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INTRODUCTION

This book is the first attempt in any language to present a comprehensive view
of the Russian Revolution, arguably the most important event of the century.
There is no shortage of surveys of the subject, but they concentrate on the
political and military struggles for power over Russia between 1917 and 1920.
Seen from the perspective of time, however, the Russian Revolution was a
great deal more than a contest for power in one country: what the victors in
that contest had in mind was defined by one of its leading protagonists, Leon
Trotsky, as no less than “overturning the world.” By that was meant a com-
plete redesign of state, society, economy, and culture all over the world for the
ultimate purpose of creating a new human being.

These far-reaching implications of the Russian Revolution were not evi-
dent in 1917-18, in part because the West considered Russia to lie on the
periphery of the civilized world and in part because the Revolution there
occurred in the midst of a World War of unprecedented destructiveness. In
1917-18 it was believed by virtually all non-Russians that what had occurred
in Russia was of exclusively local importance, irrelevant to them and in any
event bound to settle down once peace had been restored. It turned out
otherwise. The repercussions of the Russian Revolution would be felt in every
corner of the globe for the rest of the century.

Events of such magnitude have neither a clear beginning nor a neat end.
Historians have long argued over the terminal dates of the Middle Ages, the
Renaissance, and the Enlightenment. Similarly, there is no indisputable way
to determine the time span of the Russian Revolution. What can be said with
certainty is that it did not begin with the collapse of tsarism in February-
March 1917 and conclude with the Bolshevik victory in the Civil War three
years later. The revolutionary movement became an intrinsic element of Rus-
sian history as early as the 1860s. The first phase of the Russian Revolution
in the narrow sense of the word (corresponding to the constitutional phase of
the French Revolution, 1789—92) began with the violence of 1905. This was
brought under control by a combination of concessions and repression, but
violence resumed on an even grander scale after a hiatus of twelve years, in
February 1917, culminating in the Bolshevik coup d’etat of October. After
three years of fighting against internal and external opponents, the Bolsheviks
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succeeded in establishing undisputed mastery over most of what had been the
Russian Empire. But they were as yet too weak to realize their ambitious
program of economic, social, and cultural transformation. This had to be
postponed for several years to give the ravaged country time to recover. The
Revolution was resumed in 1927-28 and consummated ten years later after
frightful upheavals that claimed millions of lives. It may be said to have run
its course only with the death of Stalin in 1953, when his successors initiated
and carried out, by fits and starts, a kind of counterrevolution from above,
which in 1990 appears to have led to a rejection of a good part of the Revolu-
tion’s legacy.

Broadly defined, the Russian Revolution may thus be said to have lasted
a century. A process of such duration in a country of Russia’s size and
population was bound to be exceedingly complex. An autocratic monarchy
that had ruled Russia since the fourteenth century could no longer cope with
the demands of modernity and gradually lost out to a radical intelligentsia in
whom commitment to extreme utopian ideas combined with a boundless lust
for power. Like all such drawn-out processes, however, it had its culminating
period. In my estimation, that period was the quarter of a century extending
from the outbreak of large-scale unrest at Russian universities in February
1899 to the death of Lenin in January 1924.

Because the aspirations of the intellectuals who assumed power in Octo-
ber 1917 were so extreme, I found it necessary to treat many topics besides the
customary political-military power struggle. To the Russian revolutionaries,
power was merely a means to an end, which was the remaking of the human
species. In the first years of their rule they lacked the strength to attain an
objective so contrary to what their people desired, but they did try and in so
doing laid the foundations of the Stalinist regime, which would resume the
attempt with far greater resources. I devote considerable attention to these
social, economic, and cultural antecedents of Stalinism, which, even if only
imperfectly realized under Lenin, from the outset lay at the very heart of the
Russian Revolution.

This volume 1s divided into two parts.

