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PREFACE

The college teacher of general European history is

always confronted with the task of finding adequate

reading for his classes which is neither too specialized

and technical nor too elementary. For many topics,

including several of the greatest importance, no such

material is at the moment available. Moreover, in too

many instances, good reading which undeniably does

exist is in the form of a chapter in a larger work and is

therefore too expensive for adoption as required read-

ing under normal conditions.

The Berkshire Studies in European History have

been planned to meet this situation. The topics se-

lected for treatment are those on which there is no

easily accessible reading of appropriate length adequate

for the needs of a course in general European history.

The authors, all experienced teachers, are in nearly

every instance actively engaged in the class room and

intimately acquainted with its problems. They will

avoid a merely elementary presentation of facts, giving

instead an interpretive discussion suited to the more

mature point of view of college students.

No pretense is made, of course, that these Studies are

contributions to historical literature in the scholarly

sense. Each author, nevertheless, is sufficiently a spe-

cialist in the period of which he writes to be familiar

with the sources and to have used the latest scholarly

contributions to his subject. In order that those who
desire to read further on any topic may have some guid-
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ance short bibliographies of works in western European

languages are given, with particular attention to books

of recent date.

Each Study is designed as a week’s reading. The
division into three approximately equal chapters, many
of them self-contained and each suitable for one day’s

assignment, should make the series as a whole easily

adaptable to the present needs of college classes. The
editors have attempted at every point to maintain and
emphasize this fundamental flexibility.

Maps and diagrams will occasionally be furnished

with the text when specially needed but a good histori-

cal atlas, such as that of Shepherd, is presupposed

throughout.

R. A. N.
L. B. P.

S. R. P.
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CHAPTER I

RUSSIA IN THE FIRST HALF OF THE NINE-
TEENTH CENTURY

THE RUSSIAN EMPIRE IN THE MAKING

In October, 1721, upon the conclusion of the peace

treaty of Nystadt which registered Russia’s decisive vic-

tory over Sweden, the grateful and admiring members of

the Russian Senate presented their Sovereign with the

title of “Pater Patriae, Imperator, Maximus.” Thus the

Russian Empire officially came into being. But at the

time of Peter the Great’s death (1725) much remained to

be done to transform the imperial idea into a living real-

ity. Peter laid the structural foundations
;
he left to his

successors the task of completing the building.

Under Peter the Empire had not yet reached its “nat-

ural boundaries” even within the limits of the great east-

European plain. Of the three fundamental problems of

Russian foreign policy inherited from his predecessors,

he was able to solve only one. The shores of the Baltic

were reached, and their possession by Russia was made

secure. Peter was not successful, however, in his attempt

to establish Russia on the shores of the Black Sea. More-

over, the western territories, which for several centuries

had been a bone of contention between Russia and

Poland, were still outside the boundaries of the Empire.

Only during the reign of Catherine II were these vital

questions finally settled to Russia’s satisfaction. So long

as they had remained unsettled, Russia’s imperial posi-

tion was insecure.

1
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A similar lack of political stability was revealed by

Russia’s internal development. Up to the end of the

eighteenth century the dynasty had no firm foundation.

An unfortunate law of imperial succession, promulgated

by Peter in 1722, permitting the sovereign to choose his

own successor even outside of the reigning house, had

opened the way for all kinds of unexpected developments.

One might say that in eighteenth-century Russia the

problem of succession played the same all-important part

as in Tudor England. From Peter’s death up to the ac-

cession of Catherine (1762) almost every change of sov-

ereign was accompanied by a palace revolution. A direct

line of succession was not established until after Cath-

erine’s death, and it was only under Paul I that the claims

of the dynasty to the Russian throne received a legal basis

(Law of Succession to the Throne, 1797).

In the eighteenth century the Russian monarchy,

strong as it was, had no adequate administrative ma-

chinery at its disposal. The competence of the highest

state institutions was ill-defined
;
even their relation to

the supreme power was not clearly formulated. The Sen-

ate, for example, which had been established by Peter

to supervise the whole administration, would at one time

sink into insignificance only to acquire at some later

period an importance almost overshadowing that of the

Sovereign. The executive departments of the central gov-

ernment were also badly organized. The “Collegia,” 1

borrowed by Peter from Sweden, had soon became obso-

1 The “Collegia” were state departments in charge of the various

branches of administration. Unlike modern ministries each of

which is usually under the supervision of a single man, the “Col-

legia” were presided over by boards of about twelve members all

equally responsible for the conduct of affairs in their respective

departments.
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lete and their virtual elimination by the end of the century

left a vacuum that had to be filled. Even worse was the

condition of local administration. In this field Peter had
achieved very little and what he did accomplish was per-

haps the least successful part of his work. Nor were his

immediate successors able to remedy the situation. It

was not until the reign of Catherine II that Russia re-

ceived a rather elaborate system of local government

which, with slight modifications, was destined to endure

up to the reforms of Alexander II.

In the cultural life of Russia, chaos and confusion pre-

vailed throughout a considerable part of the eighteenth

century. The old civilization of Muscovite Russia,

which had begun to lose its unity and strength in the

course of the seventeenth century, had received its death

blow at the hands of the reforming Tsar. But a certain

period of time had to pass before it could be replaced by
another equally complete system of beliefs and ideas.

Through the proverbial “window,” an opening which

Peter had cut in the wall that separated Russia from

west-European culture, various foreign influences—Ger-

man, Swedish, Dutch, French and English—began to pour

into the country in an ever-increasing stream. The first

results of this impact could not be otherwise than bewil-

dering. Among the small group of educated Russians

many losf their mental balance. The result was either a

slavish imitation of foreign patterns carried to extremes

or else an extraordinary mixture of new ideas and old

habits. With few exceptions there was neither stability

nor originality in the intellectual and moral make-up of

the men of the period. Quite obviously, all that had been

so eagerly and so rapidly borrowed from abroad had to be

digested and assimilated before a truly national civiliza-

tion could be erected on new foundations. At first even
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the necessary means of expression were badly lacking.

Until the second half of the eighteenth century Russia

possessed no adequate publishing facilities, no press, not

even a properly developed literary language. Not until

Catherine’s reign were tangible results obtained in all

these directions and the ground prepared for creative

achievements.

THE EMPIRE IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

In the beginning of the nineteenth century we find the

period of preparation completed and the Empire an ac-

complished and firmly established fact. Even at that

time it was by far the largest state in Europe. It had

spread all over the east-European plain from the Baltic

and the Arctic Ocean in the north to the Black Sea and

the Caspian in the south
;
in Asia it possessed the whole

of Siberia. Further expansion during the nineteenth cen-

tury made the territory of the Empire equal to one-sixth

of the surface of the globe. These new acquisitions were

Finland, the central region of Poland (in addition to the

border provinces annexed by Russia in the course of the

three Partitions), Bessarabia, Transcaucasia, Transcas-

pian and Central Asiatic territories, and the Amur and
Maritime provinces in the Far East. Impressive as those

gains were, they were less significant than the acquisi-

tions of the preceding period. Nor was it necessary for

Russia, in this new phase of her imperial expansion, to

make the same strenuous efforts and to endure the same
sacrifices as before.

With the advent of the nineteenth century Russia for

the first time in her history felt secure. Her old rival

Poland was for the time being completely eliminated.

Sweden had apparently resigned herself to the loss of her

Baltic supremacy. Russia’s relations with Turkey had
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undergone a profound change, Russia no longer being on

the defensive, but, on the contrary, developing an aggres-

sive near-Eastern policy of her own. As far as Russia’s

Asiatic frontier was concerned, the conquest of the Cau-

casus and of Central Asia was achieved in a series of

colonial wars which were scarcely felt in the center of the

Empire. Finally, in the Far East, Russia did not meet

with any strong antagonists up to the beginning of the

present century and thus was able to extend her territory

in that region practically without fighting. From the be-

ginning of the nineteenth century on, Russia’s position

among European nations was no longer questioned. She

was generally recognized as one of the great European

powers and she began to play an active, at times even a

decisive, part in European affairs.

The territorial and ethnographic composition of the

Empire was highly complex. Its nucleus was the old

Tsardom of Moscow—the center, the north and the south-

east of the European Russian plain, which had been grad-

ually settled in the course of the preceding centuries by

the Great Russian branch of the Russian people. Since

the time of the Polish partitions the Russian sovereigns

had also possessed all the lands that had been settled by

the Little Russians (Ukrainians) in the Southwest and

the White Russians in the West. Other acquisitions

brought within the boundaries of the Empire territories

with certain non-Russian groups : Finns, Baltic Germans,

Latvians, Esthonians, Lithuanians, Poles, Moldavians,

Georgians, Armenians, Tartars, and many other Asiatic

tribes.

The Empire, however, was more homogeneous than

many persons believe. Not only did the Great Russians

represent the largest ethnographic group, but they formed

a solid bloc in all the central regions of the Empire. And
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if we add to the Great Russians the Ukrainians and the

White Russians, the numerical preponderance of the Rus-

sian stock over the non-Russian nationalities becomes

even more decisive.1 Both the Ukrainian and the White
Russian national movements belong to a much later

period. In the first half of the nineteenth century the

problem of dealing with these groups was not particu-

larly difficult. The same would be generally true of the

more backward border provinces of the Empire where,

as in the Caucasus, in the Transcaspian territories and in

Central Asia, the imperial administration, with all its

mistakes and deficiencies, was undoubtedly a civilizing

force.

An infinitely more difficult problem was presented by
the western provinces of the Empire. Here the imperial

government had to deal with populations in many re-

spects on a higher level of civilization than the Russians

and with a tradition of independent or semi-independent

existence behind them. Of these the Poles and the Finns
were, of course, the outstanding examples. For some
time both Poland and Finland retained a special status

within the Empire. The Russian government recognized

their privileges until the latter came into an acute con-

flict with the growing centralizing tendencies of the im-
perial administration

;
then they were either curtailed or

abolished. Here the imperial regime was a failure. To
the end of its existence it was not able to establish a per-

manent modus vivendi that would be satisfactory to both
sides.

1 On the eve of the World War there were in the Russian Em-
pire about 80 million Great Russians, over 20 million Little Rus-
sians, and over 10 million White Russians, the three groups to-

gether counting over 120 millions out of the whole population of
about 180 millions.
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Another difficulty faced by the imperial administration

was that of the enormous distances that separated one

part of the Empire from another. This difficulty was
felt very acutely throughout the first half of the nine-

teenth century when the ways of communication remained

but feebly developed. The first paved highway between

St. Petersburg and Moscow was completed in 1830 and
thirty years later Russia still had only a little over five

thousand miles of such roads. The first railroad was
built in 1838 and during the next few decades railroad

building progressed rather slowly: in 1867 all the railroad

lines in Russia formed less than three and a half thousand

miles. It is hardly necessary to point out that this state

of affairs was a tremendous obstacle to the smooth and
efficient functioning of the imperial machinery. When
Alexander I died in Taganrog, in November, 1825, it took

one week for the news of his death to reach St. Peters-

burg. One can easily imagine the situation when less im-

portant matters were involved. The more remote prov-

inces of the Empire were, of course, particularly affected.

Because of this lack of adequate means of communication

Siberia, for instance, remained throughout the nineteenth

century a thinly populated colony. It was not until the

construction of the Trans-Siberian railroad, in the early

years of the twentieth century, that this vast region be-

came an integral part of the Empire.

LEGACY OF THE PAST : AUTOCRACY, NOBILITY, SERFDOM

The government of the Empire in the early nineteenth

century was an absolute monarchy, not subject to any

constitutional limitations and not limited in practice by

any rival institutions or strongly entrenched social groups.

Born simultaneously with the formation of a national
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state in Russia, the autocracy 1 owed its continued exist-

ence and the gradual growth of its power to the exigen-

cies of national defense and imperial expansion. Since

the days of Peter the Great it had lost its earlier semi-

religious and patriarchal character, but it did not abdi-

cate any of its powers. If anything, it became even

stronger than it had been before. The old feudal aristoc-

racy had passed away, the traditional council (Duma) of

the boyars had been abolished, the National Assembly

CZemski Sobor) had disappeared, and the Church bad

lost its independence
;
the autocracy alone remained.

In the course of the eighteenth century the Russian

autocracy became thoroughly westernized. It was now a

Grand Monarchy of the same type which had arisen in

western Europe during the first centuries of the modern

period. It stood in particularly close relationship to the

German monarchies of the Hapsburgs and the Hohenzol-

lerns. Its psychology was practically the same as that in

Berlin and in Vienna. Its ideal was a “regulated state”

—

an essentially western conception—and it liked to attrib-

ute to itself a civilizing mission within the boundaries of

the Empire.

Nor was this an altogether empty claim. It was an

autocrat who in the early part of the eighteenth century

carried through a sweeping cultural reform and laid the

foundations on which modern Russian civilization grad-

ually arose. And after Peter the Russian autocracy, irre-

spective of the personal qualities of its representatives,

continued on many occasions to take the lead in the cul-

tural development of the country. Catherine II is, of

course, an outstanding example. Whatever one may
think of the defects of her policies, one must admit that

1 Autocracy is used in this study to mean the traditionally un-

limited powers of the crown vested in the person of the Tsar.
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her patronage of arts and letters, her interest in education,

her measures to promote social welfare, give her the right

to be considered an “enlightened despot.” Alexander I

tried to exemplify enlightened despotism of this type

when he ascended the throne in 1801.

The Russian Empire of the early nineteenth century

inherited from the preceding period not only its form of

government, but also its social organization. At the top

of the social ladder stood the first estate in the country,

the nobility. By this time there were very few noble

families left which could trace their origin back to the old

feudal aristocracy of medieval Russia. The new nobility

was of a more recent origin. It gradually grew out of

that class of “military service men” which the autocracy

had created in the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth

centuries for the purposes of national defense and im-

perial administration. During the reign of Peter the

Great the nobles still were merely “royal servants,”

obliged to serve the government to the utmost of their

capacity. In the course of the eighteenth century, how-

ever, they succeeded in gradually getting rid of this obli-

gation while retaining, and even greatly increasing, their

privileges. During the reign of Catherine II they became

a privileged order, enjoying special economic and social

rights which were no longer conditioned upon service and

which were embodied in a charter granted to them by

the sovereign (1785). The nobles were freed from both

personal taxation and compulsory military service and

they were also exempt from corporal punishment. They

had the exclusive right of owning serfs and, up to 1801,

they even enjoyed a monopoly of land-ownership. By the

same charter of 1785 they received a corporate organiza-

tion with the right to hold assemblies for the discussion

and management of their affairs. They were also per-
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mitted to elect their own officers (marshals of the nobil-

ity) in each province and district.

Important as these privileges were, they were not meant

to free the nobles from governmental control. Nor were

they based on a constitutional foundation. The charter

that had been given to the nobles by an autocratic sov-

ereign could be taken away from them by another autocrat

(it actually was abolished by Paul I only to be restored

later by Alexander I). Thus the nobles’ privileges by no

means constituted a limitation of autocracy: they were

social and economic, not political. If under Catherine II

the nobles played an all-important part in the govern-

ment, this was due to the peculiar conditions of the time

—the necessity for a sovereign who had but a doubtful

legal claim to the throne to base her power on the sup-

port of the nobility. Neither Paul, nor Alexander I, nor

Nicholas I felt entirely dependent on this support and

no one of them can be truly called a “nobleman’s tsar.”

And yet, with all these reservations, it still must be ad-

mitted that, because of its social importance, the nobility

certainly exercised great influence in state affairs. Eco-

nomically it was by far the strongest group in Russia so

long as landownership remained the chief source of wealth

in the country. The nobles alone constituted “society” in

the limited sense of the word, shining at the imperial

court and dominating the social life both in the urban cen-

ters and in the country districts. Well into the nine-

teenth century the nobility and the educated class re-

mained almost synonymous terms. It was from their

ranks that most of the officers in the army and officials in

the civil administration were recruited. In the provinces

they were supreme up to the second half of the nineteenth

century. Not only did they possess patrimonial jurisdic-

tion over the serf population of their estates, but as a



RUSSIA IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 11

rule they also held all the important offices of local ad-

ministration.

The basis for the economic and social predominance of

the nobility was serfdom, another institution that was a

legacy of the past. Together with autocracy and the

new nobility serfdom developed in that period of Russian

history when a national state was being formed under the

leadership of Moscow. Its appearance was due partly to

economic causes which tended to increase the material

dependence of the peasants upon the landlords. Rut this

economic process was greatly strengthened and accele-

rated by a governmental policy which had both financial

and military aims in view. The peasants were by far the

largest group of taxpayers in the country and they alone

were able to furnish the labor which was necessary for

cultivating the lands of the “military service men.” To
insure the collection of taxes and the cultivation of lands

the government wanted to check the migrating tendencies

of the Russian peasants, to make them stay where they

were, in other words to attach them to the soil. By the

middle of the seventeenth century the process of enserf-

ment had been completed. It remained for the eighteenth

century to extend serfdom territorially and to make its

bonds stronger.

