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 Russia through the eyes of Americans from 1850 to 1880

Introduction

Every nation has its own fixed ideas about the world which surrounds it. For most people these ideas or stereotypes form the basis of their knowledge about other peoples with whom they share this earth of ours. The aim of this research is to study the most common ideas about Russia that existed in American society in the second half of the 19th century, the ways in which they were formed and distributed and how they affected relations between the two countries. The work is based on the one hand on historical material, but on the other it touches upon theoretical problems from the domains of sociology, psychology and political studies. So it inevitably finds itself at the crossroads of various humanitarian disciplines. An interdisciplinary approach to the study of this or that problem is always fraught with the danger of trying to kill two or more birds with one stone, with well known dismal results. The range of problems investigated in this book falls fairly neatly into separate components in conformity with the interdisciplinary nature of the research.

First of all there are historical problems. The study of one nation's perception of another is of extreme importance when trying to reconstruct a historical epoch. Without in the least underestimating the importance of diplomatic and political history we would like to emphasise that the attitudes and opinions of an absolute majority of the population of a country - whatever they are called: the insulting word "mob" or the more neutral "crowd" or, proudly "the nation" - are of no less importance for a historian than the intrigues of diplomats or the ideas of politicians. The book also considers some separate questions concerning the time of great changes in American history - the ways in which knowledge was spread in society, the importance of the press in American life, the place and role of European travel in American culture and the birth of tourism in the contemporary meaning of the word. A lot of attention is paid to the fates of Americans who visited Russia for various reasons - from diplomats to tourists or people who took up residence here. Finally, American impressions and observations create their own unique picture of Russian life by fleshing out already well known facts with new details.

A huge amount of both Russian and foreign literature exists which deals with Russian-American relations, including general outlines of the development of these relations
. There are also works devoted to the study of specific problems, above all works of a diplomatic or political character. Much less frequently one can find works on the cultural ties of the two peoples. Books and papers touching on the question of how Russia was perceived in America are, as a rule, either anthologies
 containing opinions about Russia or reference books about American or, rather, English-speaking travellers in Russia
.

This book contains a large amount of material for the study of national stereotypes, which is primarily the field of sociology, or rather ethnosociology. But the material is historical, and historical material is very rarely used in this field. The study of stereotypes is undoubtedly of great interest to researchers. On the one hand stereotypes provide a key to understanding the character of the two peoples - the creators of the stereotype and those who are stereotyped, in this case the Russians and the Americans. On the other hand the examination of fixed ideas of this sort provides material for the study of extremely complicated theoretical problems such as the very existence of national characters, the ways and methods of influencing public opinion and a number of other problems which are extremely difficult to study directly.

The study of the psychology of a traveller, and also a whole range of questions related to the theory of perception, willy-nilly touches on psychological problems. The topicality of the theme of this book lies in the fact that the period which it covers laid the basis of the perception of Russia in America. Very many fixed ideas about Russia in contemporary American society have their roots in history. Thus, the study of the Americans' perception of Russia in the second half of the XIX century is the key to understanding their present day views, i.e. it is connected with problems of political studies.

The theoretical questions raised in this book are both extremely important and at the same time have been subjected to very little research.

 For a long time there has been polemics concerning the notion of "stereotypes". Attempts have been made to find out how national impressions are formed and how they are spread in a society. The question of their influence on relations between nations has been constantly discussed. But there is no unanimous opinion even on the legitimacy of using the very word "stereotype" itself. In scientific literature one can find a whole variety of terms: "national stereotypes", "ethnic prejudices", "ethnic perceptions", "national images", and so on; terms which are used to express one and the same phenomenon. National stereotypes are being studied by a wide range of specialists: sociologists, psychologists. politologists, philologists, historians in very many countries. In a number of countries there is a separate interdisciplinary branch of science which deals with the origin and function of stereotypes and their effect on the state of a society. What, then, is a stereotype in general, and a national stereotype in particular?

Different types of dictionaries, reference works and encyclopedias here in Russia are fairly unanimous on the definition of a stereotype. They all agree that a stereotype is a "schematic, standardized image or perception of a social phenomenon or object which is usually emotionally charged and of great stability. It expresses a habitual attitude of people to some or other phenomenon which was formed under the influence of social conditions and previous experience."
 

Dictionaries published in the West also share the same opinion: "A stereotype is a fixed general image or set of characteristics that a majority of people believe represents a particular type of person or thing", "an image, idea. character, etc. that has become fixed or standardised in a conventional form without individuality (and is therefore perhaps false)
 

All the same. despite this seeming clarity and certainty, disputes about the content of the notion "stereotype" and especially "national characteristic" have been going on for decades.