Part I, “The Agony of the Old Regime,”” describes the decay of tsarism,
culminating in the mutiny of the Petrograd military garrison in February 1917,
which in surprisingly short time not only brought down the monarchy but tore
apart the country’s political and social fabric. It is a continuation of my Russia
under the Old Regime, which traced the development of the Russian state and
society from their origins to the end of the nineteenth century. Part II, “The
Bolsheviks Conquer Russia,” recounts how the Bolshevik Party seized power
first in Petrograd and then in the provinces inhabited by Great Russians,
imposing on this region a one-party regime with its terror apparatus and
centralized economic system. Both these parts appear in the present volume.
A sequel, Russia under the New Regime, will deal with the Civil War, the
separation and reintegration of the non-Russian borderlands, Soviet Russia’s
international activities, Bolshevik cultural policies, and the Communist regime
as it took shape in the final year of Lenin’s dictatorship.
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The difficulties confronting a historian of a subject of such complexity and
magnitude are formidable. They are not, however, as is commonly believed,
caused by a shortage of sources: although some of these are, indeed, inaccessi-
ble (especially documents bearing on Bolshevik decision-making), the source
materials are quite sufficient, far beyond the capacity of any individual to
absorb. The historian’s problem, rather, is that the Russian Revolution, being
part of our own time, is difficult to deal with dispassionately. The Soviet
Government, which controls the bulk of the source materials and dominates
the historiography, derives its legitimacy from the Revolution and wants it
treated in a manner supportive of its claims. By single-mindedly shaping the
image of the Revolution over decades it has succeeded in determining not only
how the events are treated but which of them are treated. Among the many
subjects that it has confined to historiographic limbo are the role of the liberals
in the 190§ and 1917 revolutions; the conspiratorial manner in which the
Bolsheviks seized power in October; the overwhelming rejection of Bolshevik
rule half a year after it had come into being, by all classes, including the
workers; Communist relations with Imperial Germany in 1917-1918; the mili-
tary campaign of 1918 against the Russian village; and the famine of 1921, which
claimed the lives of over five million people. Writing a scholarly history of the
Russian Revolution, therefore, demands, in addition to absorbing an immense
mass of facts, also breaking out of the mental straitjacket that seventy years
of politically directed historiography have managed to impose on the profes-
sion. This situation is not unique to Russia. In France, too, the revolution was
for a long time mainly grist for political polemics: the first academic chair
devoted to its history was founded at the Sorbonne only in the 1880s, a century
after the event, when the Third Republic was in place and 1789 could be treated
with some degree of dispassion. And still the controversy has never abated.

But even approached in a scholarly manner, the history of modern revolu-
tions cannot be value-free: I have yet to read an account of the French or the
Russian revolution that does not reveal, despite most authors’ intention to
appear impartial, where the writer’s sympathies lie. The reason is not far to
seek. Post-1789 revolutions have raised the most fundamental ethical ques-
tions: whether it is proper to destroy institutions built over centuries by trial
and error, for the sake of ideal systems; whether one has the right to sacrifice
the well-being and even the lives of one’s own generation for the sake of
generations yet unborn; whether man can be refashioned into a perfectly
virtuous being. To ignore these questions, raised already by Edmund Burke
two centuries ago, is to turn a blind eye to the passions that had inspired those
who made and those who resisted revolutions. For post-1789 revolutionary
struggles, in the final analysis, are not over politics but over theology.

This being the case, scholarship requires the historian to treat critically
his sources and to render honestly the information he obtains from them. It
does not call for ethical nihilism, that is, accepting that whatever happened
had to happen and hence is beyond good and evil: the sentiment of the Russian
philosopher Nicholas Berdiaev, who claimed that one could no more judge the
Russian Revolution than the coming of the Ice Age or the fall of the Roman
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Empire. The Russian Revolution was made neither by the forces of nature nor
by anonymous masses but by identifiable men pursuing their own advantages.
Although it had spontaneous aspects, in the main it was the result of deliberate
action. As such it is very properly subject to value judgment.

Recently, some French historians have called for an end to the discussion
of the causes and meaning of the French Revolution, declaring it to be “ter-
minated.” But an occurrence that raises such fundamental philosophical and
moral questions can never end. For the dispute is not only over what has
happened in the past but also over what may happen in the future.

Richard Pipes
Chesham, New Hampshire
May 1989
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1905: The Foreshock

In the preface to an autobiographical novel, Somerset Maugham ex-
plains why he prefers to write narratives in a literary rather than strictly
factual manner:

Fact is a poor story teller. It starts a story at haphazard, generally long before
the beginning, rambles on inconsequently and tails off, leaving loose ends
hanging about, without a conclusion . . . a story needs a supporting skeleton.
The skeleton of a story is of course its plot. Now a plot has certain characteris-
tics that you cannot get away from. It has a beginning, a middle and an end.
... This means that story should begin at a certain point and end at a certain
point.'