By the beginning of the nineteenth century the au-

thority of the landlords over their serfs became in fact

all-embracing and almost unlimited. The landlord had

the right to dispose of the person of his serfs : to sell them,

to mortgage them, to give them away as a gift. He also

had the right to exploit his serfs
7

labor without compen-

sation. Some of them he would retain in his household as

domestic servants, while the majority would be employed

as laborers on his land. Or he might substitute for this

corvee a monetary contribution—a kind of quit-rent

—
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paid to him by the serfs out of their earnings. Moreover,

the landlord exercised police authority over his serfs and

he was their sole judge in all but grave criminal cases.

The government, however, did not abdicate entirely in the

landlord’s favor. His was the duty to provide food for

his serfs in the periods of bad harvest and famine. A
legal limit was set to the exploitation of serfs

5

labor : as

far as the corvee was concerned, three days a week was
officially proclaimed to be the maximum (1797), although

in a great many cases the landlords disregarded the gov-

ernment’s legislation. Finally, the landlords were pro-

hibited by law from maltreating their serfs. But again,

as in the case of excessive exploitation, the law was far

from being always enforced and many offenders undoubt-

edly remained unpunished.

Between the nobility at the top and the peasantry at

the bottom of the social ladder stood the middle classes

of the Russian society—various categories of city inhab-

itants and the clergy. Neither in numbers 1 nor in in-

fluence were these groups particularly important. The
relative weakness of the middle classes remained one of

the outstanding features of Russian social organization

up to the very end of the imperial regime; it was, of

course, even more pronounced at the beginning of the
nineteenth century. Urban life was still but feebly devel-

oped, and no strong and influential bourgeoisie of the
west-European type existed. Under the law the higher
categories of the merchants enjoyed some of the privi-

1 At the end of the eighteenth century the peasants constituted

94.5 per cent of the population, the city inhabitants less than 3.5
per cent, the nobility a little over 1 per cent and the clergy 1 per
cent.

.

Of the whole peasantry, 55 per cent were serfs belonging
to private landlords while the rest were crown serfs or free
peasants.
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leges that belonged to the nobility: like the nobles

they were exempt from personal taxation, compulsory

military service, and corporal punishment. Nevertheless,

their social status remained an inferior one. As a class,

they had no voice in matters of government. They did

not play an important part in the cultural life of the

country and they did not belong to “society.” They re-

mained a group apart, almost a caste, the young men
rarely marrying outside of their own class and, as a rule,

inheriting from their fathers both their social status and

their occupation.

The same would be true of the clergy. Although they

benefited from similar exemptions, it is impossible to see

in them a privileged order. With the exception of a small

number of the higher clergy, the social position of the

group was a humble one, while the life of the parish

priests in country districts did not differ to any noticeable

degree from that of the peasants.

NEW TENDENCIES—POLITICAL IDEAS AND ECONOMIC

DEVELOPMENT

Russian history is rich in contradictions. The one that

was brought about by Russia’s westernization is perhaps

particularly striking. In opening the way to west-Euro-

pean influences the Russian autocracy was guided chiefly

by considerations of a practical nature: it wanted first

of all to strengthen national defense and to improve the

machinery of government. But by pursuing this course

it inevitably fostered the development of new tendencies

which ultimately were bound to undermine its founda-

tions. Thus, in a way, the autocracy was working for its

own destruction.

To confine the process of westernization to the borrow-

ing of west-European technique, while preserving intact
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Russia’s cultural isolation, was practically impossible.

Western technique and western ways of living were in-

evitably followed by western ideas. And among these

were ideas of constitutional government, civil equality

and personal liberty. Under Catherine II the government

itself sponsored for a while the spread in Russia of the

French philosophy of “Enlightenment”; the writings of

Montesquieu, Voltaire, Diderot and other Encyclopedists

received the sovereign’s stamp of approval. It is true

that Catherine succeeded in combining an intense admira-

tion for the principles of French philosophy with an

equally strong conviction that autocracy was the only

possible form of government in Russia. It is also true

that her original enthusiasm for liberal ideas cooled down
considerably after the outbreak of the French Revolution

and, by the end of her life, almost completely disap-

peared. But not all of her subjects were ready to draw
conclusions from the precepts of their French teachers

similar to those drawn by the Empress, nor were they

willing to stop when she wanted them to go no further.

In the second half of the eighteenth century “Voltairian-

ism” became quite an important feature in the intellectual

life of the small group of educated Russians.

Another powerful influence was that of Free Masonry
with its ideas of universal brotherhood and its emphasis

upon civic duty. With many persons it was nothing but

a pose or a passing intellectual fashion
;
but there was also

a minority of sincere and serious-minded men for whom
the new ideas had a vital and permanent significance.

Already in Catherine’s time we see the formation in Rus-
sia of a liberal public opinion and the beginnings of politi-

cal opposition. It is not without justification that Novi-

kov and his group of Moscow Masons, on the one hand,

and Radishchev with his famous book, “A Journey from
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St. Petersburg to Moscow’ 5

(1790), on the other, are con-

sidered as precursors of the Russian intelligentsia of a

later day.

All three bases of the traditional social and po-

litical order were made subject to attack and criticism.

To the principle of autocracy was opposed the ideal of

constitutional government. The predominance of the no-

bility was disputed in the name of civil equality; serf-

dom was attacked as an intolerable social injustice. So

far the opposition was confined merely to a small group

of educated men and it took the form of a literary cru-

sade rather than that of organized political activity. But

even in this form it was significant as the beginning of

a movement which grew uninterruptedly, increasing in

strength and in volume until it resulted in an open con-

flict between the government and the liberal section of

public opinion. In the eyes of these men autocracy had

ceased to be an historical necessity. With imperial ex-

pansion completed in its main outlines and with security

from foreign attack more or less guaranteed, there seemed

to be no longer any justification for a permanent dictator-

ship. And with the development of national culture the

civilizing mission of autocracy began to be questioned as

well. The educated Russians became of age and began

to resent governmental tutelage. Before long they would

demand for themselves a share in the management of

national affairs.

While intellectual progress was leading men to chal-

lenge the wisdom and validity of the existing social and

political order, important changes were gradually taking

place in the economic life of the country. Ultimately

these changes were bound to undermine serfdom and with

it the social predominance of the landowning nobility.
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Many decades still separated Russia from the period

when she was to feel the full strength of the Industrial

Revolution with its inevitable and far-reaching conse-

quences. But even in the beginning of the nineteenth cen-

tury one can clearly discern some new phenomena which

were preparing the ground for this Revolution. Accumu-

lation of capital inside of the country and the increasing

participation of Russia in international trade led to a

more rapid growth of industry and commerce. Under the

influence of this development agriculture, although still

based on serfdom, began to change its character. The

landlords were becoming more and more interested in pro-

ducing for the market. This was particularly true in the

fertile South where agricultural production, thanks to

Russia’s rapidly increasing exports of grain, was greatly

stimulated. In the North, where the land was not so

fertile, the landlords displayed a constantly growing de-

sire to turn from agriculture to other fields of economic

activity. Here they would employ the labor of their serfs

in the factories built on their estates, or else derive their

income chiefly, if not exclusively, from their serfs’ earn-

ings.

Both in the South and in the North the economic sys-

tem based on serfdom was trying not without some suc-

cess to adapt itself to new conditions. But as time went

on, it became more and more obvious that in the long run

serfdom was incompatible both with industrial progress

and the growth of capitalistic agriculture. The produc-

tivity of serf labor was low and it could not be substan-

tially raised. Scarcity of free labor was a serious ob-

stacle to the further development of industry. A con-

flict between serfdom and the vital needs of the nascent

Russian capitalism was becoming inevitable.
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GOVERNMENTAL POLICIES UNDER ALEXANDER I (1801-1825)

AND NICHOLAS I (1825-1855)

Such were the general conditions which Alexander I

and Nicholas I both had to face. It must be admitted

that theirs was an extremely difficult task. On the one

hand, they inherited firmly established political tradi-

tions—traditions which they considered it their duty to

preserve. On the other hand, they were confronted with

the development of new tendencies which were a natural

result of Russia’s changed international position. These

new tendencies were inevitably coming into a conflict

with the old order of things. Both of these rulers tried,

each in his own way, to meet the demands of new times

without sacrificing the foundations of the old political

system. In some respects this attempt was a partial suc-

cess, in others a complete failure. If there were at times

glaring contradictions in the governmental policies under

Alexander and Nicholas, this was perhaps unavoidable:

the contradictions lay in the situation itself.

The chief concern of the Russian government of that

period was first to put its own house in order, that is, to

establish the properly organized and efficient administra-

tive machinery which had been previously lacking. As a

result, administrative reform took precedence over all

other problems of governmental policy. The aim was to

make the Russian government a “well-regulated mon-

archy” which henceforward would rest on the firm foun-

dation of law, to create a system of governmental agencies

with clearly established spheres of activity, and to define

their relation to the supreme power in a wTay that would

make any further uncertainty impossible. This aim was

at least partially achieved. It was in the first quarter of

the nineteenth century that modern Russian bureaucracy
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was born. It was also during this period that modern

notions of law first found their way into Russia, and that

the principle of separation of powers was more or less

consistently applied. Initiative in legislation belonged

to the sovereign alone, but each law had to be first dis-

cussed in the Council of State (1810), a body of govern-

mental experts appointed by the Emperor, which took the

place of the Senate as the highest state institution. The
executive branch of the government was represented by

the Ministries which were finally organized in 1811.

These were state departments of the usual west-European

type, each with a well-defined competence and each under

the direction of a minister who was personally responsible

for the legality of its actions. Somewhat later the re-

form of central government found its necessary comple-

tion in the publication of a systematic code of Russian

laws (1832). Both the codification of laws and the or-

ganization of the Russian bureaucracy on a modern basis

were principally the work of one man, Michael Speranski

(1772-1839), whose administrative genius remains per-

haps unequaled in Russian history.

Even after this work had been completed, there still

existed a wide gap between the ideal and reality. Side

by side with regular legislative procedure there developed

a practice of exceptional legislation, and the administra-

tion did not always feel itself bound to keep within the

limits of law. It must also be remembered that both the

reform of local government and that of the judiciary had
to wait until the second half of the nineteenth century.

And yet, in spite of these limitations, the system of cen-

tral government as organized in that period was an im-

mense improvement upon the more or less chaotic con-

ditions that had prevailed in the eighteenth century.

With slight modifications it persisted almost intact up
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to the constitutional reform of 1905-1906 and, from the

purely technical point of view, it proved to be fairly effi-

cient. Moreover, to use the words of a modern historian,

there was from that time “a right and a wrong way of

conducting government business in Russia”
;
this in itself

was not a mean achievement.

While these changes in the central administration were

taking place, autocracy lived on intact. In the days of

Alexander, however, the possibility of its transformation

into limited monarchy had been repeatedly discussed in

governmental circles. In fact, this discussion had been

encouraged by the sovereign himself. Brought up in a “re-

publican spirit” and professing his admiration for liberal

principles, Alexander again and again returned to the

idea of a written constitution for Russia only to drop it

each time it approached realization. For example, he

discussed a constitutional charter to be granted to the

Russian people with those intimate friends of his who
formed his “Unofficial Committee” in the first years of

his reign. It was at his express command that several

years later (1809) Speranski prepared an elaborate draft

of a constitution which remained one of the most famous

documents in the history of Russian political thought.

And again, in 1819-1821, another of his collaborators,

Novosiltsev, prepared at the Emperor’s request a project

for an imperial constitution, this time on a federalist

basis. It is well known that none of these attempts led

to any practical results and in each case this was due to

hesitation on the part of Alexander himself. To accuse

Alexander of mere hypocrisy would be unjust. To explain

the failure of his constitutional projects on the basis of

a supposed radical change in his views—a change that in

the middle of his life transformed him from a liberal into

a reactionary—would be to simplify the problem. The
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fact was that throughout his life liberalism and respect

for autocracy continued to co-exist in his complex and

self-contradictory nature. His liberalism did not include

any notion of real self-government, and, while he wanted

a constitution, he desired one that would not limit the

sovereign’s freedom of action.

There were none of these contradictions in Nicholas’

attitude towards the problem. With him a deeply rooted

belief in the sanctity of his office and a whole-hearted de-

votion to the principle of autocracy were combined with

a feeling that it was his duty to combat the “spirit of rev-

olution” both at home and abroad. Domestic and foreign

events alike tended to confirm him in this attitude. In

Russia his accession was greeted by an abortive attempt

at a revolution (the Decembrist rising of 1825), and in

western Europe he was destined to witness the outbreaks

of 1830 and 1848. The guiding motive of his policy be-

came, therefore, a vigorous defense of “legitimacy” in

Russia as well as outside of her borders. Yet in spite

of this Nicholas, no less than Alexander, was painfully

conscious of the outstanding evils of Russian life and he

was sincerely anxious to see the situation improved. His
illusion was that it would be possible to achieve this aim
while leaving intact the foundations of the existing order.

In other words, he wanted reforms, not Reform. And
even these he was determined to carry through by bureau-

cratic means alone, without any cooperation on the part

of those independent public elements which he so deeply

distrusted. Hence the numerous “secret committees”
which throughout the first part of his reign were almost

incessantly discussing various reforms. Hence also the

prodigious growth under Nicholas of what might be called

the emperor’s “personal government.” With the excep-

tion of Peter the Great, no other Russian sovereign ever
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went personally into so many details of administration

and reserved for himself such a large share of govern-

mental business. This is why in Nicholas' time “His

Majesty's Own Chancery" became one of the most im-

portant state institutions. Another outgrowth of the

same tendency was the practice, greatly favored by
Nicholas, of occasionally sending out some trusted gen-

erals, usually his personal aides-de-camp, on inspection

tours into the provinces. The task of these modern

missi dominici was to correct the mistakes and abuses of

local administration, which obviously could not be effec-

tively controlled through regular channels. In a way this

procedure was a striking testimony to the inherent weak-

ness of the imperial system.

The problems of general policy were greatly compli-

cated by the paradoxical situation in some of the border

regions of the Empire. The Polish problem was, of

course, the thorniest. In 1815 the Kingdom of Poland

became a part of the Russian Empire while retaining in

its internal life an autonomous status. Poland was
granted a constitution which in its day was perhaps the

most liberal in Europe. She had her own legislative as-

sembly, her own administration and a charter of civil

liberties. Here was a field where Alexander could try

out his constitutional theories—and the experiment was
not a success. Because of Alexander's inability to play

consistently the part of a constitutional monarch, and

also because of the unwillingness on the part of the Poles

to give up the idea of a restored and independent Poland,

the relations between the Russian sovereign and his Pol-

ish subjects became very strained by the end of Alexan-

der's life. Moreover, it seemed also to many in Russia

that the Empire could not continue to be partly autocratic

and partly constitutional. Alexander himself was un-
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doubtedly aware of the contradiction when he instructed

Novosiltsev to draw up a constitutional project which

contemplated reorganization of the empire on a federal-

ist basis. As nothing came out of the attempt, the real-

ization of the other alternative became more likely : if one

could not make Russia constitutional, one could deprive

Poland of her constitution. This task fell upon Nicholas.

When, in 1830, the Poles rose in a general rebellion to win

back their lost provinces and their independence, Nicholas

felt himself free to break the compact. After the insur-

rection had been suppressed the constitution was abol-

ished. On paper the Poles still retained a certain degree

of autonomy, but actually for the rest of Nicholas’ reign

Poland was placed under a military regime. The Finns

and the Baltic Germans managed to preserve their privi-

leged status more or less intact up to a much later period,

while Transcaucasia and Bessarabia were governed al-

most from the outset as mere Russian provinces.

Next to the reform of the imperial administration the

problem of serfdom occupied the most important place

in the governmental policies of the first half of the nine-

teenth century. It certainly was no less complicated nor

less pregnant with contradictions. Both Alexander and

Nicholas realized that the situation was becoming less and

less satisfactory and that something had to be done to

improve it. The new economic factors, which have been

already indicated, worked incessantly and with increasing

strength to undermine the foundations of serfdom, while

the moral protest against human bondage was also grow-

ing among the advanced groups of educated Russians.

The serfs themselves were restless, and there were no less

than 556 serious outbreaks during the thirty years of

Nicholas’ reign. From the beginning of the century the

government was contemplating an eventual liberation of
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serfs, but again and again it became appalled by the mag-
nitude of the task, dreading grave and perhaps fatal dis-

turbances in the social and economic life of the country.

Opinion prevailed that liberation of the serfs had to be

accompanied by a land settlement, and this was impos-

sible without at least a partial alienation of the landlords’

property. Before this prospect of an attack upon the

vested interests of the landed gentry even the all-powerful

Russian autocracy would naturally shrink. This is why
the government preferred a scheme of gradual emancipa-

tion with the initiative coming from the landlords them-

selves. A law published by Alexander in 1803 permitted

the landlords, if they so desired, to liberate their serfs

and to provide them with land in return for monetary

compensation. The results of the law were negligible be-

cause the majority of the landlords had no desire to part

with their property and the peasants, as a rule, had no

money to pay for the land. In 1842 the government of

Nicholas tried to make the procedure easier for both

sides : under the terms of this new law the landlords could

grant the peasants permanent use of the' land while

themselves retaining the title to the property, and the

peasants could pay for the land by specified services to

the landlord. But this law also, like its predecessor,

was largely inoperative.