The term "stereotype" was introduced into scientific usage by the American sociologist Walter Lippman. In his book "Public Opinion", published in 1922, he made an attempt to define the place and role of stereotypes in the system of public opinion. By "stereotype" Lippman meant a particular form of perception of the surrounding world which has a certain influence on our feelings before the information enters our consciousness
. In Lippman's opinion, when trying to comprehend the world around us, in all its complexity and with all its contradictions, we form a "picture in our heads" about those phenomena which we did not directly observe ourselves A person has a certain impression of most things even before encountering them in real life. Such impressions/stereotypes are determined by the cultural environment which formed the views and attitudes of a given individual. "For the most part we do not first see, and then define, we define first and then see. In the great blooming, buzzing confusion of the outer world we pick out what our culture has already defined for us, and we tend to perceive that which we have picked out in the form stereotyped for us by our culture."
 

Stereotypes enable a person to form impressions of the world in general and to go outside the framework of his own narrow social, geographical and political world. Lippman writes that stereotypes are so persistently passed on from generation to generation that they are often accepted as a given, the reality, a biological fact. "If the experience contradicts the stereotype, one of two things happens. If the man is no longer plastic, or if some powerful interest makes it highly inconvenient to rearrange his stereotypes, he pooh-poohs the contradiction as an exception that proves the rule, discredits the witness, finds a flaw somewhere, and manages to forget it. But if he is still curious and open-minded, the novelty is taken into the picture, and allowed to modify it. "
 Lippman did not consider stereotypes to be synonymous with false impressions. In his opinion a stereotype could be the true, partly true, or a untrue. Lippman was the first to introduce the term "stereotype" into scientific usage, to define it. and to stress the importance of this phenomenon. He wrote: "The systems of stereotypes may be the core of our personal tradition ... the stereotype not only saves time in a busy life and is a defence of our position in society, but tends to preserve us from all the bewildering effect of trying to see the world steadily and see it whole."
 The Western science of stereotypes deservedly considers Lippman to be its "father", a scholar whose fundamental ideas were developed in practically all Western concepts of stereotypes. It is significant that here in Russia the main definitions of stereotypes are, as a rule, based on his ideas: for example, in The Soviet Encyclopedia of Philosophy (vol. 5, 1970) an article about stereotypes practically repeats briefly the main principles of Lippman's concept, having beforehand quoted him as an authority on the subject.

In the 20's and 30's in America there appeared a series of original works, concerned mostly with problems of public opinion, that continued to develop the theory of stereotypes. The sociologist Robert Binkley called the stereotype " a greatest common denominator"
. In his opinion, the existence of stereotypes enable the man in the street adequately to assess a political situation too complicated for him to analyse and far too removed from his sphere of activity. In a work published in the late 30's, two worlds in which every human being lives are considered. One of them is the "extensional world", which encompasses what happens to us, what we ourselves see, feel and assess. This world is very small. Most of our knowledge about the world comes to us from various sources, through language, and forms the so-called "verbal world". The correlation between these worlds is the same as that between a map and the real territory that it represents
.

If Lippman laid the theoretical basis for the study of stereotypes, then in 1933 the American scholars Katz and Braly worked out a methodology which became widespread later on, and which for many years remained the definitive one for researchers into national stereotypes. A hundred students at Princeton University took part in an experiment which Katz and Braly conducted. From a list comprising 84 characteristics the students were asked to choose those which, to their minds, defined ten ethnic groups: The Negroes, the Germans, the Jews, the Italians, the English, the Irish, the Americans, the Japanese, the Chinese and the Turks. The results obtained from the experiment showed that. in the majority of cases, the students were astonishingly unanimous in their definitions of the characteristic features which, in their opinion, could describe this or that ethnic group. In their work analysing the results of the experiment, Katz and Braly give the following definition: "A stereotype is a fixed impression, which conforms very little to the facts it tends to represent, and results from our defining first and observing second"
. Analogous experiments were carried out at Princeton University twice again - in 1948 and 1965 -which made it possible to follow the evolution of ethnic stereotypes at different periods in history and to come to some conclusions about their stability and changeability.

In spite of the fact that the Katz-Braly method was often criticised (in particular because the given set of characteristics would, as it were, obviously propel the students to a pre-determined choice), to this day it still remains the most widespread method of investigating ethnic perceptions.

The Second World War gave another impetus to the study of ethnic stereotypes. The war showed very clearly what a big role is played by the traditional fixed ideas peoples have of one another, how important it is to study how such ideas are formed, and, consequently, their influence. In many instances such interest was aroused by practical considerations: the intelligence agencies of various countries needed different sorts of information about their enemies and friends alike - including their image of each other.