The historian does not have the luxury of reshaping events to fit the skeleton
of a plot, which means that the story he tells can have neither a clear beginning
nor a definite end. It must begin at haphazard and tail off, unfinished.
When did the Russian Revolution begin? Peter Struve, a leading liberal
publicist at the turn of the century, surveying the wreckage of Imperial Russia,
concluded that it had been preordained as early as 1730, when Empress Anne
reneged on the promise to abide by a set of constitutional limitations that the
aristocracy had forced upon her as a condition of giving her the throne. A case
can also be made that the Revolution began in 1825 with the abortive Decem-
brist Revolt. Certainly in the 1870s Russia had a full-fledged revolutionary
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movement: the men who led the 1917 Revolution looked to the radicals of the
1870s as forerunners.

If, however, one wishes to identify events that not merely foreshadowed
1917 but led directly to it, then the choice has to fall on the disorders that broke
out at Russian universities in February 1899. Although they were soon quelled
by the usual combination of concessions and repression, these disorders set in
motion a movement of protest against the autocracy that did not abate until
the revolutionary upheaval of 1905—6. This First Revolution was also eventu-
ally crushed but at a price of major political concessions that fatally weakened
the Russian monarchy. To the extent that historical events have a beginning,
the beginning of the Russian Revolution may well have been the general
university strike of February 1899.

And a haphazard beginning it was. Since the 1860s Russian institutions
of higher learning had been the principal center of opposition to the tsarist
regime: revolutionaries were, for the most part, either university students or
university dropouts. At the turn of the century, Russia had ten universities as
well as a number of specialized schools which taught religion, law, medicine,
and engineering. They had a total enrollment of 35,000. The student body
came overwhelmingly from the lower classes. In 1911, the largest contingent
was made up of sons of priests, followed by sons of bureaucrats and peasants:
hereditary nobles constituted less than 10 percent, equal to the number of
Jews.? The Imperial Government needed an educated elite and promoted
higher education, but it wished, unrealistically, to confine education strictly
to professional and vocational training. Such a policy satisfied the majority of
students, who, even if critical of the regime, did not want politics to interfere
with their studies: this is known from surveys taken in the revolutionary year
of 1905. But whenever the authorities overreacted to the radical minority,
which they usually did, the students closed ranks.

In 1884, in the course of the “counterreforms,” which followed the assassi-
nation of Alexander II, the government revised the liberal University Statute
issued twenty-one years earlier. The new regulations deprived the universities
of a great deal of autonomy and placed them under the direct supervision of
the Ministry of Education. Their faculties could no longer elect rectors. Disci-
plinary authority over the students was entrusted to an outsider, a state
inspector, who had police functions. Student organizations were declared
illegal, even in the form of zemliachestva, associations formed by students from
the same province to provide mutual assistance. Students were understandably
unhappy with the new regulations. Their unhappiness was aggravated by the
appointment in 1897 as Minister of Education of N. P. Bogolepov, a professor
of Roman law, the first academic to hold the post but a dry and unsympathetic
conservative whom they dubbed ““Stone Guest.” Still, the 1880s and 189os were
a period of relative calm at the institutions of higher learning.

The event which shattered this calm was trifling. St. Petersburg Univer-
sity traditionally celebrated on February 8 the anniversary of its founding.*

*Unless otherwise stated, dates for the period preceding February 1918 are given according
to the Julian calendar in use until then (““Old Style,” or OS), which in the nineteenth century was
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2. Nicholas II and family shortly before outbreak of World
War I. By his side, Alexandra Fedorovna. The daughters,
from left to right: Marie, Tatiana, Olga, and Anastasia.

In front, Tsarevich Alexis.

