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A Note on the Text

I have used the Library of Congress system of transliteration for Russian except when referring to names and geographical places conventionally known to English readers in more familiar guise. I therefore refer to Tolstoy rather than Tolstoi and to Arkhangelsk rather than Arkhangel’sk.

Versions of the following chapters originally appeared in other publications, and I am grateful for permission to reproduce them.

An abridged version of Chapter 1 was first published as the article, “An International Language for an Empire of Humanity: L.L. Zamenhof and the Imperial Russian Origins of Esperanto,” by Brigid O’Keeffe, in East European Jewish Affairs volume 49, issue 1, pp. 1–19. Copyright 2019 by Taylor and Francis. https://doi.org/10.1080/13501674.2019.1618165

An abridged version of Chapter 5 was first published as “Building a Communist Tower of Babel: Esperanto and the Language Politics of Internationalism in Revolutionary Russia,” by Brigid O’Keeffe in Jessica Reinisch and David Brydan (eds.), Internationalists in European History: Rethinking the Twentieth Century (London: Bloomsbury, 2021).



Introduction

In 1887, an obscure Jewish eye doctor named L. L. Zamenhof launched Esperanto from the polyglot western borderlands of a tsarist empire in crisis. Esperanto was an international auxiliary language designed to revolutionize Russia and all of humankind. That this improbable global revolution had any chance of succeeding owed to the ordinary men and women throughout the Russian empire who heeded Zamenhof’s internationalist call and learned Esperanto. In late imperial Russia, these hopeful cosmopolitans deployed Esperanto with the aim of conversing meaningfully with the wider world and transforming themselves into global citizens. They kickstarted a transnational movement to unite humankind in all its diversity by means of an international language. They engineered new types of social networks that transcended borders and linked Esperantists worldwide in a growing community of self-styled global citizens. In the era of globalization’s “great acceleration,” Esperantists embraced the revolutionary transformations of their age—revolutions in postal services, telecommunications, mass media, transportation, and the increasingly global exchange of goods, ideas, and people.1 They personified a new type of grassroots internationalism in pursuit of a wide variety of ideological aims. They nurtured friendships with far-flung comrades, confidants, and pen pals—many of whom they would never meet face-to-face. Esperanto proved more than an international auxiliary language. Esperanto offered a transnational community and culture as a framework through which Esperantists fashioned for themselves new identities as patriotic cosmopolitans, as global moderns.2

And yet Zamenhof’s vision of world revolution ultimately failed. It failed despite the fact that in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Esperanto energized people all over the globe in hopeful pursuit of a unified humanity. And today, well over a century since Zamenhof launched his global movement to unite humanity via an international auxiliary language, our world looks and feels all the more fractured, troubled, and inescapably interconnected than ever. As I write the introduction to this book, the COVID-19 pandemic has upended daily life the world over and wrought unprecedented suffering among the world’s most vulnerable and least privileged in particular. Borders have been closed, international travel has slowed to a jaw-dropping trickle, international commerce has been disrupted, and international teams of scientists labor to produce a vaccine that can help save lives and allow the world to resume what remains of our pre-pandemic way of life. Perhaps we would do well to reconsider the Esperantists of an earlier, no less fraught era of globalization—to take seriously their histories and their visions of global citizenship, their hopes and their dreams, their successes and their failures as ordinary agents of internationalism.3 Their concerns, as this book will reveal, remain very much with us today. The dilemmas they hoped to solve—the dilemmas of linguistic justice and effective international communication in a globalizing and unequal world, most prominently—have not been solved. Global citizenship and grassroots internationalism remain the ideal for some but a shameful scourge for others. The Esperantists of an earlier age are not historical outliers as has so often been assumed. They exemplify a particular engagement with globalization that perhaps looks small and much too niche from the vantage of a quick glance into a rearview mirror. Upon closer inspection, however, the history of Esperanto appears much more familiar, relatable, and illuminating than some might otherwise suspect.

This book is a study of Esperanto in revolutionary Russia—a period here understood broadly as spanning from late imperial Russia’s era of Great Reforms through the deadly Purges and Terror of the late Stalinist 1930s. Its focus is on how men and women in revolutionary Russia variously contended with the challenges and opportunities of the evolving relationship between language and international communication in an avowedly global age. It seeks to show how the question of international language and international communication shaped revolutionary Russia’s debates about its—and ordinary people’s—place and role in an interconnected but divided world. The chapters that follow aim to bring to life the ordinary grassroots internationalism that linked Russia’s Esperantists to comrades all over the world in an era of global transformation. It argues that the question of language and communication was at the heart of internationalism as it was experienced, practiced, and envisioned in late imperial and early Soviet Russia. This was an insistent question, an often bewildering one, and a nagging and noxious question to some. While Esperanto, in the end, did not prove to be the preferred solution to the apparent dilemmas of language diversity in the globalizing worlds that revolutionary Russia inhabited and shaped, Esperanto and its advocates framed key debates about internationalism, internationality, and what it meant to be a global citizen during this anxious era of revolutionary possibility and growing interconnection.