Under the circumstances all that remained possible for

the government to do was to introduce specific and par-

tial improvements. Laws were passed, for instance, that

prohibited either the sale of serfs at public auctions or

the separation of members of the same family, and efforts

were made to check the arbitrary rule of the landlords by

defining the punishments which they could legally inflict

upon their serfs. Under Nicholas the position of the

numerous crown serfs was somewhat improved as a result
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of certain administrative changes. More important meas-

ures were taken in connection with the peasantry of

those border regions where the landlords were of a non-

Russian origin. In the Baltic provinces the serfs were

made personally free without, however, obtaining any

land. In the western provinces the duties of the serfs

towards their landlords were defined by law, a substantial

improvement.

As to the general problem of serfdom, the government

continued to move in a kind of vicious circle, always

conscious of the necessity of reform and yet unwilling to

attempt a radical solution. Nobody summed up the situ-

ation better than Nicholas himself. “There is no doubt ,

”

he said in 1842, “that serfdom in its present state is an

evil which is felt by all and is obvious to all, but to touch

it now would be, of course, even a more disastrous evil.”

When we turn now to the educational policy of the

government, we find an equally paradoxical situation.

That the widest possible spread of education in Russia

was a vital necessity was not doubted by the responsible

men in the government. But strong misgiving was often

felt as to the ultimate results of the educational process.

It seemed to the governing circles that special precau-

tions had to be taken lest new ideas undermine the loyalty

of the people toward established authority
;
in pursuing

this course, obviously, they were gravely compromising

the success of their own educational endeavors. In the

early days of Alexander’s reign a very promising start

was made in the field of public instruction. Under the

guidance of the newly established Ministry of Education,

the first institution of its kind in Russian history, sub-

stantial progress was achieved in connection with both

the higher and secondary schools. Instead of the one

university with which Russia had been satisfied until the
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end of the eighteenth century, there were now six. To
these were added in the course of Nicholas’ reign some
technical schools such as the Institutes of Technology in

St. Petersburg and Moscow. During the first half of the

nineteenth century the number of secondary schools was
also growing considerably, but the development of pri-

mary education still lagged far behind. In the beginning

of the century a fair amount of freedom was allowed in

teaching and no attempt was made to apply class dis-

crimination to the educational system. The situation

changed for the worse in the later part of Alexander’s

reign and a reaction set in which affected the universities

in particular. This was part of a general system of cen-

sorship which aimed at controlling the spiritual life of

the nation and at combating all dangerous deviations

from the officially approved dogma. From that time on

and until the period of reforms was inaugurated by Alex-

ander II, this system of strict governmental supervision

both of education and of literature remained an out-

standing feature of Russian life. It became particularly

strong under Nicholas I who, as we know, considered it

his sacred duty to combat the “revolutionary spirit.” It

was under Nicholas that measures were taken to exclude

the lower classes from the higher grades of the educa-

tional system. There was an obvious contradiction be-

tween the desire of the government to promote educa-

tion and its attempt to suppress freedom of thought.

What it wanted was, in the words of a contemporary, “a

fire that would not burn.”

CIVILIZATION AND PUBLIC OPINION

Meanwhile a great change was taking place in the cul-

tural life of the country. The period of apprenticeship

was over
;
the first quarter of the nineteenth century saw
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the birth in Russia of a new national civilization. With

few exceptions the men of the eighteenth century had

been either mere pupils of western Europe or, at their

best, somewhat timid beginners in the ways of independ-

ent cultural endeavor. The educated Russians of the early

nineteenth century were their teachers’ equals in many,

if not in all respects. They were sure of themselves and'

of their right to say what they wanted in their own na-

tional idiom. They still employed western forms of ex-

pression, but they used them with freedom and in a spirit

of critical discrimination. And on all that they borrowed

from western Europe they began to leave an unmistak-

able mark of their own nationality.

The first standard-bearers of modern Russian civiliza-

tion belonged almost exclusively to the privileged minor-

ity. It was not until the thirties of the nineteenth cen-

tury that the representatives of the non-privileged classes

made themselves heard in various fields of intellectual

and artistic activity. But even as late as the middle of

the century the cultural life of Russia still was dominated

by the nobility. This is why one usually speaks of the

civilization of the period as that of the landowning gen-

try. It flourished in particular around the court of St.

Petersburg, in the literary salons of Moscow and in the

“noblemen’s nests” of the country districts. Its exist-

ence was based upon a social injustice, but the realiza-

tion of this fact should not make us blind to its peculiar

charm and beauty. For the visible expression of this

beauty one can turn to the architecture of the period.

West-European in its origin, it was a creative adapta-

tion of the neo-classical “Empire” style of the late eight-

eenth and early nineteenth centuries. More formal and
majestic in the official buildings of St. Petersburg, it ac-

quired a much more intimate and decidedly Russian char-
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acter in Moscow and on the provincial estates of the

gentry where it seemed to harmonize to perfection with

the landscape of the Russian countryside.

But the most striking triumphs of the new Russian

civilization were achieved in the field of literature. Taken
as a whole, the reigns of Alexander and Nicholas remain

the Golden Age in Russian literary history. The period

saw both the full bloom of Russian poetry and the rise of

the Russian novel. Pushkin, Russia’s greatest poet, be-

gan to write under Alexander, but reached the summit

of his literary career under Nicholas. Lermontov, an-

other great poet, belongs entirely to Nicholas’ time, and

so does Gogol, the father of the Russian novel. And the

last years of Nicholas’ reign were marked by the publica-

tion of the first works of Turgenev, Tolstoi, Dostoevski,

and Goncharov. It was also during the same reign that

the national school of Russian music was born with

Glinka, and that Alexander Ivanov completed his “Christ

Appearing Before the People,” perhaps the first work of

genius in the history of modern Russian painting.

That arts and letters flourished in spite of a system of

strict governmental censorship is not perhaps surprising.

Literary and artistic activity does not seem to stand in

any direct relation to the form of government or to gen-

eral political conditions. Democratic Athens and abso-

lutist France alike gave birth to great and enduring civ-

ilizations. What is surprising is the fact that in the

autocratic Russia of that time prohibitive measures, far-

reaching and drastic enough, proved to be unable to

check the progress of a liberal public opinion. A number

of circumstances combined to permit liberalism to make
a fair start in the early part of Alexander’s reign. The
liberal pronouncements of the sovereign himself and ru-

mors as to the contemplated constitutional reform played
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the part of a powerful stimulus in this direction. Then

came the Napoleonic wars which brought a large num-

ber of educated Russians into direct contact with various

currents of western political thought. Many Russian of-

ficers returned to their country after 1815 with an intense

desire to see political changes introduced at home. The
disappointment that followed the failure of all constitu-

tional projects resulted in the formation of a loosely or-

ganized political opposition. The spectacle of the gov-

ernment sponsoring a constitutional regime in Poland

and Finland, while reserving autocracy for the Russians

themselves, added no little bitterness to this dissatisfac-

tion. Such, in brief, was the genesis of the so-called

movement of the Decembrists, the first attempt at a

political revolution in modern Russian history (1825).

The movement was doomed to fail because it was confined

to a small group of educated men, because it was divided

within itself between a moderate and a radical tendency,

and, finally, because it was badly organized and did not

possess a developed revolutionary technique. Yet even in

its failure it made a very strong impression on public

opinion and the Decembrists were regarded by later gen-

erations of Russian liberals and revolutionaries as the

pioneers of freedom.

During the thirty years of Nicholas’ reign autocracy

remained supreme and nobody dared to come out in the

open to challenge its formidable power. But if there was
no political action, there was plenty of thinking, which
became increasingly intense as a result of the impossi-

bility of applying theories to life. Alexander Herzen,
himself a contemporary, has called this period “an amaz-
ing time of outward slavery and inner liberation.” At
first, however, the thoughts of the generation that fol-

lowed the Decembrists were not directed towards poli-
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tics. They passed through a period of enthusiastic in-

terest in abstract philosophical principles as expounded

by the German idealistic philosophy of the time. From
Schelling through Fichte to Hegel—such was the way
that was followed by the outstanding representatives of

“Young Russia” until the majority of them became for a

while “desperate Hegelians.” But there was something

in the very intensity of their philosophical studies which

indicated from the outset that all these theories meant for

them much more than mere intellectual speculation. It

was in the debating “circles” of the period, centered

chiefly around the University of Moscow, that there were

formed some of the most characteristic features of the

later Russian intelligentsia: its idealism and also its im-

practicability, its emphasis upon theory and its unwil-

lingness to compromise, its interest in ethical problems

and its desire to serve humanity. It was also in the

course of these discussions that young noblemen of pro-

gressive tendencies first joined hands with those repre-

sentatives of the lower classes who began to find their

way into educated society. In the days to come these

new elements were destined to give the intelligentsia a

group-consciousness of its own and to contribute to the

triumph in its ranks of more radical tendencies. Of the

earlier members of this group Belinski, the first Russian

literary critic of note, was by far the most remarkable.

By turning literary criticism into a vehicle for carefully

veiled political and social propaganda he was able to exer-

cise a powerful influence upon the youth of his generation,

thus defeating to a considerable extent the vigorous ef-

forts of the censor.

In the forties of the nineteenth century we see the for-

mation in Russia of strong currents of thought, already

somewhat political in nature. It was in those years that
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the battle was raging between the Westerners and the

Slavophils. The main theme of discussion was the mean-

ing of Russian history and the future course of Russia’s

destiny. For the Westerners the difference between Rus-

sia and western Europe was one of degree only. Be-

cause of the unfavorable circumstances of her historical

development Russia was behind the western nations in

her political and social institutions as well as in her

civilization. Fundamentally, however, she was passing

through the same phases of historical evolution, and her

task was to advance with redoubled energy along the road

of westernization and to catch up with the more advanced

nations of the western world. Westernism became,

therefore, a cardinal tenet with all the groups of educated

Russians who desired for their country a constitutional

government. In their philosophy the Westerners, as a

rule, were Rationalists, and their attitude towards re-

ligion* was either hostile or indifferent. For the Slavo-

phils, on the other hand, the difference between Russia

and the western world was one of kind, not of degree.

Russian history had been radically different from that of

western Europe, and her civilization was based on en-

tirely different principles. It was the difference between

the Romano-Germanic world, on the one hand, and the

Slavonic world, on the other (hence the name of the

Slavophils). For the Slavophils Russia’s original civiliza-

tion, in which her Greek-Orthodox religion played an all-

important part, was a cherished possession that should be

by all means preserved intact. Instead of following the

lead of western nations, threatened with inevitable decay,

Russia was to say a new word in human history. More
particularly, the evils of western industrialism could and

should be avoided. In her peasant commune Russia had

a highly valuable institution on the basis of which a bet-
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ter economic system, and one that would satisfy the de-

mands of social justice, could be eventually erected.

Neither was there a place in Russia for the west-Euro-

pean parliamentary constitutionalism. The peculiar Rus-

sian type of government was a benevolent autocracy as-

sisted by an advisory popular body such as the National

Assembly (Zemski Sobor) of the seventeenth century.

At first glance the Slavophil doctrine looked like a
replica of the officially sponsored formula which read

“Orthodoxy, Autocracy, Nationalism.” This is why the

Slavophils have been so often accused of reactionary

tendencies. However, this is a serious mistake. The
Slavophil doctrine, as expressed by its early exponents,

was permeated with a broadly liberal spirit. The autoc-

racy they were thinking about was not like that of Nich-

olas I, with its suppression of public opinion and glorifica-

tion of bureaucratic control. It was a patriarchal and in

a way even a democratic monarchy, serving the cause of

4
social justice and based upon freely-given popular sup-

port. Similarly, the Slavophil’s conception of Ortho-

doxy was that of a free and independent Church which

would occupy a leading place in the country’s spiritual

life because of its inherent strength and not because of

governmental protection. And finally, what they wanted

was a spontaneous and untrammeled development of Rus-

sian nationality and not a rigid formula of official na-

tionalism forced upon the country from above.

Here then was a common ground on which the Wes-

terners and the Slavophils could meet. Both schools were

in favor of public control over the bureaucracy, both were

asking for personal liberty, and, above all, both insisted

on the abolition of serfdom.

Another important phenomenon in the history of Rus-

sian political ideas of the period was the birth of Russian
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socialism. Its origin was also west-European, but in this

case the predominant influence was French, not Ger-

man. The writings of Saint-Simon and Fourier served

as the starting point for the development of the Russian

socialist doctrine. As yet this doctrine was of a purely

theoretical nature and it was confined to a few intellec-

tuals
;
nevertheless, it was in this very circle of literary

men that theories were worked out which a few decades

later became a source of inspiration for revolutionary

activity. In their general outlook these early Russian

socialists, of whom Alexander Herzen was the most out-

standing representative, occupied a peculiar position mid-

way between the Westerners and the Slavophils. They
shared with the Westerners a critical attitude towards

Russia’s past and present as well as a preference for

rationalistic philosophy, but they stood closer to the

Slavophils in their distrust of west-European parliamen-

tary democracy, in their belief that it was Russia’s mis-

sion to bring a new message to the world, and also in

their idealization of the peasant commune, which seemed

to them the nucleus of a better social order. It is hardly

necessary to add that the socialists were even more
strongly opposed to the existing political regime than

either the Westerners or the Slavophils.

THE CRIMEAN WAR AND THE COLLAPSE OF THE OLD ORDER

The reign of Nicholas ended in Russia’s military and

diplomatic defeat in the Crimean War (1853-1855), a war
in which she had to face single-handed a strong coalition

of west-European powers. The immediate origin of the

war lay in the conflict between Russia’s interests in the

Near East with those of France and England. Russia

wanted to establish her control over the Straits, and she

claimed a right of protectorate over the Greek-Orthodox
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subjects of the Sultan, while neither the French nor the

British were prepared to permit her ascendancy in the

Near East. A contributing cause of no small importance

was that feeling of distrust which had been aroused in

the public opinion of western Europe by Russia's foreign

policy in the first half of the nineteenth century.1 This

had been a policy of active intervention in west-European

affairs, in the name of the Holy Alliance under Alexander

and in defense of “legitimacy” under Nicholas. In both

cases it inevitably clashed with the growing tendencies

towards democracy and national independence which be-

came so strongly pronounced in this period of European

history. In 1830-31 Nicholas was vigorously opposed

both to the July revolution in France and to the cause of

Belgian independence; his suppression of the Polish re-

bellion made him extremely unpopular with the French

and the British liberals whose sympathies were entirely

on the Polish side. In 1848-49 he again attempted to

combat the revolution in France, he came out against

the constitutional movement both in Prussia and in Aus-

tria, he supported the Austrian government diplomati-

cally and financially in its struggle with the Italian na-

tionalists and he sent an army into the Austrian Empire

to help Francis Joseph crush the Hungarian insurrection.2

The result was that when the war broke out over the

1 Russian interference in west-European international politics

had been persistent since the days of Catherine the Great. Europe

had not forgotten the presence of Russian troops on Napoleonic

battlefields nor the presence of Russian influence at Vienna in 1815.

2 These events strengthened the great fear of the Russian army

which was widespread in Europe during the first half of the nine-

teenth century and constituted an important factor in the Euro-

pean appraisal of Russia and its purposes during that period. The

Crimean War, needless to say, exploded the myth of the great

strength of the Russian army.
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Near Eastern question, it assumed in the eyes of west-

European liberals the character of a crusade against

autocracy and “oriental barbarism” in defense of freedom

and civilization. To make Russia’s isolation even more

complete her own allies, Austria and Prussia, not only did

not come to her assistance but assumed towards her an

attitude that was far from being friendly. Fought under

these circumstances, the Crimean War turned out to be

extremely unfortunate for Russia. In spite of the bravery

of her soldiers, Russia was defeated on her own territory

chiefly because her army was poorly supplied and badly

managed, while inefficiency prevailed in the rear. The

outcome of the war was a sad blow to Russia’s military

and political prestige.

It was a sad blow also to the authority of the Russian

government at home. How could it demand unquestion-

ing obedience from its own subjects when it revealed it-

self impotent to protect Russia’s place in international

relations? And did not the war expose with painful ob-

viousness all the crying evils of Russian life, the country’s

economic backwardness, the incompetence of bureau-

cracy, the dishonesty of many officials, and the general

weakness of public spirit ? The sense of national humili-

ation added new fuel to the fire of discontent which had

been burning for years in the souls of many educated

Russians. Among them opposition to the existing order

of things became almost universal. The feeling that the

old system was fundamentally wrong and that immediate

reforms were a vital necessity was no longer confined to

the liberal Westerners and Slavophils, but was also shared

by many conservatives. Nicholas himself was forced to

come to the conclusion that his regime was a failure. He
died a bitterly disappointed monarch, leaving his son and
successor a sadly deranged estate.