On that day it was customary for the students, after taking part in formal
festivities organized by the faculty, to stage celebrations in the center of the
city. It was pure fun in which politics played no part. But in the Russia of that
time any public event not officially sanctioned was treated as insubordination
and, as such, as political and subversive. Determined to put a stop to such
disturbances, the authorities requested the Rector, the well-known and popu-
lar law professor V. 1. Sergeevich, to warn the students that such celebrations
would no longer be tolerated. The warning, posted throughout the university
and published in the press, deserves full citation because it reflected so faith-
fully the regime’s police mentality:

On February 8, the anniversary of the founding of the Imperial St. Petersburg
University, it has been not uncommon for students to disturb peace and order

12 days behind the Western calendar, and in the twentieth, 13 days. From February 1, 1918, dates
are given New Style (NS)—that is, according to the Western calendar, which the Soviet Government
adopted at that time.
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on the streets as well as in public places of St. Petersburg. These disturbances
begin immediately after the completion of university celebrations when stu-
dents, singing and shouting ‘“Hurrah!,” march in a crowd to the Palace Bridge
and thence to Nevsky Prospect. In the evening, noisy intrusions into restau-
rants, places of amusement, the circus, and the Little Theater take place. Deep
into the night the streets adjoining these establishments are cut off by an excited
crowd, causing regrettable clashes and annoyance to the public. St. Petersburg
society has long taken note of these disorders: it is indignant and blames the
university and the entire student body, even though only a small part is in-
volved.

The law makes provisions for such disorders and subjects those guilty of
violating public order to imprisonment for 7 days and fines of up to 25 rubles.
If such disorders involve a large crowd which ignores police orders to disperse,
the participants are subject to terms of imprisonment for up to one month and
fines of up to 100 rubles. And if the disorder has to be quelled by force, then
those guilty are subject to terms of imprisonment of up to three months and
fines of up to 300 rubles.

On February 8, the police are obliged to preserve peace in the same manner
as on any other day of the year. Should order be disturbed, they are obliged
to stop the disturbance at any cost. In addition, the law provides for the use
of force to end disorders. The results of such a clash with the police may be
most unfortunate. Those guilty may be subject to arrest, the loss of privileges,
dismissal and expulsion from the university, and exile from the capital. I feel
obliged to warn the student body of this. Students must respect the law in order
to uphold the honor and dignity of the university.’

The tactless admonition infuriated the students. When on February 8
Sergeevich mounted the speakers’ rostrum, they booed and hissed him for
twenty minutes. They then streamed outside singing “Gaudeamus Igitur’’ and
the “Marseillaise.” The crowd attempted to cross the Palace Bridge into the
city but, finding it blocked by the police, proceeded instead to the Nikolaev
Bridge. Here more police awaited them. The students claimed that in the
ensuing melee they were beaten with whips, and the police that they were
pelted with snowballs and chunks of ice.

Greatly excited, the students held during the following two days assem-
blies at which they voted to strike until the government assured them that the
police would respect their rights.® Up to this point the grievance was specific
and capable of being satisfied.

But the protest movement was promptly taken over by radicals in charge
of an illegal Mutual Aid Fund (Kassa vzaimopomoshchi) who saw in it an
opportunity to politicize the student body. The Fund was dominated by social-
ists, some of whom would later play a leading role in the revolutionary move-
ment, among them Boris Savinkov, a future terrorist, Ivan Kaliaev, who in
1905 would assassinate Grand Duke Sergei, the governor-general of Moscow,
and George Nosar (Khrustalev), who in October 1905 would chair the Petro-
grad Soviet.” The leaders of the Fund at first dismissed the strike as a ““puerile”
exercise, but took charge once they realized that the movement enjoyed broad
support. They formed an organizing committee to direct the strike and dis-
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patched emissaries to the other schools with requests for support. On February
15, Moscow University joined the strike; on February 17, Kiev followed suit;
and before long all the major institutions of higher learning in the Empire were
shut down. An estimated 25,000 students boycotted classes. The strikers called
for an end to arbitrary discipline and police brutality; they posed as yet no
political demands.

The authorities responded by arresting the strike leaders. More liberal
officials, however, managed to persuade them that the protests had no political
purpose and were best contained by satisfying legitimate student grievances.
Indeed, the striking students believed themselves to be acting in defense of the
law rather than challenging the tsarist regime.® A commission was appointed
under P. S. Vannovskii, a former Minister of War, a venerable general with
impeccable conservative credentials. While the Commission pursued its inqui-
ries, the students drifted back to classes, ignoring the protests of the organizing
committee. St. Petersburg University voted to end the strike on March 1, and
Moscow resumed work four days later.’