Esperantists in revolutionary Russia persistently posed what they called the international language question. In this era of increasing global entanglement and interconnectedness, how best should humanity communicate across the linguistic, ideological, cultural, socioeconomic, national, and imperial borders that divided it? Even while many of their contemporaries remained skeptical of the Esperantists’ preferred answer to this international language question, few refused to acknowledge the question’s relevance to the pressing needs of globalization as they were all the more keenly felt in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. After the October Revolution, Russia’s Esperantists persisted anew, this time with a question no less urgent, they claimed, for achieving the Bolsheviks’ hoped-for “worldwide October.” How could the global proletariat unite in the absence of a shared language in which to communicate, collaborate, and forge meaningful affective bonds? In their minds, proletarian internationalism demanded a proletarian international language and worldwide socialist revolution required a revolutionary and decidedly nonnational tongue.

Though dismissed by skeptical contemporaries and overlooked by historians, Esperantists spoke to their age—in Esperanto, but also in their native languages—and demanded an equitable solution to the dilemmas of linguistic diversity and linguistic injustice in a world whose webs of interconnection seemed to be irreversibly shrinking the globe and entangling the peoples who inhabited it. In revolutionary Russia, the Esperantists’ mission crisscrossed and cross-fertilized—supplemented and intersected—more well-known ideological visions and campaigns to transform and rejuvenate Russia and the world. Esperanto began as Zamenhof’s hopeful answer to the Jewish Question in the Russian empire and the wider world. The Esperantists who heeded his call in late imperial Russia represented a cross-section of educated Russian society—nobles and merchants, students and radicals, governesses and civil servants, daydreamers and believers in the possibility of utopian realization here on earth. In this late imperial era of breathtaking domestic crisis and ideological ferment, Esperanto appealed to all manner of Russian subjects aching to contribute to Russia’s rejuvenation but also straining to find meaning and a real sense of place—a sense of home and belonging—in the wider world.

Late imperial Russia was Esperanto’s birthplace and its anchor on Europe’s outer periphery. Its homegrown Esperantists were exemplars of an educated public whose grassroots internationalism demanded effective languages of international communication, no less than a vocabulary of social justice and an expansive vision of a humanity liberated and united. Under the broad, ecumenical tent of fin de siècle Esperantism, globally conscious Russian subjects were in agreement on the need for an international auxiliary language to transform Russia and the world. They conversed and corresponded in this novel language of internationalism even if they disagreed over the ideological basis for the revolutionary transformation that they hoped Esperanto would enable them to achieve. Esperanto and Esperantists, then, offer us an entrée into the variety of global aspirations of educated imperial Russian society—from Jewish emancipation to equality of the sexes, from global friendship to postcard collecting, from conspicuous globe-trotting to exuberant one-worldism. Esperantists in late imperial Russia turned to Esperanto seeking, literally and figuratively, the world. This book turns to Esperantists in late imperial Russia to better understand their worlds—and, in particular, to better appreciate the politics, meaning, and experience of fashioning one’s self a global citizen from their various corners of the fracturing tsarist empire.

In the wake of the revolutions that upended life in Russia in 1917 and burst the door open to new possibilities, young Esperantists joined in the imagining of a socialist world, of a proletariat united and emancipated. For them (though, fatefully, not for the Bolsheviks), this vision was utterly dependent on Esperanto being chosen as the rightful solution to an international language question that—in their eyes—took on fresh urgency under the conditions of hoped-for worldwide revolution. The global Esperantist community—already strained and undermined by the devastating circumstances of the Great War—fractured in near fatal fashion between Right and Left. Proletarian Esperantists hailed Esperanto as a weapon of socialist revolution, a necessary tool to smash capitalism and destroy the global bourgeoisie. Ideological divisions soon proved scarcely so neat in practice. Socialist Esperantists and anarchist Esperantists soon found themselves barely able to stomach conversation in any language, let alone in Zamenhof’s language of hope and unity. In the interwar period, Soviet Esperantists struggled not only to achieve legitimacy at home but also to assert authority over the global proletarian Esperantist movement. As this book will show, they ultimately failed to achieve either. Soviet Esperantists were avid participants in and, ultimately, targeted victims of Stalin’s revolutions. During Stalin’s Purges and Terror, they found themselves trapped in the dangerous webs of the paradoxical Stalinist ideological blend of socialist internationalism and virulent xenophobia. By the close of the 1930s, the Soviet Union’s leading Soviet Esperantists—with few, lucky exceptions—had been executed at the hands of the Soviet security police (NKVD), or banished to the Gulag for the alleged crimes of brazen espionage and anti-Soviet conspiracy conducted in an international language.