CHAPTER II

REFORM AND REACTION

(1855-1905)

* THE REFORMS OF ALEXANDER II

The reign of Alexander II (1855-1881) is a landmark

in Russian history; during this period there occurred a

series of far-reaching reforms which profoundly changed

the life of the country. Alexander II was not a reformer

by nature. But he was intelligent enough to be able to

read the signs of the times, and courageous enough, at

least during the early part of his reign, to subordinate his

personal feelings to considerations of state. Some of his

reforms suffered at the outset from compromise with

vested interests
;
others were distorted as a result of the

reaction which set in during Alexander’s own life-time.

Because of these facts the “Great Reforms” have some-

times been harshly criticized and their wisdom has been

questioned in the light of subsequent developments. The

proper historical approach, however, is to judge them

on the basis of a comparison with the old order of things

which they were designed to modify. They stand this

test, and the customary division of nineteenth-century

Russian history into pre-reform and post-reform periods

seems to be fully justified.

By far the most important event of the reign of Alex-

ander II was the abolition of serfdom (1861). Such an

act could hardly be postponed any longer. Economic

development and pressure of public opinion were steadily

35
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undermining the foundations of serfdom while the rest-

lessness of the serfs made the government fear another

general peasant uprising. Like his predecessors, Alexan-

der II began by trying to persuade the landlords to take

the initiative
;
accordingly he pointed out to them that it

was “better to abolish serfdom from above than to wait

till it begins to abolish itself from below.” When, how-

ever, he saw that this initiative was slow in manifesting

itself and that the majority of the Russian nobles were

still clinging to the rights which they enjoyed under serf-

dom, he decided to take matters into his own hands. It

was the government which forced upon the unwilling no-

bility an open discussion of the reform, and it was the

government which declared in the early stages of this dis-

cussion that the emancipation must be accompanied by a

land settlement for the liberated serfs. The reform was

actually carried through by the autocratic sovereign, in

cooperation with a few enlightened bureaucrats and the

liberal section of public opinion, against strong opposi-

tion on the part of the majority of the nobles. For three

years a fierce struggle went on over the terms of the pro-

posed settlement; if the final results were not entirely

satisfactory to the peasants they still were immeasurably

more advantageous to their interests than if the whole

matter had been left in the hands of the landlords.

The legal aspect of the reform, the abolition of human
bondage, stands out as its most conspicuous and, at the

same time, its most beneficial feature. The very fact that

over 40 millions of human beings were liberated goes

far to justify the description of the Emancipation as

“perhaps the greatest single legislative act in the world’s

history.” However, the economic side of the reform is

obviously open to criticism. Generally speaking, the

peasants retained in their hands that part of the land
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which they had been permitted as serfs to use for their

own maintenance. The landlords were compensated for

the loss of this property by the state, but the peasants

had to repay the sum to the Treasury in annual install-

ments spread over a period of forty-nine years. Condi-

tions varied with different localities and different groups

of the peasantry, but in most cases the land allotments

were too small, and the redemption payments proved to

be too heavy a burden for the peasants. Even so the re-

form involved a forcible alienation of a very substantial

part of the landlords’ property, and in Russia the terms

of the land settlement consequent upon the Emancipa-

tion were considerably more generous than they had been

in west-European countries. One feature of this settle-

ment, however, was rather unfortunate. As a rule the

land was not given outright to individual peasants but

was transferred to the village communes whose members

were to receive equal allotments along with the right of

periodical redistribution. In pursuing this course the

sponsors of the reform were guided partly by interests of

fiscal policy (the commune was made responsible for the

payment of its individual members’ taxes and redemption

installments), and partly by a desire to prevent loss of

land by the peasants and the formation of a rural prole-

tariat. Subsequent developments showed, however, that

the commune was not able to perform successfully the

functions expected of it, while at the same time it became

an obstacle to agricultural progress.

The Emancipation was highly significant not only in

itself but also as a starting point for a number of other

important reforms. With the abolition of serfdom the

patrimonial jurisdiction and police authority which the

landlords had exercised over their serfs disappeared auto-

matically, and at the same time a blow was dealt to the
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prestige of the nobility in the country districts. A thor-

ough reorganization of local government, up to this time

entirely in the hands of the nobles, became imperative.

In 1864 the so-called Zemstvo institutions were estab-

lished in Russia. Three groups participated in the elec-

tions to the District Zemstvo Assembly : the private land-

owners, the peasant communes, and certain categories of

the urban population. The District Zemstvo elected a

permanent governing board and sent representatives to

the Provincial Zemstvo, which in turn elected its own
governing board. Both in the districts and in the prov-

inces the Zemstvos concerned themselves with problems

of public welfare, while general administrative functions

and the exercise of police authority remained in the hands

of crown officials. The Zemstvos in order to carry on

their work were permitted to levy taxes for local needs.

Their membership was elected on the basis of an un-

equal franchise, with the landowning nobility still occu-

pying the most prominent place. Nevertheless, when
compared with the situation before the reform this system

was a decided step forward. The principle of self-gov-

ernment was openly recognized and an opportunity was

given to various social classes to cooperate in improving

local conditions. That this opportunity was not neglected

is shown by the fact that during the period of their exist-

ence the Zemstvos performed a highly valuable work

which greatly contributed to the economic and cultural

progress of rural Russia.

Scarcely less important than these changes in local

government was the reform of the law courts (1864). To
appreciate its significance one has to take into account

the conditions which existed in the first half of the nine-

teenth century. The old courts were among the worst
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features of pre-reform Russia. Based on class distinc-

tions, the administration of justice was in the hands of

ill-paid, badly-trained and frequently corrupt magistrates

who were subservient to the authorities and to the wealth-

ier classes. The hearings were secret and there were no

lawyers to protect the interests of the defendant. The
procedure was slow and costly in the extreme. The re-

form of 1864 proclaimed the principle of “laws equally

just to all” and did away with class distinctions. The
courts were made independent of the administration, the

judges became irremovable and were properly remune-

rated. Trials were made public, the jury was introduced,

and the Bar was established. The whole procedure, from

the lowest courts to the highest, was thoroughly reorgan-

ized. From that time on Russia possessed a judicial sys-

tem which could compare favorably with those of other

civilized countries.

The last reform of major importance was the reor-

ganization of the army (1874). Up to that time the

whole burden of military conscription had rested on the

lower classes of the population, who had to serve in the

army for a very long period of time and under extremely

harsh and exacting conditions. The reform of 1874 estab-

lished universal military service.1 The term of actual

service was reduced from twenty-five to six years, and its

conditions were improved to a very considerable extent.

Treatment of soldiers became immeasurably more hu-

mane, the whole system of training was reorganized, and

special attention began to be paid to the problem of gen-

1 Universal military service, as used in the law of 1874, really

meant universal obligation to serve if called. Exemptions were

regularly granted to only sons and to others who were the sole

support of their families. Educated persons enjoyed a greatly

reduced term of service.
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eral education in the ranks. Like the new courts, the

new army was a symbol of Russia’s modernization.

RUSSIA AFTER THE REFORMS

It is not difficult to see that all the major reforms of

Alexander II tended in one direction, the breaking down
of legal barriers which the old order had erected between

the various classes. The abolition of serfdom did away
with the fundamental distinction between those who were

and those who were not personally free. In the Zemstvo

assemblies the liberated serfs sat side by side with their

former masters and were looked upon, at least theoreti-

cally, as equals of the representatives of other classes.

The new courts introduced the ideal of “laws equally just

to all” and as a rule adhered to this ideal in practice.

And finally, the reorganized Russian army was based on

the democratic principle of compulsory military service

on the part of every citizen. It must be said, however,

that even after the Emancipation the peasants did not

become full-fledged citizens. As members of the village

commune they could not dispose of their
,

property and

their freedom of movement was somewhat limited. For

minor offenses they were tried by special courts on the

basis of special laws. And the poll-tax, which they still

had to pay and from which other classes were exempt,

was a mark of their social inferiority. But even with

these limitations, the general effect of the reforms was
to bring Russia many steps nearer civil equality.

The same leveling process was at work in the field of

economic and social relations. As a result of the Emanci-
pation the nobility lost not only a considerable part of

their land, but also their free supply of labor. Hindered

by lack of initiative, of special training and of capital,

many of the former serf-owners failed to adjust them-
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selves to new conditions. There were many cases of

downright bankruptcy, and still more numerous were the

occasions when the owners of the estates preferred to sell

their land rather than to struggle against adverse circum-

stances. The transfer of land from the nobles to the

non-noble owners remained one of the outstanding phe-

nomena in the economic life of Russia up to the end of

the imperial regime. Together with the nobility’s land

ownership, the social hegemony of the nobles within the

country was gradually passing away.

What was lost by the nobles was gained by other social

classes. It was only after the Emancipation that there

began in Russia that advance of the middle classes which

had been going on in western Europe for centuries. The
accelerated development of industry, to which more at-

tention will be paid in another section, resulted in the

growth of a bourgeoisie
;
wealth other than in land began

to serve as a foundation for high social position. Growth

of trade made the merchant class more numerous and

more important and there was a noticeable effort on the

part of many merchants to rise above their former social

and cultural standards. The reforms, moreover, opened

new fields of activity which did not exist before. Work
in the Zemstvos and in the new courts, even in some of

the governmental departments, began to attract many
public-spirited men who under the old order would have

shunned governmental service and condemned themselves

to inactivity. Economic progress called for an increasing

number of technical specialists
;
the growing demand for

popular education and a general intellectual awakening

were responsible for a notable increase in the numbers

of teachers, writers, and journalists. For the first time

in Russian history the doctor, the lawyer, the university

professor, the engineer, were coming to the forefront as
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important and influential members of society. One may
say that a new class, that of the professional men, made
its appearance in Russia.

By all these changes the Russian intelligentsia 1 which

had been formed in the preceding period was greatly af-

fected. Confined in the beginning to the progressive mem-
bers of the nobility, the ranks of the intelligentsia were

now rapidly increased by professional men and represen-

tatives of the middle classes in general No longer were

the enlightened noblemen the standard-bearers of edu-

cation and progress. Their place was being taken by the

middle class intellectuals, who as a rule were less refined

in their culture and more radical in their social and politi-

cal views. It was only with the appearance of the middle-

class element that the intelligentsia acquired a definite

group-consciousness and became the backbone of the

political opposition.

In no other field was the advance of the middle classes

so pronounced as in that of education. The reforms

played the part of a powerful stimulant to the intellectual

life of the country; there was a widespread and inces-

santly growing demand for knowledge on the part of

practically all groups of the population. Throughout the

second half of the nineteenth century one can observe a

steady progress both with regard to the universities and

the secondary schools; moreover, it was in this period

that, thanks to the active participation of the Zemstvos,

a real start was made in the field of primary education.

The number of schools not only increased, but the dis-

tribution of students between the various social classes

also underwent a significant change. In this field as in

x The word “intelligentsia” is used in this study in a limited

sense, to designate the politically-minded part of the educated

class in opposition to the government.



REFORM AND REACTION 43

others the nobility was gradually losing its former pre-

dominance; by the end of the period students of noble

origin represented but a minority both in the universities

and the secondary schools. As for governmental policy,

it remained, as before, self-contradictory, fluctuating be-

tween a fairly liberal stand at one time and a decidedly

reactionary one at another. But no artificial obstacles

could effectively block the cultural progress of the middle

classes and, to a lesser extent, even that of the peasantry.

The development which was taking place in the schools

was but a reflection of the general trend of social evolu-

tion within the country. Beginning with the period of the

reforms a democratic society was growing in Russia under

an autocratic government.

THE CREED OF THE “INTELLIGENTSIA”

The new social groups that became predominant in the

ranks of the intelligentsia brought with them new ideas.

The outstanding Russian intellectuals of the preceding

period were romanticists and idealists, brought up in the

school of German metaphysics and deeply interested in

philosophy, poetry, and art. Even when they became

engaged in a discussion of political and social problems,

their politics retained a broadly philosophical character.

The new generation that took the place of these early

intellectuals was of a widely different nature. They liked

to call themselves “critical realists.” They had no use

for metaphysics, and professed indifference to the esthetic

side of life. For them the universe was “not a temple,

but a workshop,” and they aspired to be artisans of

progress with scientific knowledge as their tool. This

positivist reaction against the romantic idealism of the

earlier generation was one of the outstanding features

of the movement known as “Nihilism” which took place
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in the sixties. Nihilism was primarily a revolt of youth

against traditional authority
;

it had for its chief purpose

the liberation of the individual from all established con-

ventions. Nothing was sacred to the Nihilists (hence

their very name)
;
nothing was to be accepted as valid

unless it could stand the test of rational criticism. Eman-
cipation of woman was one of their favorite battle-cries

and, as a matter of fact, the Russian girl of the educated

class became emancipated long before her west-European

or even her American sisters. Although Nihilism as such

was devoid of a definite political character, this general

defiance of authority could not fail to produce a revolu-

tionizing effect.

The real social movement came forward in the next

decade with so-called “Populism.” In contradistinction

to the Nihilists, the Populists were interested not in the

emancipation of the individual but in finding a solution

for the social problem. The dominating idea of Populism

was that of the moral duty on the part of the intelligentsia

to serve the “people,” identified in practice with the peas-

antry. For centuries the educated class of Russia had

been living and developing^ at the expense of peasant suf-

fering
;
now was the time to repay the debt. The intel-

lectuals had to “go to the people,” to live and to work
among the peasants and to lead the latter along the path

of cultural and social progress. In the early seventies

young men and young girls of the educated class began by
hundreds to take up different positions in the villages in

order to fulfill this obligation. The movement was re-

markable for its crusading spirit, but also for its lack of

practical preparation and its feebly developed sense of

reality.

Both Nihilism and Populism were extreme manifesta-

tions of the new intellectual tendencies among the young
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Russian radicals, but many of their fundamental tenets

became widely accepted by the intelligentsia as a whole

and were destined to dominate the educated class of the

country for a long time. One may say that throughout

the second half of the nineteenth century the majority

of Russian intellectuals remained socially- and politically-

minded almost to the complete exclusion of any other

spiritual interest. The idea of civic duty reigned su-

preme. Art for art’s sake became a dangerous heresy, and

all artistic activity had to be subordinated to demands of

a utilitarian nature. Generally speaking, the age of

poetry was over and the ideal of truth was boldly substi-

tuted for that of beauty not only in literature, but also in

painting and, in some cases, even in music. Criticism be-

came political and social, rather than literary or artistic.

A novel, a picture, a play, or a poem was hailed or voted

down not on its proper merits but because it was progres-

sive or reactionary, as the case might be. A typical mem-
ber of the intelligentsia was either indifferent or openly

hostile towards religion and tended to be profoundly sus-

picious of every idealistic interpretation of the universe.

As always there were some notable exceptions; giants

like Tolstoi and Dostoevski could go their own way
without impairing thereby their popularity. Rut what

was permitted to a genius was not forgiven in the case of

a lesser man. As a rule the intelligentsia was intolerant

and uncompromising in its attitude toward the dissenters.

THE REVOLUTIONARY MOVEMENT UNDER ALEXANDER II

It may seem at first puzzling that the reforms of Alex-

ander II, far-reaching as they were, failed to satisfy the

progressive groups of Russian society and that the first

two decades after the Emancipation saw the growth in

Russia of a political opposition which was far more out-
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spoken and determined than it ever had been before. To
say that this opposition was entirely provoked by govern-

mental reaction would be hardly correct : the first revolu-

tionary proclamations, calling for a bitter struggle against

the government, appeared as early as 1861-62, when the

reform movement was still at its height; the first at-

tempt against the emperor’s life took place in 1866, only

five years after the Emancipation. The revival of the

political opposition should be ascribed rather to that gen-

eral atmosphere of change and renovation which the Great

Reforms brought into Russian life. As in the early days

of Alexander I, the reformist policies of the government

again played the part of a powerful stimulus for the

development of advanced political and social ideas among
the educated classes of the Russian people and, as before,

progressive public opinion moved ahead of the govern-

ment. To the reforms that had been granted the opposi-

tion answered with a demand for more reforms.

For the liberals 1 the abolition of serfdom and the in-

troduction of local self-government was but a prelude to

what they called “the crowning of the building,” the

establishment in Russia of a system of national repre-

sentation. Some of the constitutional projects of the

period emanated from the nobility who desired political

gains as compensation for their economic losses under the

Emancipation settlement. Other projects were of a more
unselfish origin and were dictated by a theoretical pre-

dilection for constitutional government. The radicals

went much further than the liberals. What they wanted

was not to substitute a parliamentary regime for autoc-

1 The words “liberalism” and “liberal” are used in this study in

their European sense, namely, to designate the party of moderate

and peaceful reform as distinguished from the revolutionary so-

cialists.
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racy, but to bring about a complete destruction of the old

social order.