Displeased by this turn of events, the socialists on the organizing commit-
tee 1ssued on March 4, in the name of the student body, a Manifesto that
claimed the events of February 8, 1899, were merely

one episode of the regime that prevails in Russia, [a regime] that rests on
arbitrariness, secrecy [bezglasnost’], and complete lack of security, including
even the absence of the most indispensable, indeed, the most sacred rights of
the development of human individuality . . .

The Manifesto called on all the oppositional elements in Russia to ““organize
for the forthcoming struggle,”” which would end only “with the attainment of
its main goal—the overthrow of autocracy.”® In the judgment of the police
official reporting on these events, this Manifesto was not so much the expres-
sion of student disorders as a “prelude to the Russian Revolution.””

The episode just described was a microcosm of the tragedy of late Impe-
rial Russia: it illustrated to what extent the Revolution was the result not of
insufferable conditions but of irreconcilable attitudes. The government chose
to treat a harmless manifestation of youthful spirits as a seditious act. In
response, radical intellectuals escalated student complaints of mistreatment at
the hands of the police into a wholesale rejection of the “system.” It was, of
course, absurd to insinuate that student grievances which produced the univer-
sity strike could not be satisfied without the overthrow of the country’s politi-
cal regime: restoring the 1863 University Statutes would have gone a long way
toward meeting these grievances, as most students must have believed, since
they returned to classes following the appointment of the Vannovskii Com-
mission. The technique of translating specific complaints into general polit-
ical demands would become a standard procedure for Russian liberals and
radicals. It precluded compromises and partial reforms: nothing, it was
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alleged, could be improved as long as the existing system remained in place,
which meant that revolution was a necessary precondition of any improvement
whatsoever.

Contrary to expectations, the Vannovskii Commission sided with the
students, placing the blame for the February events on the police. It concluded
that the strikes were neither conspiratorial in origin nor political in spirit, but
a spontaneous manifestation of student unhappiness over their treatment.
Vannovskii proposed a return to the 1863 University Statutes, as well as a
number of specific reforms including the legalization of student assemblies and
zemliachestva, reducing the amount of time devoted to the study of Latin, and
abolishing the Greek requirement. The authorities chose to reject these recom-
mendations, preferring to resort to punitive measures.'

On July 29, 1899, the government issued ‘“Temporary Rules’” which pro-
vided that students guilty of political misconduct would lose their military
deferments. At the time of publication, it was widely assumed that the measure
was intended to frighten the students and would not be enforced. But enforced
it was. In November 1900, after a year and a half of quiet, fresh university
disturbances broke out, this time in Kiev, to protest the expulsion of two
students. Several universities held protest meetings in support of Kiev. On
January 11, 1901, invoking the July 1899 ordinance, Bogolepov ordered the
induction into the army of 183 Kievan students. When St. Petersburg Univer-
sity struck in sympathy, 27 of its students were similarly punished. One month
later, a student by the name of P. V. Karpovich shot and fatally wounded
Bogolepov: the minister was the first victim of the new wave of terrorism which
in the next few years would claim thousands. Contemporaries regarded
Bogolepov’s measures against the students and his assassination as marking
the onset of a new revolutionary era.!

More university strikes followed at Kharkov, Moscow, and Warsaw.
Hundreds of students were expelled by administrative procedures. In 1901,
hoping to calm the situation, the government appointed Vannovskii, then
seventy-eight years of age, to take Bogolepov’s place. Vannovskii introduced
modifications in the university rules, authorizing student gatherings and relax-
ing the ancient language requirements. The concessions failed to appease the
students; indeed, student organizations rejected them on the grounds that they
indicated weakness and should be exploited for political ends.!? Having failed
to calm the universities, Vannovskii was dismissed.