Esperantists and their distinctive internationalism in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century afford us a unique opportunity to take a global approach to modern Russian and Soviet history. Their movement was inconceivable outside of that era’s globalization—a term used here to describe broadly the complex of processes that led to enduring political, cultural, economic, and social relationships and (inter-)dependencies on a global scale, no less than to conscious awareness of the global interconnections that increasingly knitted the world’s peoples together in typically unequal and hierarchal fashion. Esperantists in revolutionary Russia were themselves obsessed with their place in the wider world. They understood that their global aspirations as well as their agency as global citizens were inescapably situated in and shaped by their imperial Russian and Soviet contexts. Esperantists in revolutionary Russia thus intuitively understood themselves and their world in a global perspective. They purposefully chose the international auxiliary language Esperanto as their means of crossing borders and sometimes transcending them, of traveling the world by railway or by envelope, of conversing and collaborating with foreigners, of coming closer to and potentially immersing one’s self in an “abroad” that was at once both real and abstract. In all of these ways, revolutionary Russia’s Esperantists demand of us that we anchor their history not only in their imperial Russian and early Soviet contexts but also in their global contexts. Historians have rightly called for “globalizing” how we study the Russian Revolution.4 Perhaps there is no better place to turn than to revolutionary Russia’s Esperantists. Ardent globalists and ordinary internationalists, they did not have to be prompted to consider their own and revolutionary Russia’s place in the wider world.

Esperanto and the International Language Question

Zamenhof’s was an age of technocratic scheming, of creative and often desperate searching for alternative futures among a European educated elite obsessed with the anxious gallop of globalization. International postal services, telegraph cables, railways, and steamships transformed the world with stunning rapidity in the late nineteenth century. For men and women like Zamenhof, the world was shrinking before their very eyes. Globalization drew them into new global circuits of exchange and pulled them into new border-crossing flows of people, goods, ideas, cultures, and conflicts. New technologies no less than a new emerging global consciousness transformed how and why the peoples of the world communicated over long distances and across borders.5 For men and women like Zamenhof, the world seemed—very suddenly—to come within their reach. This stunning transformation in their relationship to space, time, and their own sense of self-in-the-world presented an array of new challenges of an international, universal scope. At one and the same time, this revolutionary globalization seemingly offered novel opportunities to reshape the world and how the peoples within in interacted. It inspired visions of alternative global futures. It invited what Vanessa Ogle has described as a mentality of “self-reflective globalization”—a palpable sense that ordinary people could act meaningfully on their own growing global (self-)consciousness and direct the flows and engineer the networks of the globalization that increasingly suffused their age.6 There seemed to be no doubt that globalization was, at an accelerated pace, upending the world. Many, like Zamenhof, wanted to participate meaningfully in shaping an inescapably global future for all of humankind.

The historian Holly Case has recently described fin de siècle Europe as in the throes of a veritable “age of questions.” Professional thinkers and the wider public obsessed over a series of dilemmas and debated their potential solutions. To pose a question, Case explains, was to declare a problem that urgently demanded a thoughtful but definitive solution. The Woman Question, the Jewish Question, the Polish Question and so many other upper-case queries—these were the rhetorical signposts of heady debates that preoccupied and reverberated across a widening, but still very Eurocentric, international public sphere in the so-called long nineteenth century.7 Among these loaded questions there appeared the “international language question”—the question of what language (or languages) should be used for international communication in an age of keenly felt globalization. The very question itself—the international language question, that is—raised concerns of linguistic equity and fairness in what was a volatile age of ever more frequent global encounters and seemingly ever more divisive geopolitical rivalries.

Until recently, few scholars have so much as acknowledged the international language question in their studies of fin de siècle globalization. Historians have largely overlooked how the very idea of an international auxiliary language inspired women and men throughout the world in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—a time when a variety of constructed languages competed as contenders for the solution to the many problems of international communication. If Esperanto registers at all in the historiography, it is as a mere footnote, an ornamental anecdote, or a fleeting reference to this quirky emblem of the global-mindedness of fin de siècle Europe.8 This dismissiveness prevails despite the fact that Esperanto was the most successful of the constructed languages put forth as a solution to what was, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, considered to be the apparent problem of language diversity in an age of internationalism and global entanglement
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