevsky, 2002, p. 21] («3mech y Bac B KOMHAaTax TeILee,
YeM 3a rpaHuUIIeil 3MMOH <..> a BOT TaM 3aTO Ha YJIMIaX Telljiee Halero,
a B JOMax 3UMOii — TaK PyCCKOMY YeJIOBeKY U XUTb C HeNPUBBIUKY Hellb-
3s1» [Dostoevsky, 1972-1990, vol. 8, p. 19]).

The connection between Prince Myshkin and Mme Epanchina goes
beyond a shared family name and a sensitivity to weather. Both of them are
identified as eccentrics (chudaki). Even though, unlike Prince Myshkin,
Mme Epanchina does not suffer from epileptic fits followed by periods
of physical weakness, with every passing year she is “more and more
capricious and impatient, she was even becoming somehow eccentric”
[Dostoevsky, 2002, p. 37] («Bce Kampu3Hee U HeTepIeJBee, CTaja faxe
Kakas-To yynadka» [Dostoevsky, 1972-1990, vol. 8, p. 32]). Her impa-
tience and irritability tend to result in uncontrolled emotional outbursts,
usually addressed at her husband, followed by periods of harmony and
peace. Mme Epanhchina acknowledges her own eccentricity, but she also
quickly recognizes this trait in otherss.

4 The narrator adds, “what was proper and quite satisfactory in Italy turned out to be not
entirely suitable to Russia” [Dostoevsky, 2002, p. 6] («<...> 4TO TOAWJIOCH U BIIOJIHE YZIOBJIETBO-
psto B ViTanuu, TO 0Ka3aioch He COBCeM PUrofHbIM B Poccun» [Dostoevsky, 1972-1990, vol. 8,
p- 6]). Dostoevsky’s personal reaction to the quotidian side of foreing living is summed up in his
lament that all around him was “Swiss reality” («zeficTBuTebHOCTS IIBelnapckasa» [Dostoevsky,
1972-1990, vol. 28, p. 224]), which was ill-suited for a Russian novelist if he wished to continue
writing.

5 Tatiana Kasatkina argues that the word “‘eccentric’ is yoked with a negative” in Dosto-
evsky’s writing [Kasatkina, 2002, p. 79]. V. Serdiuchenko, however, observes: “For him [Dos-
toevsky], ‘idiots’ and ‘ideals’ were by no means mutually contradictory terms, and Myshkin’s
truth appears ‘idiotic’ only to the pragmatists around him. In Dostoevsky’s works, the eccentrics
(chudaki), the blessed, the holy fools, and the poor in spirit are not the exception but a specific
and continuously reproduced archetype of human consciousness and/or conduct, conduct that is
intrinsically alien and infinitely superior, in all essential ethical respects, to the generally accepted
moral code” [Serdiuchenko, 2002, p. 64].
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Partly due to her eccentricity, Mme Epanhchina’s character elicits
a variety of responses from critics. Kenneth Lantz, for example, notes
that “Dostoevsky paints many vivid portraits of older women, often
imperious figures, who combine healthy common sense with a degree
of foolishness,” assigning Mme Epanhchina to the society of Pulkheriia
Raskolnikova from Crime and Punishment, Varvara Stavrogina from The
Demons, and Grandmother from The Gambler [Lantz, 2004, p. 471]. He
explains: “These are figures who are not engaged in life in the same way as
Dostoevsky’s other major characters; despite their essential goodness they
are often portrayed with comic touches as characters who are struggling to
understand what is happening around them” [Lantz, 2004, p. 471]. Gary
Saul Morson identifies some of Mme Epanhchina’s actions, specifically in
the treatment of her daughters, as absurd [Morson, 1999, pp. 471-494].
Deborah Martinsen, by contrast, redeems Mme Epanhchina by drawing
attention to her empathic and shame-healing abilities [Martinsen, 2003,
pp. 74-75]. Still, Victor Terras points out Mme Epanhchina’s emotional
instability, describing The Idiot as “a socially and psychologically intrigu-
ing novel featuring several characters with neuroses that reflect social
problems of universal interest” [Terras, 1990, p. 7]. Among such neurotic
characters he lists not only Mme Epanhchina, but also Parfen Rogozhin,
Nastasya Filippovna, and Aglaya.

A neurosis constitutes a physical and mental condition with very
specific causes, and it typically is a sign of stress-induced mental illness.
Mme Epanhchina’s most immediate source of stress appears to come from
the necessity to marry off her three grown daughters who have formed
a united front against their mother. Yet she has more on her plate than
Mrs. Bennett ever had: she is forced to consider the implications of not
only the woman question for her immediate family, but the effects of nihil-
ism and ideological extremism on the whole of Russian society.