Henceforth, Russian institutions of higher learning became the fulcrum
of political opposition. Viacheslav Plehve, the arch-conservative director of the
Police Department, was of the opinion that “almost all the regicides and a very
large number of those involved in political crimes” were students.* According
to Prince E. N. Trubetskoi, a liberal academic, the universities now became
thoroughly politicized: students increasingly lost interest in academic rights
and freedoms, caring only for politics, which made normal academic life
impossible. Writing in 1906, he described the university strikes of 1899 as the
beginning of the “general crisis of the state.””*
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The unrest at institutions of higher learning occurred against a back-
ground of mounting oppositional sentiment in zemstva, organs of local self-
government created in 1864. In 1890, during the era of “counterreforms,” the
rights of zemstva were restricted, which caused as much unhappiness among
its deputies as the 1884 University Statutes did among students. In the late
1890s, zemtsy began to hold semi-legal national conclaves with political over-
tones."

The government at this point had two alternatives: it could seek to placate
the opposition, so far confined mainly to the educated elements, with conces-
sions, or it could resort to still harsher repressive measures. Concessions would
have certainly been the wiser choice, because the opposition was a loose
alliance of diverse elements from which it should have been possible, at a
relatively small cost, to satisfy the more moderate elements and detach them
from the revolutionaries. Repression, on the other hand, drove these elements
into each other’s arms and radicalized the moderates. The Tsar, Nicholas 11,
was committed to absolutism in part because he believed himself duty-bound
by his coronation oath to uphold this system, and in part because he felt
convinced that the intellectuals were incapable of administering the Empire.
Not entirely averse to some concessions if they would restore order, he lacked
patience: whenever concessions did not immediately produce the desired re-
sults, he abandoned them and had recourse to police measures.

When in April 1902 a radical student killed the Minister of the Interior,
D. S. Sipiagin, it was decided to give the police virtually unlimited powers. The
appointment of Viacheslav Plehve as Sipiagin’s successor signaled the begin-
ning of a policy of unflinching confrontation with “society,” a declaration of
war against all who challenged the principle of autocracy. During Plehve’s
two-year tenure in office, Russia came close to becoming a police state in the
modern, ‘“‘totalitarian” sense of the word.

To contemporaries, Plehve was a man of mystery: even his date and place
of birth were unknown. His past has come to light only recently as a result
of archival researches.!* Of German origin, he had been raised in Warsaw. He
attended law school, following which he served for a time as procurator. His
bureaucratic career began in earnest in 1881 with the appointment to the post
of director of the newly formed Department of Police, established to fight
sedition. He is said to have feigned liberalism to qualify for this post under the
relatively enlightened ministry then in office.”” Henceforth, he lived and
worked in the shadow world of political counterintelligence. Introducing the
technique of infiltration and provocation, he achieved brilliant successes in
penetrating and destroying revolutionary organizations. He had excellent
understanding of the issues touching on state security, an indomitable capacity
for work, and skill in adjusting to the shifting winds of Court politics. The
personification of bureaucratic conservatism, he was unwilling to grant the
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3. Viacheslav Plehve.

population a voice in affairs of state. Such changes as were required—and he
did not oppose them in principle—had to come from above, from the Crown:
in the words of his biographer, he was “not so much opposed to change as to
loss of control.”'®* While intolerant of public initiatives, he was prepared to
have the government take direct charge of everything that required reforms
in the status quo. The police in his view had not merely a negative function—
that is, preventing sedition (kramola)—but also the positive one of actively
directing the forces that life brought to the surface and that left to themselves
could undermine the government’s political monopoly. In this extraordinary
extension of police functions into the realm of positive management of society
lay the seed of modern totalitarianism. Because Plehve refused to distinguish
between the moderate (loyal) and radical opposition, he inadvertently forged
a united front which, under the name Liberational Movement (Osvoboditel’noe
dvizhenie) would in 1904—5 compel the government to give up its autocratic
prerogatives.

On assuming office, Plehve tried to win over the more conservative wing
of the zemstvo movement. But he persisted in treating zemstvo deputies as
government functionaries and any sign of independence on their part as in-
subordination. His effort to make the zemstva a branch of the Ministry of the
Interior not only lost him the sympathy of the zemstvo conservatives but
radicalized the zemstvo constitutionalists, with the result that by 1903 he had
to give up his one effort at conciliation.