From the end of the 40's a new surge of interest in the study of ethnic stereotypes began. During this period, on the initiative of UNESCO, widescale research was carried out with the aim of discovering: a) how representatives of one country perceived peoples from other countries, and b) what factors determined their perception. We should remember that this was the time of the beginning of the Cold War, a period of increased interest (and its financing) in Russia, the Russian national character, and how the Russians were perceived. The UNESCO opinion poll was held in the following countries: Australia, England, Germany, France, Italy, Holland, Norway and the USA. Participants in this poll were asked to choose from 13 characteristics those which they thought characterised the Russians, the Americans, the English, the French, the Chinese and themselves. The difference between positive and negative characteristics determined the so called "friendliness score"
 

Most of the research works devoted to problems of the study of ethnic stereotypes which were published during this period are based on data from these questionaires. The psychologist Otto Klenberg, having analysed the results of the questionaires, defined the concept of the ethnic stereotype as :"... the pictures in people's heads referring to their own or to other national groups. Such images or representations are often widespread in a given society; they are usually oversimplified in content and relatively unresponsive to the objective facts."
 

Following on from this, Western science was characterized by an ever growing negative attitude towards ethnic stereotypes. The existence of stereotypes is more and more noticeably associated with the spreading in society of racial, ethnic, national and social prejudices. The more ethnic problems there are in a society, the more negative is the attitude towards the notion of the "stereotype", and the more works appear which are devoted to the unmasking and debunking of various notions or impressions that some ethnic or other group has about different groups, and to the development of ways to "fight" these impressions. Definitions of stereotypes that emphasise their mendacity and danger become widespread. The following is from a UNESCO publication by Arnold Rose (1961) : "Many of the false beliefs take the form of what social scientists call "stereotypes". These are exaggerations of certain physical traits or cultural characteristics which are found among members of the minority group and are then attributed to all members of the group. When stereotypes exist, an individual is judged, not on the basis of his own characteristics, but on the basis of exaggerated and distorted beliefs regarding what is thought to be the characteristics of his group."
 

In Russia, problems of the study of stereotypes were paid less attention than in the West. In the Soviet era, when internationalism and friendship between nations were one of the most important ingredients of state politics, national stereotypes and prejudices were considered to be a phenomenon inherent in Western society and not something of interest for Soviet research workers. It is indicative that the "Encyclopedia of Philosophy", having defined "stereotype" as a "schematic, standardised image or idea of a social object, usually emotionally coloured and having great stability", immediately goes on to paraphrase the Western concept of stereotypes.
 

At the same time, a number of interesting and original concepts were developed in our country. Particular attention to the study of stereotypes was paid by specialists in international politics and philosophers. As a rule, works on the problems of a nation's perception of other nations had (and still have) a publicistic rather than a scientific bent. As far back as in the 1960's, a fairly comprehensive definition of stereotypes was formulated:

"Ethnic stereotypes embody ideas which exist in the common consciousness about its own and other nations, ideas which do not simply sum up specific information or knowledge, but which also express an emotional attitude to the object. In them is condensed in some special way the whole history of inter-ethnic relations."
 " Sensually coloured social images"
.  " a uniform pattern which just concentrates on a few features of a phenomenon which are sometimes non-existent but subjectively ascribed to it."
 "an image-stimulus" which prompts "strongly unequivocal action."
 - these are the basic features of the stereotype in Russian literature on the subject.

The concept of N.A.Erofeyev, which is based on historical material, is interesting and scientifically well-founded. Prefacing his research paper on the perception of England in Russia from 1825 - 1853 with a theoretical chapter, the author, although avoiding the term "stereotype", pays serious attention to the problems of one nation's perception of another. "Ethnic ideas" he writes "are, as it were, a summary of the information we have acquired, the result of its processing, and a generalised conclusion based on it." They "quite often have an influence on relationships between nations, ethnic groups and states."
 However, despite the existence of a few bright and interesting papers by Russian authors, it should be noted that serious scientific research on the origin, formation, existence and effects on public opinion of ethnic stereotypes is only just beginning in our country and that Western scientists are undoubtedly ahead of us in this field.

That, in brief, is the history of the study of the concept of the stereotype. In spite of the extremely negative meaning that some authors find in the very term itself, we find it to be completely legitimate. It will be used in this book to denote the fixed ideas of peoples about other peoples.

At first sight the chronological period covered in this book is not so long. It is from the Crimean War to the death of Alexander II, i.e. it basically coincides with the latter's reign. However, it covers an extremely important slice of the history of both Russia and America. In America this period culminated in the civil war and the abolition of slavery. In Russia, the emancipation of the serfs and other liberal reforms. Over a fairly short period of time, less than 30 years, both countries underwent at least three stages in their development: before, during and after a pivotal point in their history. If one looks at a textbook on American history it will be seen that the period in question falls into three basic sections dealing with the XIX century: pre-civil war (the "Antebellum period"), the civil war, and the post-war "Gilded Age" or The Reconstruction. In Russia in the corresponding chronological framework there was the end of the reign of Nicholas I, and also different periods of the rule of Alexander II.

