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Critics of Anna Karenina have interpreted the heroine’s brother Stiva variously as a social “master of ceremonies” (Nabokov), a pure man of the flesh (Richard Gustafson), a “device” enabling the reader to identify with an adulterer (John Bayley), and the true symbol of evil in the novel (Dostoevsky, Gary Saul Morson). More recently, Donna Orwin has uncovered some ambiguity in Tolstoy’s portrayal of this character: she argues that Oblonsky, by revealing Levin’s inconsistency resulting from his conflicting selfish urges and desire for self-sacrifice, serves to a limited extent as the author’s spokesman. This paper will examine further complexities of Stiva’s depiction, taking as a starting point the unnamed princess’s characterization of Stiva to Koznyshev in Part VIII as “a fully Russian, Slavic nature.” Though offhand and occasioned by the patriotism surrounding the Russo-Turkish War, the comment invites further elaboration of Tolstoy’s national ideal in light of his characterization of Stiva. Given the repeated descriptions of Oblonsky’s physical roundness, refusal to take offense or judge others, and above all, his constant desire for harmonious coexistence, he might also be seen as a partial embodiment of the writer’s longstanding values of universal love and the merging of all with all. Regardless of Tolstoy’s personal disapproval of Stiva’s morality, he attributes to him a peaceful utopianism that contrasts distinctly with the militaristic fervor reflected by several characters in Part VIII. 

These qualities point to a broader opposition Tolstoy makes in Anna Karenina between two facets of the Russian nature, which can be conceptualized via the novel’s circular and linear imagery. Characters alternate between a utopian ideal of roundness, a kind of sobornost’ involving the transfiguration of all objects and people into a unified state, and a more linear, aggressive, military path. This opposition can be seen on the levels of both plot events (Stiva’s drawing together of people from all strata of society vs. Vronsky’s riding to death of his horse Frou-Frou, and his march off to war) and symbolic objects like Anna’s rings and hair ringlets, in contrast to the omnipresent, apocalyptic railways. By showing the linear gradually prevailing over the circular represented by Stiva, Tolstoy depicts the increasing unviability of sobornost’ amidst the rising Russian military movement. In this sense, he unites characters and events that are directly related to the family novel structure with the national questions that are debated in Part VIII. The connection of this last part to the rest of the novel turns out to be closer than it is usually understood to be, as it represents a continuation of the project of defining and contrasting spiritual and military Russian values that begins in the first pages of Anna Karenina.  
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