From the outset the revolutionary movement of the

sixties and the seventies was completely dominated by

the socialists. It was during these decades that Russian

socialism acquired both a definite doctrine and a fighting

organization. Both in theory and in practice it differed

considerably from the west-European socialism of the

same period. It was based not on the teachings of Karl

Marx but on the ideas of Russian writers such as Herzen

and Chernyshevski. It shared the Slavophils’ belief in

the peculiarities of Russia’s historical development and

it looked upon the Russian peasant, living in his village

commune, as a socialist by instinct and tradition, whose

mission it was to save Russia from capitalism and to

bring her directly into the communist era. Partly be-

cause of this theory and partly because of the fact that

Russian capitalism still was in the first stages of develop-

ment, the early Russian socialists, with few exceptions,

were much more interested in the peasantry than in the

industrial workers. Their socialism, in other words, had

an agrarian character. Another fundamental feature that

distinguished the majority of Russian socialists of the

period was their complete distrust of parliamentary

democracy, which in their eyes had no value whatsoever

even as an intermediary stage of development. What

they wanted was a more or less immediate social revolu-

tion and not a gradual approach to socialism by the long

way of evolution.

At first, however, there was no unanimity of views as

to the proper means to bring about the revolution. Some

admitted the necessity of a preliminary period of propa-

ganda to educate and organize the peasantry, while others

were confident of their ability to stir up a general peasant



48 REFORM AND REACTION

uprising without much preparation. Both methods were

tried by those who “went to the people,” but neither

proved to be a success. The propagandists were not

understood by the peasants and at the same time were

easily detected by the police, while the revolutionary ap-

peals of the more impatient among the Populists failed to

provoke a general insurrection. It was then that the idea

of a direct attack upon the government, led by an or-

ganized minority, took hold of the minds of the majority

of Russian radicals. At the time when west-European

socialism was beginning to ally itself with mass move-

ment, as expressed either in trade-unions or in political

labor parties, the Russian socialists saw themselves forced

to choose the narrow and perilous path of revolutionary

conspiracy.

The prevalence of this tendency among the radical

groups of the intelligentsia was due in no small measure

to the policy of the government. The liberal ardor of

Alexander’s early years was all but spent in the strenuous

effort to carry through the abolition of serfdom. “This

and other reforms met with a tremendous opposition on

the part of those reactionaries who never become recon-

ciled to the new order of things. Throughout the reign

of Alexander II they continued to struggle with the more
liberal elements for predominance in governmental coun-

cils, with the easily influenced emperor vacillating be-

tween the two mutually exclusive policies. The ene-

mies of the reforms skillfully used every opportunity to

strengthen their position with the sovereign. Events like

the Polish insurrection of 1863 and the first attempt upon
Alexander’s life in 1866 were interpreted as indicating the

danger of concessions and the necessity of a sterner pol-

icy. With the growth of the revolutionary movement
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these arguments acquired a more telling effect : in order

to combat radicalism it was deemed necessary to curtail

the reforms that had been granted. Censorship was again

strengthened and freedom of teaching limited. Press

cases and political offenses were exempt from trial by

jury. Side by side with the regular court procedure there

was gradually set up an elaborate system of exceptional

jurisdiction under which offenders were dealt with either

by military tribunals or by means of mere administrative

orders. The Zemstvos were subject to strict governmen-

tal supervision and their activities were constantly inter-

fered with by local authorities. Above all, a firm resist-

ance was offered to any suggestions favoring the limita-

tion of autocracy and the extension of the principle of

self-government to the management of national affairs.

The reaction was not able to nullify the effects of the

reforms and to restore the old order of things, but it

greatly impeded Russia’s progress, and, by generating bit-

terness and distrust, made extremely difficult a peaceful

solution of the country’s outstanding problems. One of

the worst features of this policy was its failure to dis-

criminate between the radical aspirations of the revolu-

tionaries and the more moderate demands of the consti-

tutionalists. With a few notable exceptions the rulers of

Russia were unable to appreciate the wisdom of a policy

that would combat revolution by reform. An attempt of

this kind was made in the last years of Alexander’s reign

by his Minister of the Interior Loris-Melikov, a wise and

able statesman, who, while fully determined to stamp

out revolutionary activities, was nevertheless prepared

to satisfy some of the desires of the progressive groups of

Russian society. He finally succeeded in persuading the

emperor to approve his project (sometimes erroneously
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referred to as a “constitution”) of inviting representatives

of public bodies to cooperate with the government in

working out a program of further reforms. His attempt

was frustrated by the assassination of Alexander II by

the revolutionaries in March, 1881.

This tragic event was the outcome of the desperate

struggle which a small band of determined revolutionaries

waged against the government during the last years of

Alexander’s reign. In 1879 the revolutionaries became

organized under the name of the “Will of the People.”

It was a highly centralized and secret body, with ter-

rorism as its chief weapon. Assassination of several

prominent officials was followed by a series of daring at-

tempts upon the life of the emperor. Although the efforts

of the terrorists were finally crowned with success, the

whole movement must be considered as politically futile.

It is significant only because it reveals the character and

mutual relations of the main forces involved in the

struggle. On the one hand we see the uncompromising

and stubborn autocracy, on the other equally uncompro-

mising and stubborn revolutionaries. Caught between the

two fires were the advocates of a middle course, the Rus-

sian liberals who, while the radicals were throwing bombs
to which the government answered by executions, confined

themselves to voicing their demands and offering coun-

sels of moderation. The tragedy of the constitutional

movement in Russia lay in the fact that it represented

middle class liberalism without a sufficiently active and
numerous middle class from which to recruit its strength.

Deprived of an adequate social base of its own, it could

not ally itself wholeheartedly with either of the two
extremes and so was doomed to fail in its efforts to bring

about a peaceful regeneration of the country.
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POLITICAL REACTION UNDER ALEXANDER III

Alexander III (1881-1894) was profoundly influenced

by the circumstances of his accession. A staunch con-

servative, he had consistently sided with the reactionaries

against the liberals while still heir to the throne. The

assassination of his father confirmed him in this attitude.

Here was a direct attack on the sovereign power, led by

forces of destruction, which had to be repulsed and sup-

pressed without mercy. It was under the influence of

this tragic event that Alexander III decided to discard

the Loris-Melikov project, already approved by his father

but unpublished. A manifesto of the new emperor an-

nounced to the Russian people his firm intention to

“strengthen and guard the autocracy from any possible

encroachments.” After a brief period of hesitation and

uncertainty, during which some of the reforming tenden-

cies of the previous reign were still permitted to exist,

the government of Alexander III finally started upon the

road of complete political reaction. This reactionary

course was pursued until the end of the reign and was

bequeathed by Alexander III to his son and successor,

Nicholas II.

To a very considerable extent this policy was shaped

and inspired by a man whose very name became a sym-

bol of reaction, Constantin Pobedonostsev. A former pro-

fessor of civil law in the University of Moscow, Pobedo-

nostsev had been Alexander’s tutor since the latter’s early

youth and had gained an undisputed ascendancy over the

mind of his royal pupil. As Procurator of the Holy

Synod he was now one of the most influential members

of the government and he remained in this position

throughout the reign of Alexander III and the early part
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of that of Nicholas II. Pobedonostsev was more than a

mere reactionary statesman
;
he was a philosopher of re-

action. In ringing terms he denounced parliamentary

democracy, freedom of the press, separation of church

and state, and even universal education as great fallacies

of modern times working for the destruction of all that

was vigorous and healthy in a nation. From these un-

mitigated evils he wanted to save Russia at any cost.

Under his influence the old formula “Orthodoxy, Autoc-

racy, Nationalism” was revived and given new strength

in its practical applications. Not only was the revolu-

tionary movement stamped out for the time being, but

even moderate liberals were sternly rebuked and silenced.

Censorship was again strengthened and freedom of teach-

ing was further curtailed. The laws concerning local self-

government ’were revised and the Zemstvos became sub-

ject to much stricter governmental supervision. Simul-

taneously, the representation of the nobility in the

Zemstvo assemblies was considerably increased at the ex-

pense of other classes. The nobility once more became a

favorite with the crown. The idea was that the nobles

represented the natural mainstay of autocracy and as

such should be helped to regain their predominant posi-

tion. Among other things the nobles were called upon to

assist the government in exercising paternalistic control

over the peasantry. In 1889 the office of “land captain”

was created. These “land captains” were local officials

appointed by the government from among the landowning

nobility to exercise administrative power and even to a

certain extent judicial authority over the peasants in the

country districts.

The support of orthodoxy was expressed in a policy of

persecution of religious dissenters, the so-called “old be-
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lievers” and the sectarians .
1 Some of these were practi-

cally denied any legal status and were accordingly driven

underground. The position of the Roman Catholics and

the Lutherans (the most numerous of the Protestant de-

nominations in Russia), however, was considerably bet-

ter. They were legally recognized as religious bodies,

having their separate church organizations and owning

property. But even they were discriminated against. To
try to convert a Greek Orthodox into a Roman Catholic

or a Lutheran was a crime punishable under the law,

while it was equally a crime to try to prevent a Roman
Catholic or a Lutheran from becoming a Greek Orthodox.

In cases of mixed marriages children automatically be-

came Greek Orthodox irrespective of their parents’

wishes.

The policy of the government in support of the domi-

nation of the Greek Orthodox Church found a counter-

part in its attitude towards the national minorities. Here

the slogan was “Russia for the true Russians.” Those of

the supposedly pure Great Russian origin had to be given

preference over the White Russians and the Ukrainians,

not to speak of the representatives of alien races. •In the

border provinces “Russification” became the order of the

day. /Efforts were made to force the non-Russian inhab-

itants of these regions to give up their own national tra-

ditions and to recognize the superiority of Russian cul-

ture. This policy was pursued with particular stubborn-

ness with regard to Poland which had lost, after the sup-

1 The “old believers” were a group that split off from the Greek

Orthodox Church in the latter part of the seventeenth century.

They differed from the official church in questions of ritual only.

On the other hand, the sectarians, such as the Dukhobors and the

Molokans, followed religious doctrines that were fundamentally

different from those of the Greek Orthodox Church.
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pression of the insurrection of 1863, the last remnants of

its former autonomy. Even the German barons of the

Baltic provinces, who for generations had been loyal sub-

jects of the Russian monarchy, now were also discrimi-

nated against, although in a somewhat milder fashion.

The chief sufferers of all, however, were the Jews. Since

the beginning of the nineteenth century the majority of

them had been kept within a certain restricted area known
as the “Jewish pale.” Under Alexander III the boun-

daries of the “pale” were narrowed and the prohibition

against living outside the “pale” was strictly enforced.

The civil rights of the Jews were subject to many ob-

noxious restrictions and only a limited number of Jewish

youths were permitted to enter the schools and the uni-

versities.

From the historical point of view the reactionary policy

of Alexander III represented a hopeless anachronism. It

was an attempt to restore a past that was dead beyond

any possibility of resurrection. To base the governmen-

tal policy on an alliance between autocracy and nobility

was to ignore the whole trend of Russia’s social evolu-

tion since the Emancipation. With the abolition of serf-

dom the very basis of the nobility’s power and influence

was irreparably destroyed. Neither economically," nor so-

cially, nor intellectually were the nobles any longer in a

position to dominate the country to the exclusion of other

classes. No less unfortunate than this alliance with the

nobility was the tendency to replace the broad conception

of the Empire as a political structure sheltering many
races and nationalities by a rigid formula of exclusive na-

tionalism, reposing on a narrow ethnical basis. This was

a decided step backward if compared with the more cos-

mopolitan outlook of the imperial government in the days

of Catherine II or in the early part of the nineteenth cen-
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tury. It was a symptom of a mortal disease : the Russian
autocracy was doomed to speedy decay, and while ap-

proaching the end it was losing its imperial conscious-

ness.
THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION

It has already been shown that early in the nineteenth

century capitalistic tendencies became clearly discernible

in the economic life of Russia. Yet so long as Russia’s

national economy remained dominated by serfdom, these

tendencies could not develop to the utmost of their possi-

bilities. In this respect, too, the Emancipation was the

turning point. After a certain period of inevitable con-

fusion, during which the economic life of the country tried

to adjust itself to new conditions, there began that proc-

ess of accelerated industrial progress along capitalistic

lines which might be designated as the coming into Russia

of the Industrial Revolution. The period saw the rapid

development of those technical means without which no

real capitalistic advance was possible. Extensive railroad

building was one of the outstanding features of Russian

life in the latter part of the nineteenth century. At first

concessions for the construction of railroad lines were

granted by the government to private companies. As a

rule, however, these proved to be rather inefficient and

their activities were accompanied by all kinds of ques-

tionable financial transactions. With characteristic pa-

ternalism the government soon decided to take matters

into its own hands. A number of private railroads were

purchased by the Treasury and new lines were built and

operated directly by the government. State railroads

finally became the predominant type in Russia, while

those private lines that were permitted to exist were sub-

ject to a rather strict governmental control. By the end

of the nineteenth century Russia was adding to her rail-
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way mileage more rapidly than any other country in

Europe. If the development of her railroad system still

lagged behind the needs of the country, this was due

partly to the fact that she had started extensive railroad

building rather late and, even more, to the enormous size

of her territory.

Another problem of great importance was that of credit

facilities. Prior to the reform period Russia had practi-

cally no credit system worthy of the name. It was only

after the Emancipation that modern banking began to de-

velop in the country. Here, of course, private initiative

had to play the most important part. But even in this

field the participation of the government was far more

active than in the capitalist countries of western Europe.

Besides the State Bank of the usual type the Russian gov-

ernment established some special credit institutions of its

own. Finally, one of the chief concerns of the government

during the decades in question was the improvement of

the monetary situation. Since the Crimean War Russia

had been living under a most unsatisfactory regime of

depreciated paper currency. From 1862 on a number of

fairly able ministers of finance attempted to establish the

gold standard by gradually increasing the Treasury’s re-

serve. But it was not until 1897 that this attempt proved

successful. The effect of this monetary reform upon Rus-

sia’s economic progress hardly needs to be emphasized.

Not only did it create conditions of stability for commer-
cial operations within the country, but by putting Russian

currency on a basis of parity with those of other coun-

tries it also made possible a very considerable influx of

foreign capital into Russia in the form of loans and in-

vestments.

Closely connected with railroad building and financial

reforms was the rapid industrial development of the coun-
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try. Striking progress was achieved in the metallurgical

industry, greatly stimulated by the discovery of vast de-

posits of coal and iron in South Russia. Another branch

of industry which, towards the end of the century, showed

remarkable progress was the manufacture of textiles, par-

ticularly in Central Russia. Trade grew with industry

and there was a significant increase in the number of

joint-stock companies, a comparatively recent phenome-

non in Russian economic life.

No other single man among the Russian statesmen of

the period was so closely connected with the industrial

revolution as was Witte, Minister of Finance from 1892

to 1903. If Pobedonostsev was a symbol of political re-

action, Witte’s name stood for economic progress. Far

from being a liberal, he was a splendid opportunist, a

business man in politics, and a “modern” in his general

outlook and methods. Devoid of any personal charm and

not always able to inspire confidence in those around him,

he must be given credit for the magnitude of his schemes

and the technical skill he displayed in their execution. It

was 'Witte who finally carried through the monetary re-

form in spite of strong opposition and it was he again

who for some time actually directed railroad building in

Russia, being largely responsible among other things for

the construction of the great Trans-Siberian railroad in

1892-1904. A firm believer in industrialization and with

an ideal of an economically self-dependent Russia before

his eyes, Witte spared no effort to support the develop-

ment of Russian industry by a policy of tariff protection,

governmental guarantees, and subsidies.

One of the inevitable results of the Industrial Revolu-

tion was the growth in Russia of a city proletariat. For

the first time in Russian history the government had to

face the labor problem in its modern aspects. During
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this early period of the capitalistic advance labor condi-

tions in Russia were particularly, unsatisfactory, as they

had been to a greater or less degree in other countries

during similar economic transformations. Because of the

general backwardness of the country, which but yesterday

had emerged from serfdom, these conditions were prob-

ably several degrees worse in Russia than they had been

anywhere else. As a rule the factory hands were over-

worked, underpaid, and badly fed and lodged. To the

ruthless exploitation of their labor by the pioneers of

Russian capitalism the workers answered with sporadic

outbursts of discontent and poorly organized strikes.

The government felt that it must interfere and try to im-

prove the situation. The years 1882-1886 saw the real

beginning of labor legislation in Russia. Although rather

modest in scope and dealing chiefly with the protection

of women and children, these early factory laws repre-

sented a creditable start in the right direction. A decade

later (1897) they were supplemented by a law which lim-

ited day work of adults to eleven and a half hours and

night work to ten hours. To ensure the observance of

these laws the office of factory inspector was established.

The work of these inspectors, however, was not always

sufficient to overcome the stubborn opposition on the part

of many employers. Furthermore, the situation was ag-

gravated by the fact that until 1902 no trade-unions were
permitted by the government to exist. No wonder that

under such limitations the improvement in labor condi-

tions was neither rapid nor substantial enough to prevent

the growth of discontent among the working masses of

the cities.