In Part Two, Chapter IX Mme Epanchina visits Prince Myshkin at
Lebedev’s home where she meets a group of progressive young people.
One of them, Burdovsky, has pocketed some of Prince Myshkin’s money.
Having learned something of their outlook and of their treatment of their
naive benefactor, Mme Epanchina is convinced that these young men
have lost all sense of morality or duty. Lamenting their general lack of
compassion or respect towards others, she lashes out against them: “Mad!
Vainglorious! They don’t believe in God, they don’t believe in Christ!
You're so eaten up by vanity and pride that you’ll end by eating each other,
that I foretell to you” [Dostoevsky, 2002, p. 285] («Cymaciuenuive! Tiec-
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naBHble! B Gora He BepyioT, B Xpucra He Bepyiot! [la Beab Bac 10 TOTO
TIec/aBue U FOPJOCTb MPOENH, YTO KOHYUTCS TeM, Y4TO BbI APYT Apyra
TepeesuTe, 3TO 51 BaM IpezcKa3biBa. VI He cyMOyp 3TO, U He Xaoc, U He
Ge3obpasue 310?» [Dostoevsky, 1972-1990, vol. 8, p. 238])¢. Mme Ep-
anchina’s foray to Lebedev’s home where she “sat, listening to our young
people” [Dostoevsky, 2002, p. 283] («paccesiach MOJIOZIEXKb MOCIYIIATb>
[Dostoevsky, 1972-1990, vol. 8, p. 236]) ends for her in a shocking re-
alization of how far nihilism can go. For her, the danger of turning away
from tradition lies in the destruction not only of the old social order, but
of the very possibility of sociality.

The scene in which Mme Epanchina delivers her tirade is mirrored in
a scene in Part Four, Chapter VII, where Prince Myshkin delivers his own
speech, addressed to the noble guests gathered in the Epanchin home.
During an evening party, Prince Myshkin causes a scandal by breaking
a Chinese vase and suffering an epileptic fit in front of everyone; yet before
losing consciousness, he affirms the importance of the old order:

Do you think I'm a utopian? An ideologist? <..> You thought I was
afraid for #hem, that I was their advocate, a democrat, a speaker for equali-
ty? <..> I'm afraid for you, for all of you, for all of us together. For I myself
am a prince of ancient stock, and I am sitting with princes. It is to save
us all that I speak, to keep our estate from vanishing for nothing, in the
darkness, having realized nothing, squabbling over everything and losing
everything. Why vanish and yield our place to others, when we can remain
the vanguard and the elders. Let us be the vanguard, then we shall be the
elders. Let us become servants, in order to be elders [Dostoevsky, 2002,
pp. 552-553].

Bl nymaere, s yromuct? Wneonor? <..> Bbl gymaere: 51 3a mex 60-
AJICA, UX afIBOKAT, IeMOKpAT, paBeHCTBa opaTop? <..> f 60rock 3a Bac, 3a
BaC BCeX U 3a BCeX HAac BMecTe. 5 BeZib caM KHA3b UCKOHHBIN 1 C KHA3bAMU
cIXy. 51 4TOOBI CAcTH BCeX HAC TOBOPIO, YTOOBI He MCYE3JI0 COCTIOBHE
lapoM, B [IOTEMKAX, HH O 4eM He JIora/laBIIKCh, 3a Bce GPaHsACh U BCe IPO-
urpaB. 3a4eM MCYe3aTh U YCTYIATh APYTMM MECTO, KOTZla MOXXHO OCTaThCs
TepesiOBBIME U CTapUIMMU? ByzieM mepejoBbIMIU, TaK 6yeM U CTapIINMIL.

6 Here too Mme Epanchina displays her eccentricity. She first scolds Burdovsky and in his
person his entire generation, but then shows compassion towards Ippolit, a sick young man who
also calls her an eccentric [Dostoevsky, 1972-1990, vol. 8, p. 239].
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Cranem ciayramu, 4to6 ObITb crapmuHamu [Dostoevsky, 1972-1990,
vol. 8, p. 458].