The choice of this period was not accidental. First of all, it presented a classic example of friendly "coexistence" of two countries whose political and state systems were poles apart: a vivid manifestation of monarchy and a model republic. During this short period relations between Russia and America went through the most varied stages: from quiet indifference to delighted friendship and then to a cold alienation which ended in profound hostility. The most important thing is the fact that in this period it was possible to talk, for the first time in the history of Russo-American relations, about intercourse between the two peoples , and not only about diplomatic or some other "high level" contacts. And finally, for many internal and external reasons, it was at that very time that the foundations were laid for the perception of Russia in America . These foundations developed further in the following epochs and have been preserved right up to the present day.

Geographically, this research work is restricted to the Central-European part of Russia. Outside its range are the Americans' perceptions of Siberia, Central Asia, the Caucuses, the Russian North, Ukraine and Poland. In a word, all those regions of (at that time) Russia which lay within the field of interest of the American public, but whose study has a separate and independent significance.

The resource base for this research is quite varied. The materials can be classified into several separate groups. First of all, various diaries and memoirs of American travellers in Russia should be mentioned. Writings by foreigners about Russia are widely used in the study of ancient Russian history. They are also used for the description of historic events of the XVIII century. The history of Russia in the XIX century is rich with a huge variety of internal historical sources. Probably that is why the writings of foreigners about that period appear to have escaped the attention of Russian and Western historians alike. But the huge seam of materials of Western origin concerning Russian history of the XIX century does not in any way lose its value because of the numerous Russian sources.

In the first place, these foreign materials give their own particular view, a view from outside, of Russian reality. Secondly, they often pay attention to facts and events which sometimes, consciously or unconsciously, remained unmentioned by Russian observers. Tendentious as they undoubtedly are -like any other sources of a private nature - they nevertheless express their own bias, which is different from that of Russian sources, and sometimes they are more objective and free from political influences than Russian diaries and memoirs of that same period. V.0. Klyuchevsky stressed the importance of studying the writings of foreigners:" Everyday life, routine events which contemporary people, who were used to them, passed by unnoticed, would as likely as not attract the attention of a stranger. Unfamiliar or only slightly familiar with the history of the people, different to them in terms of attitudes and habits, a foreigner could not give a correct interpretation of many happenings in Russian life. Often he could not assess them impartially. But he could describe them, he could present the most noticeable features and could in any case express the direct impression which they made on him, a person unaccustomed to them. And he could do it better and more fully than people who had got used to these sorts of things and looked at them from their "domestic", conventional point of view. 

The goal of unveiling the broadest possible spread of impressions of Russia in America made it necessary to turn first of all to the notes of ordinary people, to the diaries of tourists, and also to various types of everyday sources which are often considered not to be "serious". In addition, it is obvious that a well educated person is a worse representative of public opinion than the man in the street. In the former's views there is always a lot of the individual, the author, the personal. In this respect, for research into public opinion it is not the "best" works that are of most interest, but those which were most popular at the time, even though many of them did not outlive their time. It is these works which on the one hand, satisfying the tastes of ordinary people, reflected commonly held ideas, and which on the other hand, thanks to their popularity, further propagated these ideas. It is this which accounts for the absence of archive materials in this book. Only published materials were important, as they not only revealed the stereotypes which existed in American society, but also shaped them at the time.

Materials from the press were an extremely important source of information. In the second half of the XIX century the American press was experiencing a hitherto unprecedented upsurge and its role in the life of American society was extraordinarily big. First of all, the most popular editions of that time were used in this research. However, because in America at that time the leading role was played by the local press, for completeness of coverage various regional publications and those belonging to various political trends were used. It was particularly difficult to unearth "Southern" newspapers and journals, copies of which were not very well preserved before and during the civil war. But still, even here the selection can be considered fully representative. A most important set of sources was an assortment of books about Russia published in America in various years which noticably influenced the formation of the image of the distant country. Amongst them there stand out popular science books, works devoted to specific subjects such as history, education, economics, military affairs and so on, fiction and poetry, books for children and teenagers, various encyclopedias and reference books, Russian language textbooks, travellers' guides to Russia - which became widespread in the second half of the XIX century - as well as books on etiquette and many other additional sources.

A significant part of the material was found in libraries in Russia, primarily in Moscow and St. Petersburg. Unfortunately the collection of books in Russian libraries on this subject is often somewhat random. Most of them obviously came from private collections and as a rule have dedications which indicate that many of them were a gift from the author. Consequently, as a rule we are talking about books which were very benevolent in their assessments of Russian life.

A large part of the materials was collected during a study period spent in Amherst, Massachusetts, in the local libraries of this State, in the Library of Congress, Washington and also by request through the brilliantly functioning Interlibrary Lending system.
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