THE AGRARIAN CRISIS

While Russian industry was making rapid and in some
respects spectacular progress, Russian agriculture was
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passing through a prolonged crisis. As far as large-scale

farming was concerned, this crisis was partly due to the

general depression from which European agriculture was
suffering during the last decades of the nineteenth century

as a result of the growing competition on the part of non-

European countries. In Russia there was an additional

factor: the extremely difficult situation in which many
landlords found themselves after the Emancipation. As
has been indicated above, perhaps the majority of the

former serf-owners possessed neither capital nor the ini-

tiative which would permit them to adjust themselves im-

mediately to new conditions. On the other hand, even

with the credit facilities which they could obtain from

the special Land Bank established for them by the gov-

ernment, many nobles failed to use this assistance to the

best advantage. Thus a long period of time had to pass

before there could arise in Russia a new type of large

landowner, able to organize his farming along capitalistic

lines.

But the gravest problem was the plight of the peasant.

Although conditions differed in various localities and

among various groups of the peasantry, there can be no

doubt that the situation in which the peasants found

themselves towards the end of the nineteenth century was

on the whole most unsatisfactory. Particularly ominous

was the fact that a large part of the Russian people were

living in poverty and were not always able to earn sub-

sistence for themselves or to discharge their obligations

towards the state. At times, as during the severe famine

of 1891-93, conditions became almost catastrophic, but

even in the periods of good harvests the standard of liv-

ing in the villages remained in most cases extremely low.

In the discussion of the Russian agrarian problem two

factors have usually been given prominence as causes of
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the impoverishment of the peasantry : the insufficiency of

land allotments received by the peasants at the Emanci-

pation, and the amount of redemption payments, which,

combined with taxes, constituted too heavy a burden for

them to carry. While it is not possible to deny the

highly unfavorable influence of these factors, one should

be careful not to overemphasize their importance. It is

in the general economic conditions within the country

that one has to look for the principal cause of the crisis.

The whole situation can be summarized as a case of

agrarian over-population. The chief trouble was that

while the rural population was growing very rapidly,

there was very little progress in agricultural technique,

the land was not used to the best advantage, and the

yield of peasant farming remained miserably low. At the

same time the relatively tardy industrialization of the

country made it impossible for the factories to absorb

the excess labor in the countryside. Nor was large scale

capitalistic farming sufficiently developed to provide these

workers with employment. As a result, the majority of

the peasants remained congested in the agricultural re-

gions of central Russia without any real possibility of

improving their conditions. In the eyes of the peasants,

the only remedy for their ills was to obtain more land.

This they were trying to do both by buying and leasing

land from the landlords. But as the methods of cultiva-

tion remained as backward as before, such an extension

of peasant holdings failed to bring about any substantial

improvement while it added, particularly in the case of

rented land, to the financial burden which the peasantry
had to carry.

Still another factor has to be taken into consideration

:

the then prevailing type of peasant tenure in Russia.

The village commune directly interfered with the general
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economic progress of the countryside. By its open-field

system, in which the individual holdings of the peasants

were divided into widely-scattered strips, and by its peri-

odical redistributions of land, the commune thwarted per-

sonal initiative and introduced an element of instability

that was bound to react most unfavorably on all attempts

at technical improvement. At the same time, because of

the joint liability for the payment of redemption install-

ments and taxes, the commune interfered with the free-

dom of movement among the rural population of Russia.

In this way it hindered the natural process of social dif-

ferentiation in the villages and artificially kept in the

overcrowded rural districts many of those peasants who
otherwise would have severed their connection with the

land and would have looked for occupation elsewhere.

It would be unfair to say that the Russian government

of the period neglected the plight of the peasants. Sev-

eral important measures were passed under Alexander III

which attempted to meet the agrarian crisis and to im-

prove the conditions of the peasantry. In 1881 the re-

demption payments were reduced almost twenty-seven

per cent
;
five years later the poll tax was abolished. A

Peasant Land Bank was established in 1882 to grant the

peasants credit for buying land, but the activities of the

Bank did not acquire real importance until after 1905.

Finally, peasant migration to Asiatic Russia was stimu-

lated by a policy of organized governmental assistance

which, however, remained comparatively ineffective until

the construction of the Trans-Siberian railroad.

Important as all these measures were, they were not

sufficient to solve the peasant problem. Partly because

the governmental policy still lacked necessary vigor and

consistency, but chiefly on account of the general eco-

nomic situation, the agrarian crisis continued unabated
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and “land hunger” remained the most powerful motive

in the class psychology of the Russian peasants.

THE LIBERATION MOVEMENT AND THE RUSSO-JAPANESE WAR

During the reign of Alexander III political discontent

and social unrest were largely kept underground. But the

accession of Nicholas II (1894-1917) opened a new period

in the history of the Russian revolutionary movement.

The new sovereign, whose fate it was to become the last

of the Romanovs, assumed his duties with an intention

“to maintain the principle of autocracy as firmly and un-

swervingly as it was by his lamented father.” The reac-

tionary policy of Alexander III was followed in practi-

cally every direction
;
in some respects it was even inten-

sified. Thus, for instance, the first serious attempt was

made to violate the autonomy of Finland, which up to

that time had managed to preserve its privileges more or

less unmolested. The Zemstvo representatives who, upon

the accession of the new emperor, dared to express in a

most loyal manner their hope for a more liberal policy,

were sternly rebuked for these “senseless dreams” of

theirs. Pobedonostsev’s influence remained supreme and

other staunch reactionaries continued to occupy the most

important posts in the administration. Very soon, how-

ever, it became clear that the government was no longer

able to prevent the outbursts of political discontent by
mere repression and that forces of opposition were grow-

ing within the country over which the autocracy was
gradually losing its control. From the late nineties the

opposition began to assume a more widespread and at the

same time an increasingly radical character, until it cul-

minated in 1905 in an open and partially victorious con-

flict with the government.

This “liberation movement,” as it is known in Rus-
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sian historiography, differed substantially from the earlier

phase of the revolutionary development. Due to the gen-

eral democratization of Russian society that had been
going on since the reforms of Alexander II, and also as a

result of the Industrial Revolution, the opposition now
acquired a much wider social basis than it had ever pos-

sessed before. It was also much better organized and it

worked out a more definite program. One of the fateful

events of the period was the appearance in Russia of

Marxian socialism, with its emphasis on the revolutionary

mission of the industrial proletariat and the primary im-

portance of the class struggle. In the growing class of

factory workers, dissatisfied with labor conditions, the

Russian followers of Karl Marx found a fertile soil for

their propaganda. In 1898 there was organized a Rus-

sian Social-Democratic party (S.D.’s in abbreviation)

which several years later split into two factions, one

headed by Plekhanov and the other by Lenin. The for-

mer, called the Mensheviks, expected the forthcoming

Russian revolution to be of a “bourgeois” character,

which would bring about the establishment in Russia

of a political democracy as a preliminary step on the way
to socialism. The latter, the Bolsheviks, insisted on the

necessity of proceeding directly from the overthrow of

autocracy to the complete realization of the socialist

ideal. Another socialist party which was organized about

the same time and which took the name of Socialist Rev-

olutionaries (S.R.’s in abbreviation) revived the agrarian

tradition of the Populists by concentrating its attention

on the peasantry. With its slogan “All land to the work-

ing people” it found a ready response on the part of the

peasants suffering from “land hunger.” In their tactics

the S.R.’s also followed the example of the earlier Rus-

sian revolutionaries by choosing terrorism as one of their
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chief weapons, with the result that a series of assassina-

tions of unpopular officials took place. While both the

S.D.’s and the S.R.’s were able to win a considerable

popular following, the leadership remained in the hands

of the intellectuals : active members were still chiefly re-

cruited from the enthusiastic youth of the educated class.

One of the most characteristic features of the Russian

revolutionary movement was the great part played in it

by university students. Again and again the normal

academic life of the universities was interrupted by stu-

dents* political strikes and demonstrations.

Paralleling the growth of socialist parties was the

development of a liberal movement aiming at the estab-

lishment in Russia of a representative government and a

constitutional regime. From the beginning Russian lib-

eralism found refuge in the Zemstvo assemblies. The
government tried hard to keep the Zemstvos within the

narrow limits of non-political local activities but, in spite

of this, the progressive elements among the Zemstvo

workers were inevitably becoming more and more in-

volved in national politics. In the absence of any par-

liamentary institutions the Zemstvos played the part of

a school of self-government. By the end of the nineteenth

century, however, liberalism was able to find many re-

cruits among the professional groups which had been

steadily growing since the Emancipation. It was the

combination of these two elements—the Zemstvo work-

ers and the members of liberal professions—which brought

about the formation in 1903 of the so-called “Union of

Liberation.” Guided by such men as Struve and Miliu-

kov, both of them outstanding scholars and writers, and
counting in its ranks some of the finest intellects in the

country, the “Union of Liberation” assumed for a while

a leading part in the opposition movement to which it
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gave its name. It served also eventually as a nucleus

for the Constitutional Democratic party, popularly known
as the Cadets.

The liberation movement was already well on its way
when Russia became involved in a new war. This war
was an outcome of Russia’s expansion in the Far East,

which brought her into a conflict with the expanding

power of Japan. It is doubtful, however, whether an

armed conflict between the two nations was absolutely in-

evitable. In approaching the problem one must distin-

guish between the vital and legitimate interests of Russia,

on the one hand, and the imperialistic policy of the Rus-

sian autocracy, on the other. Russia’s expansion towards

the Pacific, the beginnings of which go back to the six-

teenth century, if not earlier, was an elemental movement
on the part of the Russian people and not a case of an

organized governmental conquest. The whole of Siberia

had been gradually acquired and settled by a process of

pioneering and colonization which bore rather striking

resemblance to the gradual “winning of the West” by

the American people. The construction of the Trans-

Siberian railroad was designed primarily to facilitate this

process of settlement by bringing Siberia into a closer

union with the mother country, as well as to provide a

commercial outlet for the growing economic activity of

the eastern part of the Empire. Under an agreement con-

cluded between Russia and China in 1896, part of the rail-

road was laid across Chinese territory, running through

Northern Manchuria and thus greatly shortening the line

which otherwise would have had to follow the very prom-

inent curve formed by the political boundary. Although

China ceded to Russia for the term of the concession

sovereign rights within the railway zone, this arrange-

ment in itself was no more objectionable than similar



66 REFORM AND REACTION

arrangements connected with the Panama and the Suez

canals. As was inevitable under such circumstances, the

Chinese Eastern railroad, as it was called, became an in-

strument of Russia’s economic influence in Manchuria.

This policy, however, could have remained a rather mild

form of imperialism, of the “peaceful penetration” brand,

and it did not necessarily preclude the possibility of an

understanding with Japan. What did preclude this pos-

sibility was the series of acts that followed : the seizure of

Port Arthur on the Liaotung Peninsula (1898), the pro-

longed military occupation of Manchuria after the sup-

pression of the Boxer Rebellion (1900), and, above all,

political intrigues in Korea, led by a group of irrespon-

sible adventurers who unfortunately had gained influence

at the Russian court. It was this outburst of open ag-

gressiveness that greatly antagonized both China and

Japan, raised grave suspicions on the part of other foreign

powers, obscured the real nature of Russia’s national in-

terests in the Far East, and served as a direct cause of the

Russo-Japanese Wrar (1904-1905).

It is hardly necessary to re-tell the familiar story of the

war which ended in the dramatically unexpected defeat of

Russia by the Japanese. Several factors of primary im-

portance contributed to this result. Japan had her base

close to the field of operations, while Russia’s was sep-

arated from it by an enormous distance with one single-

track railroad to rely upon for transportation of troops

and supplies. Japan began the war fully prepared, while

Russia, in spite of her aggressive policy, was caught un-

awares. Above all, the war was one of national defense

for the Japanese, while the Russian people remained in-

different to the issues involved or even hostile towards

the imperialistic policy of the government.

In the political history of Russia the conflict with
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Japan played a part strikingly similar to that of the

Crimean War. Again the conduct of military operations

revealed all the fundamental weaknesses and defects of

the existing system. Again the humiliation of defeat

added fuel to the political discontent that had been ac-

cumulating for some time. And again an unsuccessful

war opened a new period in the internal development of

the country. Expert opinion differs as to what extent the

Japanese victory was a decisive one. But in the last

stages of the struggle military considerations became for

Russia of a secondary importance. Peace had to be con-

cluded because in the summer of 1905 the country was

already in the throes of a revolution.



CHAPTER III

THE CONSTITUTIONAL EXPERIMENT

(1905-1917)

THE REVOLUTION OF 1905

The revolution of 1905 did not result in the destruc-

tion of the old social order desired by the radicals, nor

did it bring about a complete realization of the more
moderate demands of the constitutionalists. Yet its ef-

fects were far-reaching enough to permit us to consider

it as beginning a new period in Russian history. In no
less degree than the reforms of Alexander II, it modified

the whole life of the nation and opened the way to new
and significant developments.

During the first period of the revolution the Russian
autocracy had to face a formidable coalition of all the

forces of opposition within the country. For the time
being the liberal constitutionalists and the radical social-

ists were acting in common. Late in 1904, after the as-

sassination of the Minister of the Interior Plehve, the

government first relaxed its policy of suppression; the
Zemstvo conferences became instrumental in formulating
the immediate demands of the opposition : convocation of
a representative assembly and the grant to the Russian
people of civil liberties guaranteed by a constitution.

The Zemstvo program was immediately taken up by vari-

ous professional groups at a series of political banquets
held all over Russia during the winter of 1904-1905. A
number of professional unions, organized for obviously

68
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political purposes, were finally merged into an impres-

sive Union of Unions, headed by Miliukov, the recognized

leader of the constitutionalists. While this organization

of liberal forces was going on in the open, the socialists

intensified their underground activities. The Social Rev-
olutionaries were responsible for several dramatic assas-

sinations of prominent reactionary officials and, at the

same time, applied themselves to the task of stirring up
rebellion among the discontented peasants_of the rural

districts. The Social Democrats, on the other hand, con-

centrated their attention on the industrial workers of the

cities whom they tried to win over to their revolutionary

program. Their task was greatly facilitated by the events

of January 9, 1905, when a procession of St. Petersburg

workers, headed for the imperial residence to present

their grievances to the Tsar, was fired upon by the troops,

and many workers killed or wounded. The effect of

“Bloody Sunday” was to intensify the radicalism of the

working masses and, during the spring and summer of

1905, all the industrial regions of Russia saw a veritable

epidemic of strikes, which almost completely disorganized

production. Simultaneously, spurred by revolutionary

propaganda, the “land-hungry” peasants rose in many
provinces of European Russia, burning and looting the

neighboring estates and occasionally murdering the land-

lords.

Another important factor in the situation was the revo-

lutionary movement among the national minorities of the

border regions. Bitterly resenting the policy of enforced

“Russification” which had been applied to them by the

government during the previous decades, the Poles, the

Jews, and the inhabitants of the Baltic provinces and of

Transcaucasia, all joined hands with the Russian revolu-

tionaries for a struggle against the common enemy. It
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must be said, however, that as yet this was not a separat-

ist movement. In most cases the demands of the national

minorities did not go beyond a program of equal rights

and local autonomy. What they wanted was not to se-

cede from the Empire, but to see it reorganized on a

democratic and federalist basis.

Faced with this formidable array of hostile forces, the

government found itself in an extremely difficult position.

Engaged in a disastrously unsuccessful war, materially

disorganized, and morally isolated, it tried for a while to

save the situation with minor concessions. It was forced

to admit defeat, however, when confronted, in October,

1905, by an unusually effective general strike, which for a

few days almost paralyzed the whole life of the country.

In this emergency Nicholas II turned for advice to Witte.

With characteristic realism this experienced statesman

offered his sovereign one of two alternatives: either to

establish a military dictatorship or else, if this was not

feasible, to grant the people a constitution. With the

bulk of the army still in the Far East and the spirit of the

immediately available troops rather uncertain (there were

isolated revolutionary outbreaks both in the army and

in the navy), the emperor reluctantly chose the latter of

these suggestions.

A manifesto of October 17, 1905, granted the Russian

people civil liberties and a representative legislative as-

sembly, based on a democratic franchise. There could be

no doubt as to the meaning of this pronouncement. Al-

though not using the word, it contained a definite and

solemn promise of a constitution. The publication of the

manifesto was met with almost general rejoicing through-

out Russia and it was hailed by the opposition as a real

victory. Subsequent events showed, however, that Rus-

sia’s troubles were not over and that the governmental
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concession, important as it was, failed to stop the revolu-

tionary movement at once. The socialists were still bent

upon the realization of their radical program, insisting on
the complete abolition of monarchy, the establishment

in Russia of a democratic republic, nationalization of land

and other equally far-reaching social reforms. Under the

leadership of the Soviet (Council) of Workers’ Deputies,

organized in St. Petersburg, strikes went on, and an abor-

tive armed insurrection broke out in Moscow at the end

of December, 1905. The immediate result of this policy

was to produce a rift in the camp of the opposition. The
liberals, organized now in the Constitutional Democratic

party, were not willing to follow the lead of their unman-

ageable socialist allies
;
the two groups soon parted com-

pany. A division took place within the ranks of the lib-

erals themselves and their moderate wing formed a sep-

arate party which took the name of the Octobrists.