Prince Myshkin’s sudden outburst of patriotism is his only signif-
icant statement relating to political matters of the day. Yet, to use Nina
Pelikan Straus’s words, beyond these “biographically motivated impulses
[lie] large literary-nationalistic ambitions” [Straus, 1998, p. 106]. For
Dostoevsky, who neither lived nor wrote in a vacuum, only a thin and
permeable line separated the invented existence of his fictional characters
from present-day issues that directly concerned him and his readers.
Obviously interested in spiritual matters, Dostoevsky nonetheless was
aware of the ideological and political climate he was living in. Dostoevsky
used newspaper accounts of the Masurin affair, the Umetsky case, and
the murder of Zhemarin family as inspiration for the quotidian matters in
The Idiot; he also responded to the ideological claims in Chernyshevsky’s
novel What Is to Be Done? It only stands to reason that the larger sociopo-
litical issues that were plaguing Russia were also on Dostoevsky’s mind,
and we find evidence of that in his correspondence. In a letter written on
September 29, 1867, Dostoevsky observed that “a visible connection of
all matters, common and individual, becomes stronger and more distinct”
(«BUIMAs CBA3b BCeX ZieJl, OOIMX U YaCTHBIX, CTAHOBUTCS BCe CHIIbHee
u iBCTBeHHee» [Dostoevsky, 1972-1990, vol. 28, p. 222]). For many of
Dostoevsky’s compatriots the economic, the political, the social, and the
educational reforms that were publicly discussed during this historical
period were not an abstraction: the outcomes of these discussions affected
their lives and elicited very personal responses [Polunov, 2005, pp. 51-
68]. Without being a merely political novel and to the extent that a literary
narrative has the capacity to do so, Dostoevsky’s text reflects in a fictional
and therefore, arguably, a somewhat exaggerated way the mood of Alex-
ander II’s Russia.

Consequences of Exile

The historical reality of Russia in the 1860s provides a valuable
context for our understanding of Dostoevsky’s work. He wrote The Idiot
over the course of 1868, at the height of Russia’s Great Reforms when, in
the words of one historian, in a matter of thirteen years (between 1861 and
1874) “imperial reform acts freed Russia’s serfs, restructured her courts,
established institutions of local self-government in parts of the empire,
altered the constraints that censorship imposed upon the press, and trans-
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formed Russia’s vast serf armed force into a citizen army” [Lincoln, 1990,
p. xi]. Additionally, changes in the education system allowed women a lim-
ited access to professional education, and the legal status of illegitimate
children was heavily debated [Engel’hardt, 2013, p. 181; Johanson, 1987,
p. 42; Christian, 1994, pp. 102-103]. The participation in public discourse
of both the intelligentsia and the people of various ranks (raznochintsy)
also expanded in the 1860s [Wirtschafter, 1997, pp. 63, 90].

These reforms, directed at modernizing Russia’s social, political, and
economic structure, inadvertently shattered some of the old traditions.
While modernity is often defined through the prism of specific historical
events (the French and the American revolutions, for example) or socio-
economic processes (urbanization, industrialization, or a transition from
feudalism to capitalism), Wagner demonstrates that the essential element
of modernity in a political sense is the tendency to conceptualize “the
singular human being as the unit citizen,” and to emphasize “the transfor-
mation of people from subjects of an autocracy into citizens of a polity”
[Wagner, 2001, p. 60].” In the process of modernizing the state, Russia’s
subjects, similar to their European counterparts, were forced to start
re-examining their old practices while also beginning to see themselves
as individuals and citizens. This shattering of traditions, which leads an
individual become “the predominant form of understanding the unit of
membership in political collectivities” [Wagner, 2001, p. 60], can be trau-
matic for those living in a country where communal values are believed to
constitute the very foundation of its culture [Lincoln, 1990, p. xi]. For this
reason, the reforms directed at modernising Russia elicited two types of
extreme response among its disaffected citizens: terrorism and emigration.

Acts of terrorism (or any illegal political activity in the Russian
Empire) were often followed by forced exile to Siberia, only further exac-
erbating the sense of displacement. Dostoevsky only alludes to the topic
of terrorism in The Idiot, but develops it more fully in his next novel, Tke
Demons (1872). Nevertheless, as Claudia Verhoeven explains, terrorism is
an important, albeit hardly inevitable, side effect of modernity: terrorism
emerges when a citizen’s desire “to act in accordance with its nature” is
blocked [Verhoeven, 2009, pp. 7, 174]. While in the eyes of archconserv-
ative thinkers serious reforms were unnecessary and frankly anti-Russian,
progressive groups hoped that the uneducated and oppressed masses
would lead a revolt against autocracy. Because turning peasants against
autocracy was a painfully difficult and slow process, “Russia’s revolu-
tionary youth turned from populism to terrorism,” which resulted in an
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attempt to assassinate Alexander II, carried out by Dmitry Karakozov in
April, 1866 [Lincoln, 1990, p. 173]7. Karakozov’s explanation of his own
motives was simple:

I felt sad and distressed that... my beloved people was perishing, so
I decided to annihilate the evil tzar and to die myself for my sweet people.
If T succeed, I will die with the thought that my death brought benefit to
my dear friend, the Russian peasant. But if I fail, then I still have faith that
other people will come who will follow my path.

