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‘The entire history of the relationship between East and West, 
from the Greeks in antiquity through the time of the Crusaders, in the 
Middle Ages and extending up to the modern and contemporary era’ 
was marked by ‘attempts [on the part of the West] to enslave the 
East’, ‘rendering the East voiceless’ (besslovesnyi). This goal ‘natu-
rally’ was ‘reflected in the scholarship of the East’, influenced by the 
perception of the profound difference between the East and the West. 
‘In the history of juxtaposing the East and the West, imperialistic 
tendencies always played a key role’. In the past this was the imperi-
alism of Alexander the Great, in contemporary times ‘European colo-
nialism’. (p. 98) 

  
These are not the words of Edward W. Said but of S. F. Ol’denburg, a 

leading Buddhologist, in 1931 and 1932. Vera Tolz’s Russia’s Own Ori-
ent, which traces the history of knowledge production in late imperial and 
early Soviet Russian Orientology, suggests that the exciting theoretical 
claims for the intellectual genealogy of late twentieth-century postcoloni-
al studies descend from early twentieth-century Russian Orientology. 
Tolz’s original and provocative monograph has been the subject of nu-
merous reviews; the Forum in Ab Imperio dealt with the book as early as 
fall 2011, and it was translated into Russian in 2013.  

Tolz focuses on the “Rosen School” of Russian Orientology, which 
was established in the 1890s by V. R. Rozen, Professor of Arabic at the 
Faculty of Oriental Languages at St. Petersburg University. The most dis-
tinguished scholars in the Rosen School are V. V. Bartol’d, N. Ia. Marr, F. 
I. Shcherbatskoi, and S. F. Ol’denburg. According to Tolz, they “were a 
diverse group, but they shared a number of common perceptions, often 
traceable to the influence of their mentor, about how to understand the 
peoples and societies that they studied.” (p. 3) In the imagination of Ro-
zen and his pupils, Russia should be seen as “a particular kind of political 
and cultural space where there was no boundary between the “East” and 
the “West.” (p. 5) In addition, they criticized Euro-centrism in academics, 
rejected the dichotomies of West/East and Europe/Asia, positively valued 
the religions and cultures of indigenous people, and were suspicious of 
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the practical relationship between knowledge and power. However, Tolz, 
in dealing with Russian Orientology as an intellectual trend in European 
academics, avoids overestimating the special nature of the Rosen School: 
“In Russia, as elsewhere, internationalization and nationalization of 
scholarship developed in tandem. Therefore, we should always treat with 
caution any claims that scholars of this period made about the uniqueness 
of their work.” (p. 80) More importantly, the colonized native “influenced 
the perceptions of the imperial scholars in ways that, significantly, the 
scholars readily acknowledged.” Unlike the relationship between imperial 
scholars and indigenous assistants, “the Russian Orientologists encour-
aged their local associates to act as scholars in their own right and to dis-
seminate the results of their work under their own name in established 
scientific outlets. Furthermore, in certain areas the Russian scholars even-
tually acted as the mouthpieces.” (p. 133)  

According to Tolz, the relationship among Russian Orientologists, in-
digenous minority elites, and the authorities shows continuity from 1905 
to the end of 1920s. Russia’s Own Orient makes a significant contribution 
to the discussion of imperial scholars’ role in the formation of national 
consciousness and in the Bolshevik nationalities’ policy, which many his-
torians, including Francine Hirsch and Terry Martin, have shown interest. 
One key focus is the pre-revolutionary network of imperial Orientologists 
and native elites – former research assistants in the imperial academies. In 
the early 1920s, these minority representatives acquired leadership posi-
tions in the newly created ethnic autonomies of the Soviet Union. Tolz 
speaks of 1905 as a turning point. In the long tradition of Russian Orien-
tology, before 1905, the works of the imperial scholars had not deter-
mined the “imagining” of inorodtsy cultures. However, the imperial ex-
perts acquired in 1905 “intellectual power” and “some minority groups 
began to shape perceptions among their own communities and among 
imperial scholars in very significant ways.” (p. 120) 

Important in Tolz’s discussion is the development of the “small native 
homeland” (malaia rodina) movement at the turn of the twentieth century 
into sub-state nation-building in the first decade of Soviet rule. Moreover, 
Russian Orientologists maintained the “native homeland” idea in different 
forms, even after turning points such as the 1905 Russian Revolution, 
World War I, and the October Revolution. Russia was too huge and di-
verse for people to identify with the state as a whole. However, loyalty to 
their “small native homeland” (where they were born or lived) comple-
mented loyalty to the Russian empire. Rozen’s disciples applied the “na-
tive homeland” movement to the inorodtsy communities. “In sum, if the 
minorities were not simply preserved but became more knowledgeable 
about and proud of their own histories and ethno-cultural particularities 
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(native homeland), they would be in a better position to partake in pan-
Russian activities and would better integrate into and feel loyalty to the 
pan-Russian state-framed community (otechestvo).” (p. 40) 

The Pan-Mongolian or pan-Buddhist tendency in the first decade of 
Soviet policy among the Mongolian-speaking people is, in my view, still 
open to debate. That is, it necessary to consider the influence of Agvan 
Dorzhiev, a Buriat lama and an adviser to the Dalai-Lama. Dorzhiev was 
a Buddhist monk who studied in Lhasa, and he was quite different from 
other Buriat elite figures that the Russian Orientologists trained. Ol’den-
burg and Shcherbatskoi argued that the “living approach” (zhivoi pod-
khod) of Buddhism studies was a unique feature of Russian Orientology. 
They focused on the contemporary practices and oral traditions of Bud-
dhism, shifted the emphasis of research from textual studies to fieldwork, 
criticized the term “Lamaism,” which implied that “Tibetan Buddhism 
was a corruption of the original Indian religion,” (p. 141) and began to 
use “Buddhism” instead. However, this shift of methodological paradigm 
in Buddhism studies rejected the tradition and practice of Buddhism 
among the Kalmyks and imposed the Tibetan standard. The actors in for-
eign affairs sustained Dorzhiev both in the Russian empire and Soviet 
Union because of the struggle for ruling power in Central Asia and the 
support for national liberation movement in Eastern Asia. During the dec-
ades of the twentieth century, Dorzhiev continued to pursue “a pan-
Mongolian Buddhist theocratic state’” with its center in Tibet. Moreover, 
Tibetan and Mongolian medicine was redefined by Buddhism, though at-
tempts had been made to change it into secular medicine during the nine-
teenth century. Tibetan and Mongolian medicine was rejected in the anti-
religious repression from the end of 1920s. In these circumstances, 
Shcherbatskoi’s disciple, B. Vladimirtsov leveled, in 1927, an implied 
criticism of Cyrillization of the Kalmyk language; he maintained the us-
age of common Mongolian literary script and not Oirat clear script (Todo 
bicig), the original Kalmyk script. Thus, the existence of Agvan Dorzhiev 
and his pan-Mongolian and pan-Buddhist perspective possibly shook and 
broke the triangular relationship among Russian Orientologists, local na-
tional leaders, and the authorities of which Tolz speaks. 

Vera Tolz admirably condenses in this short book what is essential for 
a critical understanding of the complex situation in late Imperial Russia 
and the early Soviet Union. Russia’s Own Orient provides us with starting 
lines for new research. 
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