While the Cadets were anxious to fight for the extension

of the newly-won political liberty, the Octobrists were

completely satisfied with the October manifesto and did

not want to go any further.

Generally speaking, a popular reaction against revolu-

tionary excesses gradually set in, which in the end greatly

helped the government. Many a landlord who but yes-

terday had applauded the resolutions of the Zemstvo con-

ferences, now, after his estate had been burnt by the peas-

ants, was ready to give up his liberalism and turn to the

authorities for protection. Nor could one expect a fac-

tory owner whose income had been sadly reduced as a

result of incessant labor disturbances to retain much of

his original enthusiasm for the cause of political freedom.

The population at large naturally was becoming tired of

continuous excitement and was growing anxious to go

back to a peaceful and settled existence. There was also
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a nationalistic reaction caused by the prominent part

which had been played in the revolution by national mi-

norities. One of its manifestations was the anti-Semitic

movement, which assumed particularly large proportions

in the western provinces of European Russia where the

majority of the Jews were living. Anti-Jewish riots (the

so-called “pogroms”) took place in several regions; in

some cases the police not only failed to suppress the dis-

turbances, but actually sponsored and even provoked

them.

In all this development the government found no little

comfort. Its isolation had ended since, in addition to the

opposition groups, there now existed conservative parties

which were willing to support it, such as the Octobrists

and the Nationalists, or the openly reactionary parties

of the Right, favoring the restoration of the old order.

With the active participation of local authorities there

were formed in many cities the so-called Unions of the

Russian People (or of the True Russians), which pro-

vided the illusion of a widespread popular support for

autocracy. Most important of all, however, was the fact

that the rank and file of the army proved to be still loyal

to the monarchy. With the aid of troops the government

engaged in an energetic suppression of disorders. Martial

law was proclaimed in many provinces of the Empire,

special “punitive expeditions” were sent out to particu-

larly turbulent localities, and there were numerous ar-

rests and executions. By 1907 order was restored

throughout the country and the revolutionary organiza-

tions saw themselves reduced to impotence.

During the whole crisis the liberals remained in an ex-

tremely difficult position. Although they had been able

to acquire a much wider social basis than they ever had

possessed before, they still were not strong enough to con-
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trol the situation. To achieve their end they had to co-

operate with other forces; yet they found it almost im-

possible to ally themselves permanently either with the

revolutionaries or with the government. Favoring the

road of peaceful evolution towards a democratic and par-

liamentary regime, the Cadets were out of sympathy with

the radical demands of the socialists as well as with their

revolutionary tactics. At the same time they distrusted

the government and suspected the sincerity of its consti-

tutional pronouncements. To what extent their suspi-

cions were justified is open to debate. It is true that

after its victory over the revolution the government re-

sisted the temptation to go back to the old order of things

and did not withdraw the constitution which had been

granted. But it is also true that it was losing no oppor-

tunity to make this constitution as harmless as possible,

and that many of its members, beginning with the Em-
peror himself, regretted the concession which had been

made under pressure.

It was in this atmosphere of mutual distrust and hos-

tility that the State Duma, as the Russian representative

assembly was called, had to begin its activities. Elected

on the basis of a fairly democratic franchise, the first two

Dumas (1906 and 1907) had a brief and troublous

existence. Both were entirely controlled by the opposi-

tion and both were unwilling to cooperate with the gov-

ernment which, in its turn, found their demands far too

radical and utterly unacceptable. The inevitable result

in each case was the dissolution of the Duma after a very

short session. In June, 1907, the government finally de-

cided to effect a drastic revision of the franchise by means

of an imperial decree. This amounted virtually to a

coup d’&tat as the Fundamental Laws, published in 1906,

stipulated the consent of the Duma for any change in the
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electoral law. The procedure served its purpose, how-
ever, and the Third Duma, elected in 1907, had a safe

governmental majority. If the stormy career of the first

two Dumas can be viewed as an epilogue to the revolution

of 1905, with the Third Duma begins the history of the

Russian constitutional experiment.

THE DUMA AND THE GOVERNMENT

The political order established in Russia after the revo-

lution of 1905 has often been described as “sham-consti-

tutionalism,” and the Duma has been disparaged as a

mere “smoke-screen for autocracy” or a “convenient tool

in the hands of the government.” For the prevalence of

this idea the representatives of the Russian opposition

must be held largely responsible. In the heat of their

struggle for a real parliamentary government it was nat-

ural for them to emphasize and even to exaggerate the

many limitations from which the work of the Duma had
to suffer. To a historian, however, the period appears in

a somewhat different light. Even if there was no parlia-

ment in Russia, there certainly was a constitutional

regime. And although the tsar retained his historical title

of autocrat, this was rather a mere verbal concession to

the centuries-old tradition and a glaring anachronism.
In reality his power was no longer absolute because it was
limited by the Fundamental Laws, which provided for

the obligatory concurrence of the Duma in legislation.

Strictly speaking, the Russian autocracy ceased to exist

with the publication of the manifesto of October 17,

1905-

Of course, it must be admitted that the Duma, as
finally established, was not a real parliament in the mod-
ern European sense of the word. To begin with, it did
not represent the whole people, being based on a limited
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and unequal franchise which favored the large landowners

and the city bourgeoisie to the detriment of the lower

classes. National minorities also were discriminated

against as compared with the purely Russian element of

the population. Equally important were the limitations

imposed upon the powers of the Duma. Under the Fun-

damental Laws, which could be changed only upon the

initiative of the crown, the emperor enjoyed the exclusive

right of directing foreign policy and the complete con-

trol of the executive. The ministers were responsible

to him only and all the appointments both in the army

and in the civil service were made in his name and re-

quired no further confirmation. Parts of the budget were

declared to be “iron-clad,” that is exempt from examina-

tion by the Duma. Article 87 of the Fundamental Laws

reserved for the government the right to promulgate

emergency legislation, in the intervals between the Duma
sessions, by means of imperial decrees. This proved to be

a convenient device to pass those measures which would

meet with strong opposition. Although such laws had to

be subsequently submitted to the Duma for ratification

the latter, confronted in each case with an accomplished

fact, usually found its freedom of action greatly hin-

dered. Finally, to create one more check upon the activi-

ties of the Duma, the old bureaucratic Council of State

was transformed into an upper chamber and its consent

was made requisite for the passage of bills into laws. As

only one half of its membership was elected, and that

from public bodies representative of the upper groups of

Russian society, while the other half was appointed by

the crown, the Council of State could be counted upon

to offer effective resistance should the Duma display an

undesirable zeal for reform.

Yet one cannot discard the Duma as a negligible factor
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in Russian political life after 1907. Of great importance

was the very fact that the principle of self-government

now was extended to the field of national administration,

from which heretofore it had been so consistently ex-

cluded. Moreover, in spite of all the above-mentioned

limitations, the Duma still was able to exercise a real in-

fluence upon the conduct of national affairs. Although, as

we have seen, it was not an adequate representation of

the Russian people, it nevertheless could voice the de-

mands of independent public elements and from its trib-

une governmental policies could be subjected by the op-

position to an outspoken criticism not subject to censor-

ship and receiving the widest publicity possible. Nor was

the Duma entirely powerless in its relations with the

executive. It still retained the right to examine and vote

upon the greater part of the budget, and consequently

every minister who desired to pass his estimates through

the Duma was somewhat bound to seek its good will.

The other weapon in the hands of the legislative chamber

was its right of interpellation, that is, of asking explana-

tions from the heads of the executive departments. And
although, even in case of a unanimous censure, nothing

happened to the minister in question so long as he re-

tained the confidence of his sovereign, the Russian

bureaucrats did not remain entirely insensitive to the at-

titude of popular representatives. As a matter of fact,

under the influence of the Duma many departments of

the central government became notably modernized and
liberalized.

Finally, during the few years of its peaceful existence

the Duma was able to pass various legislative measures

constituting in their entirety quite a creditable positive

achievement. A scheme of universal education was intro-

duced and appropriations were voted for a corresponding
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annual increase in the number of primary schools through-

out the Empire. Measures were taken to endow the peas-

ants with full civil rights, putting them on a basis of

equality with other classes
;
the office of “land captain”

was abolished and the jurisdiction of the justices of the

peace was extended to country districts. The Zemstvo
institutions were established in nine additional provinces,

important labor legislation was passed, and a very sub-

stantial improvement was achieved in the field of national

defense. To sum up, the Duma succeeded :

‘in making it-

self an indispensable factor in the national life of Russia

and in retaining, in spite of all the obstacles in its way,

the vital essence inherent in the very principle of popular

representation” (Miliukov).

The relations between the Duma and the government

remained not very satisfactory even after the drastic

change in the electoral law which assured the prepon- 1

derance of moderate elements in the legislative chamber.

The sponsor of this measure, Peter Stolypin, Prime Min-

ister during 1906-11, hardly could be called a consistent

constitutionalist, in the strict sense of the word, as he sel-

dom hesitated to apply extra-constitutional methods

whenever he thought it necessary. It must be admitted,

however, that he sincerely valued the cooperation of the

Duma in legislative activity and had no thought of going

back to the old autocratic ways of governing Russia. A
man of upright character and great ability, he was hailed

by his admirers as “the Russian Bismarck” and de-

nounced by the opposition as a high-handed reactionary.

To-day it is possible to appraise him calmly and without

exaggeration. That he was heart and soul in favor of

Russia’s progress seems to be certain
;
to call him a reac-

tionary would be obviously unjust. His agrarian policy 1

1 Infra pp. 81-83.
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showed that he possessed both foresight and determina-

tion. But with all his outstanding qualities he lacked

broad-mindedness and subtlety and thus fell short of be-

coming a really great statesman. In his methods he was

often too dictatorial and he did not know how to manage
men and parties. His end was tragic and in a way sym-

bolical. In 19 1 1 he was assassinated by an agent of the

secret political police who at the same time was a member
of a revolutionary organization. Only a few months be-

fore Stolypin had himself defended in the Duma the use

as agents-provocateurs of such double-dealing persons,

seeing in it a necessary weapon in the government’s war
on the revolutionaries.

After Stolypin’s death the governmental policy towards

the Duma became more inconsistent and vacillating. To
the end of the imperial regime there was no unified cabi-

net in Russia, each minister being directly responsible to

the emperor, with the Prime Minister occupying a posi-

tion of merely honorary chairmanship. The result was
that while some of the members of the government were

more or less liberally inclined and desired to cooperate

with the Duma, others were undisguised reactionaries and
did not hesitate to display their hostility toward popular

representation. With the emperor ill-suited to the role

of constitutional monarch and not always willing to play

the part at all, the reactionaries were able at times to get

the upper hand in governmental councils and to place

some irritating obstacles in the way of the legislative as-

sembly. It was as a result of this policy that the mod-
erate wing of the Duma gradually began to shift its posi-

tion to the left until the way was prepared for a political

understanding between the Cadets, on the one hand, and
the Octobrists and even some of the Nationalists, on the

other. The alignment of Duma parties on the eve of the
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World War foreshadowed a new conflict between the con-

stitutional opposition and the forces of reaction en-

trenched in the government. And of the two the opposi-

tion had a much better chance of success because it was
supported by the general trend of Russia’s social and in-

tellectual evolution.

ECONOMIC ADVANCE DURING THE EARLY PART OF THE
TWENTIETH CENTURY

In spite of the Russo-Japanese War and grave domestic
'

troubles the early part of the twentieth century was for

Russia a period of remarkable economic progress. After

a brief interval caused by the revolution of 1905, when no

regular productive activity was possible, Russian capi-

talism resumed its advance with renewed strength and

increased rapidity. There was an extraordinary growth

of production in the manufacture of textiles, in the metal-

lurgical industry and in mining. Railroad building con-

tinued on a large scale until in 1912 Russia had a total

mileage second only to that of the United States. Cities

grew rapidly, and in 1914 the urban population formed

18 per cent of the whole population of the Empire, a sub-

stantial increase if compared with 13 per cent in 1897 and

only 8 per cent in 1851. Although agriculture still re-

mained the foundation of national economy, Russia was

well on her way towards becoming an industrial country.

A characteristic feature of Russia’s economic life in this

period was the growth of industrial combinations, tending

to control both production and marketing of goods in

some of the principal branches of industry. This concen-

tration of capital permitted the use of better technical

methods and produced a striking improvement in the

conditions which had prevailed during the earlier stages

of the industrial development. Although the role played
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by the government in finance and industry continued to

be a very important one, private initiative was asserting

itself with more vigor than before
;
there was a notable

tendency on the part of Russian industrialists to rely

less on governmental subsidy and protection and more

on their own resources. Simultaneously, a significant

change was taking place in the relationship between the

foreign and domestic capital invested in Russian indus-

try. If at the beginning of the twentieth century the

predominance in the field still belonged to foreign capital,

by 1910 conditions had become radically different and na-

tive capital was gaining a clear ascendancy. There could

no longer be any doubt that capitalism had taken firm

roots in the economic life of the country and that it had

proven its vitality.

No less important was the development in the field of

agriculture. Here, too, there was a steady increase in

production, although not so spectacular as in some
branches of industry. A significant phenomenon was the

success of capitalistic agriculture, which could organize

large-scale production and obtain, by using technical im-

provements, a much higher yield from its farming than

was possible for the average peasant. The latter was still

hindered by his open field system, his backward methods

of cultivation and his lack of capital. Large-scale farm-

ing, concentrating on the production of the more valuable

crops, was responsible for a very considerable part of

Russia’s agricultural export.

So long, however, as the bulk of the peasantry remained

little affected by the general economic progress, the agra-

rian problem could not be considered as solved and the

whole national economy lacked a permanent and a stable

foundation. The outstanding importance of the problem

was equally appreciated by the government and by the
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opposition, but the methods by which they wanted to ap-

proach its solution were widely different. The most radi-

cal proposal emanated from the Social Revolutionaries

who insisted on nationalization of land as the panacea for

Russia’s economic evils. A more moderate program was

formulated by the Constitutional Democrats : it contem-

plated the distribution among the peasants of all the land

belonging to the state, the crown and the monasteries,

and the compulsory alienation of some part of the pri-

vately owned land, again for the benefit of the peasants

;

for the loss of their property the landlords were to be

compensated by the government at an “equitable price.”

To this and similar proposals the government answered

with categorical objections. Its spokesmen insisted, and

not without reason, that even if all the land available for

agriculture were divided among the peasants the actual

increase in their holdings would be comparatively insig-

nificant and thus would fail to bring about a substantial

improvement. The government refused also to violate

the principle of private property. It expressed great con-

cern for the fate of large-scale farming in Russia, indis-

pensable as it was for the general economic progress of

the country. Under the leadership of Stolypin it ad-

vanced an agrarian program of its own, designed to im-

prove the conditions of the peasantry without attacking

private property or compromising the success of capital-

istic agriculture. The governmental program did not ex-

clude, however, the extension of peasant landownership.

In 1905 the State Land Bank for the Peasants, whose

operations up to that time had been conducted on a rather

limited scale, was given greatly increased powers which

permitted it to become a very effective instrument of an

active agrarian policy. Considerable tracts of state and

crown land were sold through the Bank to the peasants.
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Numerous estates of private landowners, many of whom
were greatly frightened by the agrarian riots of 1905,

likewise passed into the hands of the peasants with the

financial assistance of the Bank. The area of land which

the Bank had helped the peasants to buy during the

period 1883-1912 reached an aggregate of about 43 million

acres, a record that can hardly be paralleled in the history

of any other country.

Another important item in the governmental program

was organized assistance to peasant migration from the

congested rural districts of European Russia into the

thinly populated Asiatic provinces of the Empire. Here
again it was not until 1905 that the policy of assistance

assumed really large proportions, commensurate with the

importance of the task. Special scientific expeditions

were periodically sent out by the Colonization Depart-

ment of the Ministry of Agriculture to various parts of

Asiatic Russia for a survey of suitable areas and every

year the agents of the Department prepared for settle-

ment extensive tracts of land mostly in Siberia. The
settlers were granted land in perpetual use against the

payment of a small rent and they were entitled also to a

number of other privileges such as reduced railroad fares,

loans for traveling expenses, and temporary remission of

faxes. Moreover, both in European Russia and in the

regions of new settlement the government developed a

fairly efficient system of expert agricultural assistance in

cooperation with the Zemstvos, which likewise paid great

attention to this problem. By 1914 there were about ten

thousand agricultural experts in Russia, regularly en-

gaged in helping the peasant to improve his methods of

cultivation.