T'pyCTHO, TSDKKO MHE CTaso, 4TO... TOrbaer MOl MoGHMbIA Hapoz,
¥ BOT 51 PeIliyl YHUYTOXUTH Laps-37I0est U CAMOMY yMepeTb 3a CBOM
mo6e3HbIN Hapos. YIacTCsi MHE MO#t 3aMbICeNT — s YMPY C MBICTIBIO, YTO
CMEpThIO CBOEIO IPUHEC TI0JIB3Y Z0POTOMY MOEMY APYTY — PYCCKOMY My-
JKUKY. A He y[acTcsi, Tak Bce JKe 51 Bepyro, YTO HAWAYTCSA JIO/H, KOTOpPbIe
noiayt no Mmoemy nytu [Cited in: Bodunova, 2007, p. 21].

Karakozov’s actions were on Dostoevsky’s mind as he was working
on Crime and Punishment, but this case also illustrates the intermingling of
“public and private matters” that Dostoevsky observed in the fall of 18675.
Activists like Karakozov are prototypes of the nihilists against whom Mme
Epanchina lashes out while visiting Prince Myshkin at Lebedev’s. They
also are the idealists that Prince Myshkin identifies in his speech when he
invites Mme Epanchina’s esteemed guests to “become servants, in order
to be elders.” For Dostoevsky, Karakozov’s act of terrorism was clearly
deplorable; yet he believed that the decrease in public freedoms which
followed it could produce only further fragmentation and strife. In a letter
written shortly after the failed regicide and addressed to Mikhail Katkov,
the editor of The Russian Herald, Dostoevsky observed that the supposed
rally ‘round the flag, produced by the shocking event, was largely mis-
understood and mishandled by the authorities: “with such a unification
one could expect more trust towards the people and the society displayed
by some people in the government. But instead, with fear we anticipate
oppression of speech and thought. <...> And how can one fight nihilism

7 For a discussion of the effect that this assassination attempt had on Dostoevsky, see [Ver-
hoeven, 2009, pp. 85-103]. For Karakozov’s response to The Demons, see Hersh Remenik’s “Dos-
toevsky and der Nister” [Remenik, 1972, pp. 406-7].

8 For a discussion of connections between Raskolnikov and Karakozov, see [Verhoeven,
2009, 85-103].
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without the freedom of speech?” («1pu Takom eZiHEeHMM MOTJIO ObI OBITH
ropaszo 6ojiee IoBepHs K HapoAy U K OOIIeCTBY B HEKOTOPBIX IPaBU-
TeJIbCTBEHHBIX JIMI[AX. A MeXy TeM CO CTPaXOM OXXHJAIOT Terepb CTec-
HeHUS CJIOBA, MBICJIH. <..> A KaK 60pOTbCS ¢ HUTHIM3MOM (€3 CBOGOABI
cioBa?» [Dostoevsky, 1972-1990, vol. 28.2, p. 155]). While nihilism and
terrorism were to be condemned, reactionary policies would not help to
improve the situation. History proved Dostoevsky right, when the un-
successful assassination attempt of 1866 was followed by another, and in
March 1881 Alexander II was killed, shortly after Dostoevsky’s own death
in January of that year.

At the time when some, like Karakozov, attempted to build an ideo-
logical “new world” right where they lived, others chose to emigrate. For
many Europeans, emigration to America — the geographical New World —
became especially appealing in the second half of the nineteenth century.
Between 1860 and 1890, over one million of Russians emigrated primarily
to Europe, with some also going to America [Obolenskii, 1928, p. 11]°.
As Russia’s attempts at modernization undermined its own traditionalism,
they also “fundamentally contradicted the tsar’s right to decide who can
leave or return to Russia,” making the society increasingly disorganized
and further prone to conflict.

Edward Said in his Reflections on Exile differentiates between “exiles”
proper and “refugees, expatriates, and émigrés” [Said, 2000, p. 181].
Although any number of immediate factors can lead to emigration and
determine an individual’s legal status upon arrival, people in exile share
some common traits. For Wagner, a key element is the feeling of a loss of
security: an exile is a person who lost “the confidence of the availability
of the world as it was” or of “ontological security” [Wagner, 2001, p. 103].
In effect, the person experiencing a state of exile loses the place “where
one was born, where one was thrown into being, [where] the foundations
have always already been in place,” and where the circumstances “nei-
ther require nor permit radical doubt and questioning” [Wagner, 2001,
p. 103]. Wagner identifies First World War and the Russian Revolution
as major historical events that threw the world into a state of “shattered
tradition”; yet the period of the Great Reforms also caused many to “leave
the nation at the moment of actual nation-building” [Wagner, 2001, pp.

9 Over a longer period, from 1828 to 1915, approximately 4.5 million people left Russia
legally and peacefully [Akhiezer, 1999, p. 10]. This number does not include unregistered con-
flict-related and illegal migration to such places as Turkey, Persia, and Poland [Obolensky, 1928,
p- 10].
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96, 104; also Augusteijn, Storm, 2012]. Ultimately, exile is not a mere fact
of relocation — it is a sense of a lost Eden, which often causes nostalgia and
a palpable need for re-embedding into a culture of origin [Wagner, 2001,
pp. 96, 104; Seidel, 1986]%°. As Said puts it,

Nationalism is an assertion of belonging in and to a place, a people,
a heritage. It affirms the home created by a community of language,
culture, and customs; and, by so doing, it fends off exile, fights to
prevent its ravages. Indeed, the interplay between nationalism and exile
is like Hegel’s dialectic of servant and master, opposites informing and
constituting each other. All nationalisms in their early stages develop
from a condition of estrangement [Said, 2000, p. 176].

Dostoevsky himself had a repeated emic experience of exile.
For his political activity as a young man, he spent a decade in Siberia
(1849-1859)1L. Later in life, due to a lack of privacy and an excess of fi-
nancial debt, he and his wife Anna Grigorievna left St. Petersburg for Eu-
rope, where they initially planned to stay for a year, but remained for over
four years (1867-1871). The entire time abroad Dostoevsky hungered
for news from Russia and treasured those of his Russian acquaintances
for whom Russia had not become an unfortunate part of their past. In
September 1867, as he was working out his plans for The Idiot, Dosto-
evsky wrote in a letter to his niece: “It is boring to live abroad, wherever
you are” («JKuTb e 3a TpaHUIleNl OYeHb CKYYHO, rie ObI TO HU OBLIO»
[Dostoevsky, 1972-1990, vol. 28,, p. 222]). Yet he especially regretted
the fate of those Russians who attempted to make Europe their new home:
“they live here with their families, bring up their children, teach them not
to speak Russian, and, most importantly, upon their return home, having
spent everything they had, they dare to teach us instead of learning from
us” («KUBYT 371eCb CeMbSIMH, IeTeil BOCIIUTHIBAIOT, MI0-PYCCKH OTYYaIoT,

10 Georg Lukdcs takes the notion of exile a step further, defining transcendental homeless-
ness as “the homelessness of an action in the human order of social relations, the homelessness of
a soul in the ideal order of a supra-personal system of values” [Lukécs, 1971, pp. 61-62].

11 In his letter from Omsk to Natalya Fonvizina (dated February 20, 1854), Dostoevsky
writes: “I've thought on several occasions that if I ever return to my homeland, I will find more
suffering than joy in my impressions. <...> it seems that, upon return home, any exile has to re-
live again, in his mind and in his memories, all of his past sorrows” («fI HeckoibKO pa3 mymai,
YTO eCJIM BEPHYCh KOIZa-HUOY/b Ha POAKHY, TO BCTPeYy B MOUX BIledaTJIeHHsAX Gojiee cTpasa-
HUS, 4eM OTpajbl. <..> KaXXeTcs, IPU BO3BPaTe Ha POZIMHY BCAKOMY U3THAHHUKY IIPUXOJUTCS
IIepeKMBaTh BHOBb, B CO3HAHUM U BOCIIOMHMHAHWH, BCe CBOe Ipoleziiee rope> [Dostoevsky,
1972-1990, vol. 28 , p. 176]).
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a, TJIaBHOe, BO3BpAINasiCh OMOU, MPOXMB TOCJIeAHNe MOCKPeOKH, ele
AYMAIOT HAC Xe y4uTb, a He y HAc yuuTbcsi» [Dostoevsky, 1972-1990,
vol. 28,, p. 224])12. Years later, reflecting on their experiences abroad,
Anna Grigorievna remembered how difficult this separation from Russia
was on her husband:

Fyodor Mikhailovich often used to say that if we stay abroad, he will
“perish,” he will no longer be able to write, that he will lack the material,
that he feels that he is ceasing to remember and understand Russia and
Russians, because the Dresden Russians, our acquaintances, in his opinion
were not Russians, but voluntary émigrés, who did not love Russia and
who left if for good. And that was true: all of them were members of noble
families, who could not accept the abolition of serfdom and the altered
life conditions, who abandoned their motherland in order to enjoy the
Western European civilization. Those were for the most part the people
who were angered by the new order of things and by the decrease in their
welfare, and who supposed that their life would be easier in a foreign land.