The very core of Stolypin’s agrarian program, however,
was the legislation dealing with the village commune
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( 1906-191 1 )* A direct reversal of the previous govern-

mental policy, it aimed at a gradual elimination of the

commune and the encouragement of individual land-

ownership among the Russian peasants. Under the terms

of the Stolypin laws every member of the commune had

the right to claim his share in the common land of the

village as his private property. The next step was the

actual enclosure of the land thus appropriated
;
this would

permit the owner to have his land in one compact holding

and not in widely scattered strips as under the open field

system. Stolypin’s aim in promoting this legislation was

both of an economic and political nature: he objected to

the commune as an obstacle in the way of agricultural

progress and he wanted to create in Russia a numerous

class of small landed proprietors, constituting both a con-

servative force and a bulwark against revolution.

In the heat of their struggle against the government

the members of the opposition vigorously attacked the

laws of 1906-1911 as a mere political stratagem on the

part of Stolypin and as an example of high-handed bu-

reaucratic interference with popular customs. They in-

sisted also that this policy favored the wealthy peasants

to the detriment of the others. Viewed in historical per-

spective, however, the agrarian legislation of Stolypin

appears as a decidedly progressive measure. It was in

complete harmony with the general capitalistic develop-

ment of the country. For some time social differentiation

had been going on in the villages, individualist tendencies

had been coming to the fore, and the commune had been

rapidly losing its vitality. It was because of this general

background that the Stolypin legislation achieved rather

striking results during the short period of time when it

was in operation. By the end of 1913 about 24 per cent

of all the peasant households in European Russia had
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availed themselves of the opportunity to appropriate their

communal holdings on the basis of individual ownership.

On the eve of the World War the agrarian problem in

Russia was still far from being solved, but it was at least

on its way to solution. The peasants had in their hands

over 75 per cent of all the arable land in the country;

personal initiative was liberated from the deadening in-

fluence of the commune ;
the financial burden of the peas-

antry had been greatly alleviated by the cancellation in

1906 of the balance of the redemption payments
;
agricul-

tural improvements were being made available to the

small farmer by the activities of the Zemstvos and the

government
;
a greater opportunity existed for increased

earnings in connection with the general progress of na-

tional economy. Still another beneficial factor of prime

importance was the prodigious growth in Russia of the

cooperative movement. In 1914 there were in the coun-

try over thirty thousand cooperative societies of various

descriptions with a predominantly rural membership.

The movement helped the peasants to adapt themselves

to new economic conditions, taught them self-reliance and

group solidarity, and gave them direct material advan-

tages by substantially reducing the part of the middle-

man. Although complete and reliable statistical data are

not available and allowance must be made for great va-

riety in local conditions, there can be no doubt that on

the whole the Russian countryside was growing more
prosperous and the peasants’ standard of living was grad-

ually rising.

Labor conditions in the urban centers likewise repre-

sented a substantial improvement upon the state of af-

fairs which had prevailed during the preceding period.

In 19x2 the Duma passed legislation which established

health and accident insurance for the workers. Wages
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were steadily rising, particularly in St. Petersburg and in

Moscow, while in many factories where they remained

rather low the policy was established of supplementing

wages with free lodgings, medical services and educa-

tional facilities. In 1906 the organization of labor unions

on a large scale had finally been permitted by law and,

although the government had immediately started to re-

strict their development, some of them managed to sur-

vive and were able to exercise a certain influence upon
the employers. Among the latter there was growing a

type of “enlightened industrialist,” who was much more
concerned in the welfare of his workers than the early

pioneers of Russian capitalism had ever thought of being.

Neither in the cities nor in the villages was this improve-

ment in the conditions of the working masses radical

enough to dispel at once the popular discontent which had

been accumulating for centuries, but it was at least an in-

dication that the country’s social problems could find

eventually a peaceful solution.

CULTURAL PROGRESS UNDER THE CONSTITUTIONAL REGIME

Not only the body but the soul of Russia as well was

growing stronger and healthier during the decade which

preceded the World War. Progress in the field of edu-

cation was no less striking than that on the economic

side. The most pressing problem was to reduce in the

shortest time possible the appallingly high percentage of

illiteracy which still prevailed within the country. The
Duma, the government and the Zemstvos applied them-

selves to the task with an energy and a determination

that were without precedent in Russian history. It was

only in this period that elementary education in Russia

was finally put on a firm basis. In 1908, when the scheme

of universal education was first advanced as a practical
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proposition, there had been somewhat less than one hun-

dred thousand primary schools in the country. By the

end of 1913 this figure was increased to one hundred and

fifty thousand and definite plans were worked out to

establish during the following decade a number of new
schools sufficient to take care of every child in the Em-
pire. The realization of this plan was made more or less

secure by correspondingly large appropriations: in 1914

the expenses for popular education showed an increase of

628 per cent over the budget of 1894.

In the secondary schools and the universities (of which

there were now eleven as compared with six in the first

half of the nineteenth century) the number of students

had increased rapidly; at the same time these educa-

tional institutions were becoming more and more acces-

sible to the lower classes. There was also notable prog-

ress as far as freedom of teaching was concerned. Even
in the secondary schools political pressure on the part of

the government became hardly noticeable. The universi-

ties which, since the publication of the new statute of

1905, had been governed by their own faculties on the

basis of academic autonomy, enjoyed a practically com-
plete freedom of teaching. There were still occasional

sharp conflicts between the universities and the govern-

ment, but these conflicts arose almost invariably out of

the political activities of the students and had nothing to

do with the character of instruction.

Generally speaking, the constitutional regime brought
with it a very considerable relaxation of governmental

censorship. To be sure, during the period of reaction

which followed the revolution of 1905 the censor still re-

mained very active, but if compared with the preceding

period his efforts were neither so far-reaching nor so ef-
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fective. The revolutionary events stimulated discussion

of political and social subjects and this continued even

after the suppression of the revolution. The daily press

occupied now a much more important place in national

life than ever before and the opposition newspapers were

able, in spite of all the obstacles in their way, to present

their views and to influence public opinion. A similar

phenomenon of great importance was the progress of re-

ligious toleration. A law published in 1905 made religious

affiliation a matter of free choice with every Russian citi-

zen and gave the “old believers” and the sectarians a legal

status, although still retaining the privileged position of

the Greek Orthodox Church. In the ranks of the latter

voices began to be heard in favor of liberating the

church from governmental control; a significant move-

ment started among the laity and the clergy aiming at the

convocation of a church council and the reestablishment

of the Patriarchate.

One of the beneficial results of the constitutional re-

form was the emancipation of the intellectual life of edu-

cated Russia from the exclusive domination of politics.

With the establishment of the Duma, the formation of

legally recognized parties and the relaxation of censor-

ship, a wider outlet was created for political energy and

interest. This permitted the other fields of intellectual

activity to regain their independence. Pure science, art

for art’s sake, and abstract philosophical thinking were

reestablished in a position of honor and ceased to be

looked upon as mere reactionary devices, designed to di-

vert public opinion from consideration of civic problems.

The somewhat narrow and intolerant creed of the radi-

cal intelligentsia began to lose its unity and vitality. In*

tellectual life became more diversified; new and highly
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interesting tendencies were manifesting themselves both

in literature and in art. A poetical renaissance took place

with the appearance in Russia of the symbolist school,

which exercised also a considerable influence on the Rus-

sian novel and drama. Literary criticism was divorced

from political and social propaganda
;
a complete revision

of literary values was undertaken from a purely artistic

point of view. There was a similar development in Rus-

sian painting, which became more concerned with the

quest for beauty and less willing to serve any purpose

other than its own.

Among those who still remained true to the ideal of

civic duty there were also noticeable some significant

changes. It looked as if the professional revolutionary,

with his peculiar psychology shaped by underground ac-

tivities, was rapidly becoming a thing of the past. In

place of a self-appointed savior of humanity, a type to

which so many of the old intellectuals belonged, there

was now appearing the expert, ready to apply his special

knowledge wherever it was needed. The whole relation-

ship between the intelligentsia and the popular masses

was gradually assuming a more normal character. On the

part of the intellectuals there was less of a somewhat mor-

bid desire to atone for the sins of their fathers by a self-

denying ministry to the “people,” while the masses them-

selves were just beginning to lose their deep-seated dis-

trust of the educated man as a member of the privileged

minority. The formation of a new layer of the intelli-

gentsia, actually coming from the lower classes, promised

to play a most important part in this connection. This

development was only in its early stages
;
there still re-

mained a dangerously wide gulf separating the educated

class of Russia from the majority of the nation.
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THE WORLD WAR AND THE FALL OF THE IMPERIAL

GOVERNMENT

The war came for Russia at the most inopportune time,

when she needed every ounce of her energy for the work

of internal reorganization. It interrupted that political,

economic, and cultural progress which has been described

in the preceding sections
;
it imposed upon the Empire an

overwhelming burden before the latter had an oppor-

tunity to establish itself firmly on new and stronger

foundations.

Much has been written about the military unprepared-

ness of Russia at the time of her entrance into the war.

One should be careful, however, not to exaggerate the im-

portance of this factor. There had been a very substan-

tial improvement in the organization and equipment of

the Russian army since the Japanese War, and in 1914,

whatever were its deficiencies, this army was a formidable

fighting machine. Russia’s unpreparedness was much

more economic than military. After all, from the purely

military point of view, not a single country participating

in the war, not even Germany, was adequately prepared

for a conflict of such magnitude and duration. But while

Germany, England, and France, because of their more

developed economic system, were able to adjust them-

selves to the exigencies of the war in a comparatively

short period of time, it took Russia much longer to per-

form this feat and the sacrifices she had to make were

correspondingly larger than those of any other country.

It was only in the beginning of 1917 that the Russian

army became adequately supplied with ammunition neces-

sary to enable it to undertake large-scale offensive opera-

tions with a reasonable assurance of lasting success. But

by that time the best human material had been spent in
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previous efforts, Russia’s losses had reached an appal-

lingly high total, the morale of the nation had been un-

dermined by several years of intense suffering, and the

country was on the eve of a revolution. To the difficul-

ties at the front was added the disorganization in the

rear. The blockade, the repeated mobilizations of the

able-bodied male population of the country (over 15

million men were mobilized in Russia during the war),

and the breakdown of the railroad system under the

heavy burden imposed on it by the transportation of

troops and supplies, combined to produce an acute eco-

nomic crisis. Factories could not secure enough fuel and

there was a shortage of food in the urban centers of the

Empire.

Most ominous of all, however, was the political crisis

which made any concerted national effort actually impos-

sible. In the beginning of the war the Russian govern-

ment for a while had behind it a united nation. The war

was undoubtedly popular with the educated classes and

the urban population at large. It was conceived to be

one of national defense against an unprovoked aggression.

There was enough of sympathy for the cause of the Bal-

kan Slavs, Russia’s kin by race and religion, to support

the idea that Serbia could not be abandoned to her fate.

For the liberals, cooperation with France and England

was extremely welcome, while they saw in the “Prussian-

ized” Germany a bulwark of militarism and reaction.

Immediately upon the declaration of war the representa-

tives of the opposition in the Duma solemnly promised

the government their full support and expressed their

readiness to postpone all domestic quarrels. The masses

of the people in the country districts, while not display-

ing any enthusiasm, accepted the war as inevitable and

were prepared to do their duty.
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To the general offer of reconciliation and cooperation

made by the various elements of the Russian people the

government failed to give any adequate response. In one

of the most trying moments of Russian history it behaved

as if nothing had happened. No changes were made
either in the personnel of the government or in adminis-

trative practices. The reactionary ministers were still

obviously hostile toward the Duma and all independent

public bodies. Under such conditions the honeymoon

of patriotic cooperation could not last very long. In the

summer of 1915, under the influence of a staggering mili-

tary defeat, the political discontent which had been ac-

cumulating during the first year of the war again became

loud and outspoken. For the time being the government

saw itself forced to make concessions. Some of the most

unpopular ministers were replaced by persons more ac-

ceptable to the Duma. Simultaneously, the legislative

chambers and public organizations such as the Zemstvos,

the municipalities, and the newly-formed War Industry

Committees, were admitted to direct participation in the

work of supplying the army with ammunition. Subse-

quent events showed, however, that this was not a radi-

cal change of policy on the part of the government. The
emperor’s decision to take over the high command of the

army and his departure for the front marked the begin-

ning of the ascendancy of the empress in the direction of

national affairs. A firm believer in autocracy, Empress

Alexandra was possessed by an almost unlimited hatred

for the Duma and the opposition, while her morbid mys-

ticism made her an easy prey for the notorious Rasputin,

whose influence upon her became supreme. Under a

strong pressure on the part of the empress and her ad-

visor, Nicholas II blindly started upon the road of his

own destruction. The Duma was consistently slighted
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and neglected
;
other public bodies continued to be looked

upon with profound suspicion. One by one the more

liberal ministers were forced out of the government, being

replaced by reactionaries, many of whom were generally

known to be Rasputin’s nominees. Unusually frequent

changes, all based on the passing whims of those in power,

took place in the personnel of the cabinet
;
governmental

policy soon lost even the semblance of any unity or vigor.

The Duma tried to save the situation by repeated ap-

peals to the sovereign in favor of a more reasonable policy

for the sake of national defense. A coalition of all par-

ties, except the extreme reactionaries and the radical so-

cialists, was formed under the nam'e of the Progressive

Bloc and advanced a moderate and statesmanlike pro-

gram: it demanded a unified cabinet composed of men
enjoying the confidence of the country and a more liberal

policy which would eliminate the conflict between the

government and public opinion. Unless this program was

accepted, the Duma saw no possibility for Russia to win

the war. Other warnings came from the Zemstvo and

municipal organizations, from the Council of State and

from the Union of the Nobility, finally even from some

members of the imperial family. To all these admoni-

tions the emperor remained entirely deaf.

In the fall of 1916 the situation became well-nigh un-

bearable. The government was completely isolated and

universally distrusted. Ugly rumors began to circulate

all over Russia. It was believed, without sufficient foun-

dation as we now know, that the empress, Rasputin, and

their nominees were preparing to deliver the country into

the hands of the Germans. These rumors reached the

army and undermined the morale of the soldiers. Gloom

and depression reigned everywhere. The general feeling

was that the country had reached an impasse from which
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some way out had. to be found. In December of 1916 a

small group of aristocratic conspirators assassinated Ras-

putin, but this act failed to improve the situation. Plans

of a palace coup d'etat were under way, but before they

could materialize a popular revolution, vaguely antici-

pated by everybody and prepared by no one, broke out

in St. Petersburg. It began late in February, 1917, with

isolated food riots in various parts of the city, followed

by a general revolt of the reserve battalions stationed in

the capital. It probably would have remained an un-

organized local outbreak had it not been given the stamp

of approval by the Duma. In the face of complete chaos

in the capital the Duma reluctantly decided to take over

the reins of government from the hands of the tsarist

ministers who abandoned them without any struggle.

The change was immediately accepted both by the army

and the whole population of the Empire. Pending the

convocation of a Constituent Assembly, a Provisional

Government was formed on the basis of an agreement be-

tween the Duma and the Soviet of Workmen’s and Sol-

diers’ Deputies hastily organized by the socialist parties.

Abandoned by everybody, Nicholas II abdicated for him-

self and the heir to the throne in favor of his brother,

Grand Duke Michael, who in turn declined to accept

power until the decision of the Constituent Assembly

should be reached. This meant the end of the Russian

monarchy. It took only a few days to overthrow a dyn-

asty which had existed for more than three centuries. In

the words of a Russian political leader, the monarchy had

actually committed suicide.

CONCLUSION

Imperial Russia is now a thing of the past. An his-

torian should attempt to view it in its entirety and to
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approach it with necessary detachment. Its record is not

one of unmitigated evil
;

it has to its credit many out-

standing positive achievements. Moreover, at the time

of its fall it was by no means beyond the hope of regen-

eration. During the period which forms the subject of

this study the Russian imperial regime did not remain

unchanged but on the contrary was undergoing a process

of constant modification. Reforms usually came too late

and, as a rule, were followed by periods of reaction, but

on the whole it was a forward movement, not a retrogres-

sion. On the eve of the World War Russia was pro-

foundly different from what she had been in the begin-

ning of the nineteenth century. In spite of the dead-

weight of the past and the acute contradictions of the

present, it was a steadily and rapidly progressing country.

In view of this progress it would be hardly correct to

assert that the revolution was absolutely inevitable. Rus-

sia still had to solve many complicated and difficult prob-

lems but the possibility of their peaceful solution was by

no means excluded. To the extent that the country was

growing economically more prosperous and culturally

more advanced, this possibility was constantly gaining

strength and the danger of a violent upheaval was becom-

ing more remote.

To this hope of peaceful evolution the war dealt a

staggering blow. It caught Russia in the very process of

radical internal reorganization. The constitutional ex-

periment was less than a decade old
;
the agrarian legisla-

tion of Stolypin had been in operation for a few years

only
;
the scheme of universal education was just begin-

ning to be realized
;
the industrial development, rapid as

it was, had not yet passed beyond its early stages. Under
such conditions the war was bound to produce grave dis-

turbances in the internal life of the country. A heroic
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and concerted effort on the part of the whole nation was
needed if the imperial structure was to weather the storm.

To such an indispensable effort, the political crisis of

1915- 1917 was an insurmountable obstacle. The war

made the revolution highly probable, but human folly

made it inevitable.
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