@enop MuxaiiIoBUY 4acTO TOBOPWJI, YTO €CJIM MBI OCTaHEMCS 3a
rpaHuLiel, TO OH “roru6,” 4TO OH He B COCTOSHAU OOJIbIIe IHUCATh, YTO
y Hero HeT MaTepuasa, 4TO OH YyBCTBYeT, KaK IepecTaeT IIOMHUTH U I0-
HUMaTb Poccuio ¥ pyCcCKUX, Tak KaK Ape3/ieHCKUe PyCCKUe — Hallli 3HAKO-
Mble, 110 er0 MHEHHUIO, ObLIM He PYCCKUe, a JOGPOBOJIbHbIE IMUTPAHTHI, HE
mobsimre Poccuio v OKMHYBINME ee HaBceraa. M aTo Gblia mpaB/a: Bce
3TO OBUTH YIeHbI JBOPSHCKUX CeMei, KOTOPbIe He MOTJIM TPUMHUPHUTHCS
C OTMEHOIO KPeIroCTHOTO NIpaBa U ¢ U3MEHUBLIVMMUCS YCJIOBUAMU XU3HU
¥ OpOCHBINKE POAMHY, YTOOBI HACHAAUTHCS [UBUIM3AlMeNd 3amagHou

12 Dostoevsky famously accused Ivan Turgenev of ignorance of Russian affairs in his letter
to Maikov from August 16, 1867: “Turgenev, for example, along with else who hasn’t been
to Russia in a long time, are completely ignorant of the facts (though they read newspapers).
<..> Turgenev said that we must crawl before the Germans, that there is only one common and
unavoidable road for everyone, which is civilization, and that all efforts to find a Russian way
and independence are baseness and nonsense. <...> I advised him, for the sake of convenience,
to order a telescope from Paris. ‘What for?” he asked. ‘Russia is far away from here,” I answered,
‘Point the telescope at Russia and stare at us; otherwise, truly, it’s hard to see” (“Typrenes, Ha-
npumep (paBHO Kak U BCe, OJro He ObiBuive B Poccun), pemnTesnbHO GAKTOB He 3HAIOT (XOTS
Y YUTAIOT Ia3eThl). <...> TypreHeB rOBOPIUJI, YTO MBI IOJDKHBI II0JI3aTh TIepeJ] HeMIAMH, YTO eCTb
o7iHa 061I1ast BCeM Iopora U HeMUHyeMas — 9TO IMBHJIM3ALKA U YTO BCe MOMBITKU PyCH3Ma U ca-
MOCTOATEJILHOCT! — CBUHCTBO U [JIYNOCTb. <...> 5] IOCOBETOBAJ eMy, ZUIf yA0OCTBA, BBIUCATD U3
IMapwmxa Teneckon. — Jlna gero? — copocun oH. — OTCI0fa fajneko, — oTBevan f; — Bbl HaBequ-
Te Ha PoccHIo TelecKon M paccMaTpyBaiiTe Hac, a TO, IPaBo, pasrisazeTb Tpy#Ho™ [Dostoevsky,
1972-1990, vol. 282, p. 211]).
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EBponbl. D10 GbIIM GOJIBLIEI0 YACTBIO JIIOAH, 037100JeHHble HOBBIMU
NOPAAKAMY U OHIKEHNUEM CBOero 6J1aroCoCTOSIHUA U MOJIaraBIIne, YTo
1M OyneT serde XuTh Ha 4yx6uHe [Dostoevskaya, 1987, p. 217].

At the conclusion of The Idiot, Radomsky stands in for all such
Russian émigrés in Europe!3. His self-imposed exile is intentionally long,
if not permanent. Radomsky’s wealth and education are sufficient to
make him comfortable anywhere; however, he calls himself “a completely
superfluous man in Russia” [Dostoevsky, 2002, p. 613] («coBepiieHHO
JIMIIHUM YeJioBeKoM B Poccums» [Dostoevsky, 1972-1990, vol. 8, p. 508])
and prefers to live outside of Russia.

Nostalgia and Nationalism

Unlike Radomsky, Mme Epanchina sees her journey to Europe as
a regrettable necessity. While she travels to Europe in the hope of recov-
ering from the aforementioned “shock,” she begins to exhibit signs of
nostalgia, which at the time was recognized as “a disease that occurred
during extended absence from one’s home” and was believed to be curable
by a return home [Wagner, 2001, p. 90]. Although over time the em-
phasis in medical discourse has shifted from a geographical displacement
to a temporal one, the distinction between the former and the latter was
never very clear.

In the 1800s, nostalgia became “a first form of a critique of modernity”
[Wagner, 2001, p. 93]. This longing for a place of origin and a happy time
in the past lead to “the fear that modernity would leave people ‘homeless,”
which in turn lead to nationalism [Wagner, 2001, p. 95]. As Wagner ex-
plains, “nostalgia refers to the movements of a human being across time-
space, namely over a part of his or her life-course. The experience of the
other space, for which one longs, is always past, and the absent space of
home is simultaneously the absent time of the past” [Wagner, 2001, p. 90].
He argues that the very line of thinking expressed by the phrase “we Euro-
peans” refers to “a collectivity that is incapacitated by its past experiences

13 Strictly speaking, Radomsky is an “expatriate” in Said’s classification, a person who
“voluntarily [lives] in an alien county, usually for personal or social reasons,” who shares “in the
solitude and estrangement of exile” without suffering “under its rigid proscriptions” [Said, 2000,
p. 181].

14 Remembering her own experience, Anna Grigorievna Dostoevskaya describes how she
became sick with nostalgia while living in Europe: “My longing gradually turned into a sickness,
into nostalgia, and I imagined our future to be quite hopeless” («Tocka Most MasTo-TIOMasny mepe-
11a B 60JIe3Hb, B HOCTAJIBIMIO, 1 Hallle Gy/yliee MPeACTaBIANOCh MHE BIIOJIHE Ge3Hazie)XHbIM»>
[Dostoevskaya, 1987, p. 215]).
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and the interpretations it holds of them” [Wagner, 2001, p. 94]%5. While
nationalism can be perceived as a cure for nostalgia developed in exile, its
effects are hardly verifiable. In this regard, Mme Epanchina’s verdict about
“all of us abroad [being] one big fantasy” puts under question the viability
of the nationalist idea that it attempts to asserts.

The novel touches upon nationalism in reference to yet another
exile, Aglaya’s husband, the émigré count, “who turned out was not even
a count, and if he was actually an émigré, he had some obscure and ambig-
uous story” [Dostoevsky, 2002, p. 614] («Oka3anoch, 4T0 3TOT rpad gaxe
¥ He rpad, a eciu ¥ SMUTPAHT JIeUCTBUTENILHO, TO C KAKOK-TO TeMHOH0
¥l IBYCMBICJIEHHO UcTOopHei» [Dostoevsky, 1972-1990, vol. 8, p. 509]).
Nameless, he is mentioned almost in passing, although he is the reason
that has ultimately forced Mme Epanchina to undertake her extended trip
to Europe after a quarrel with Aglaya: “He had captivated Aglaya with
the extraordinary nobility of his soul, tormented by sufferings over his
fatherland, and had captivated her to such an extent that, even before mar-
rying him, she had become a member of some foreign committee for the
restoration of Poland” [Dostoevsky, 2002, p. 614] («ILneHun oH Ariao
HeoObIYaHBIM 61arOPO/ICTBOM CBOEIA MCTep3aBIIeICs CTPAJaHUSIMU 10
OTYM3He JIyLIH, 1 10 TOTO IUIEHWJI, YTO Ta, ellle 10 BHIXO/A 3aMYK, CTaa
4JIEHOM KaKOT'0-TO 3arPaHMYHOTO KOMHUTETA [0 BOCCTaHOBJIEHUIO [1071b-
> [Dostoevsky, 1972-1990, vol. 8, p. 509]).

While Mme Epanchina’s nationalism is focused on Russia, Aglaya
embraces her husband’s Polish nationalist convictions. The important dif-
ference between the nationalism of Aglaya’s mother on the one hand and
of Aglaya’s husband on the other lies in the religious dimension. Dosto-
evsky accepted the idea that each European nation could express a strong
national feeling; however, the fact that the Catholic church had lost its
faith in the true Christ undermined the validity of Polish nationalism or
of any other kind of nationalism. Both the existence of various national
ideas and Dostoevsky’s recognition of them was in and of itself a sign of
modernity. Yet paradoxically, his hope that the Russian idea would become

15" For a more detailed analysis of European nationalism and regionalism, see [Augusteijn,
Storm, 2012].

16 The perceived connection between individual selves in Europe and in Russia is unequal.
For Wagner, an “individual” is a singular human being, and “selfhood” is a persistence as the
“same” self over time [Wagner, 2001, p. 60]. In Russia, as Yuri Corrigan explains, “there is no
direct equivalent for the ‘self. <..> The absence of such a term has been attributed to Russia’s
unique history in which the concept of individualism emerged later, and with many more atten-
dant difficulties, than in Europe” [Corrigan, 2017, pp. 11-12].
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a synthesis of other national ideas coming out of Europe and bring them
back to a unified existence is anti-modern.

Modernity constitutes the condition under which external changes
affect a person’s self-concept, leading to “the redefinition of values and
norms” [Wagner, 2001, p. 103]. Regardless of its causes, exile sharpens
one’s sense of cultural identity. When a person’s otherwise unnoticeable
characteristics become more apparent in a new environment, his or her
self-awareness increases [Gleason, 1983, pp. 910-931]. The disembedding
effects of exile that invoke nostalgia are balanced out by nationalism; thus,
nationalism, as Wagner understands it, is “a remedy against nostalgia in
the form of a re-embedding” [Wagner, 2001, pp. 103-104]. For Mme
Epanchina, a physical return to Russia for herself and her compatriots,
and better yet an ideological return to Russia’s past and to its traditional
values, is a form of such re-embedding [Said, 2000, 176]. Her verdict is
in effect an invitation from someone who is determined to return to the
place of origin, issued to those who cannot or will not return. It is also
an expression of what Wagner identifies as “the guiding orientation for
social and political life” for people who long to feel “tied to each other
by the commonality of the original experiences” in the wake of a massive
emigration of the late 1800s [Wagner, 2001, p. 95].

The “good Russian cry” that Mme Epanchina has over an unrespon-
sive Myshkin at the Swiss clinic suggests that he indeed has touched her
life, as Dostoevsky intended. Her weeping “with all her heart” [Dosto-
evsky, 2002, p. 615] when she meets Radomsky in Switzerland is also
induced by the “commonality of the original experiences” that she shares
with her Russian compatriots abroad. It is this commonality that causes
her to encourage people like Radomsky to return home [Wagner, 2001,
p. 95]. Her nationalism, while directed against nihilism and chaos, is a
reflection of the fact that, for her, while change is unpleasant in any form,
radical and irreversible change is completely terrifying.

The three exiles gathered together at a Swiss clinic at the end of The
Idiot — Prince Myshkin, Radomsky, and Mme Epanchina — represent three
different kinds of exile: forced and permanent, voluntary and permanent,
and voluntary and temporary. Prince Myshkin’s exile is of the first kind.
Twice his illness causes him to be removed from Russia and taken to
Switzerland. This is supposedly done for his benefit, but because of his
illness, he can neither protest nor support this action. Radomsky’s exile
is self-imposed, permanent, and probably the least traumatic of the three.
Mme Epanchina’s situation differs from both Radomsky’s and Myshkin’s.
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She leaves Russia, but only temporarily. While she goes of her own free
will, she uses every opportunity to express her displeasure at being outside
of Russia. Her constant complaining about being abroad suggests that had
she had the choice she would have stayed home in the first place. Yet she
chooses to go to Switzerland, and while there, she cannot wait to return to
Russia and encourages others to do likewise.

Mme Epanchina exemplifies an exile whose nostalgia causes a need
for re-embedding and thus intensifies her nationalist feelings. The novel’s
finale suggests two different discursive trajectories. On the one hand,
Prince Myshkin is shown at the end of his metaphorical journey: after
a comparatively brief period of lucidity, he has returned to the place which
he had left before the novel started. Some readers may argue that this
hero’s journey is a failure [see Levy, 1985]. Others may hope for a second,
perhaps miraculous, recovery [see Stepanian, 2007, p. 114]. Either way,
even if Myshkin has failed to save the one person he was trying to save
(Nastasya Filippovna), Mme Epanchina’s mission to save the whole na-
tion is still underway. On the other hand, Radomsky is a character whose
values are antithetical to Dostoevsky’s Russian idea. As a former officer
who retires from military service in order to visit his landed estates in
Russia before putting into practice his wish to go abroad and stay there
for “a very long time” [Dostoevsky, 2002, p. 254], Radomsky represents
the literary type that will later be identified as a Russian wanderer, the
type of a “historical Russian sufferer, whose appearance in our society,
distanced from the common people, was caused by the inevitability of
history” («MCTOpPUYECKOTO PYCCKOTO CTpajiajiblia, CTONb HUCTOPUYECKH
HeoOXO/[IMO SIBUBLIErOCsl B OTOPBaHHOM OT Hapoza 00liecTBe HalIeM»
[Dostoevsky, 1972-1990, vol. 26, p. 137]). Dostoevsky leaves his readers
at a crossroads, but he also provides Mme Epanchina, who in her cus-
tomarily direct manner does not shy away from didacticism. Rooted in
her religious faith, her nationalism is meant to cure the maladies of all
her contemporaries and compatriots. Dostoevsky’s letters and his wife’s
memoirs convey a similar idea. Yet as Wagner shows, nationalism of any
kind is a consequence of displacement and nostalgia, characteristic of
modernity and curable by a return to a past place and a past time, none of
which is possible.
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