Plehve’s standing with society suffered a further blow with the outbreak
of a vicious anti-Jewish pogrom on Easter Sunday (April 4) of 1903 in the
Bessarabian town of Kishinev. Some fifty Jews were killed, many more injured,
and a great deal of Jewish property looted or destroyed. Plehve made no secret
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of his dislike of Jews, which he justified by blaming them for the revolutionary
ferment (he claimed that fully 40 percent of the revolutionaries were Jews).
Although no evidence has ever come to light that he had instigated the
Kishinev pogrom, his well-known anti-Jewish sentiments, as well as his toler-
ance of anti-Semitic publications, encouraged the authorities in Bessarabia to
believe that he would not object to a pogrom. Hence they did nothing to
prevent one and nothing to stop it after it had broken out. This inactivity as
well as the prompt release of the Christian hooligans strengthened the widely
held conviction that he was responsible. Plehve further alienated public opin-
ion with his Russificatory policies in Finland and Armenia.

The epitome of Plehve’s regime was a unique experiment in police-
operated trade unions, known as ‘“Zubatovshchina,” after S. V. Zubatov, the
chief of the Moscow political police (Okhrana). It was a bold attempt to
remove Russian workers from the influence of revolutionaries by satisfying
their economic demands. Russian workers had been stirring since the 1880s.
The nascent labor movement was apolitical, confining its demands to improve-
ments in working conditions, wages, and other typically trade-unionist issues.
But because in Russia of that time any organized labor activity was illegal, the
most innocuous actions (such as the formation of mutual aid or educational
circles) automatically acquired a political and, therefore, seditious connota-
tion. This fact was exploited by radical intellectuals who developed in the 1890s
the ‘“‘agitational” technique which called for inciting workers to economic
strikes in the expectation that the inevitable police repression would drive
them into politics."

Zubatov was a onetime revolutionary who had turned into a staunch
monarchist. Working under Plehve, he had mastered the technique of psycho-
logically “working over” revolutionary youths to induce them to cooperate
with the authorities. In the process he learned a great deal about worker
grievances and concluded that they were politically harmless and acquired a
political character only because existing laws treated them as illegal. He
thought it absurd for the government to play into the hands of revolutionaries
by transforming the workers’ legitimate economic aspirations into political
crimes. In 1898, he presented a memoir to the police chief of St. Petersburg,
D. F. Trepov, in which he argued that in order to frustrate radical agitators,
workers had to be given lawful opportunities to improve their lot. Radical
intellectuals posed no serious threat to the system unless they gained access
to the masses, and that could be prevented by legitimizing the workers’ eco-
nomic and cultural aspirations.” He won over Trepov and other influential
officials, including Grand Duke Sergei Aleksandrovich, the ultrareactionary
governor-general of Moscow, with whose help he began in 1900 to organize
official trade unions.?! This innovation ran into opposition from those who
feared that police-sponsored labor organizations not only would annoy and
confuse the business community but in the event of industrial conflicts place
the government in a most awkward position of having to support workers
against their employers. Plehve himself was skeptical, but Zubatov enjoyed
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powerful backing of persons close to the Tsar. Great things were expected of
his experiment. In August 1902, Zubatov was promoted to head the “Special
Section” of the Police Department, which placed him in charge of all the
Okhrana offices. He expanded the Okhrana network beyond its original three
locations (St. Petersburg, Moscow, and Warsaw) to the provincial towns,
assigning it many functions previously exercised by other police groups. He
required officials involved in political counterintelligence to be thoroughly
familiar with the writings of the main socialist theoreticians as well as the
history of European socialist parties.?

Zubatov’s scheme seemed vindicated by the eagerness with which work-
ers joined the police-sponsored trade unions. In February 1903, Moscow wit-
nessed the extraordinary spectacle of 50,000 workers marching in a procession
headed by Grand Duke Sergei to the monument of Alexander II. Jewish
workers in the Pale of Settlement, who suffered from a double handicap in
trying to organize, flocked to Zubatov’s unions in considerable numbers.

The experiment nearly came to grief, however, in the summer of 1903,
following the outbreak in Odessa of a general strike. When Plehve ordered the
police to quell the strike, the local police-sponsored trade union collapsed: by
backing the employers, the authorities revealed the hollowness of the whole
endeavor. The following month Plehve dismissed Zubatov, although he al-
lowed some of his unions to continue and even authorized some new ones.*

In January 1904, Russia became involved in a war with Japan. The origins
of the Russo-Japanese conflict have long been distorted by the self-serving
accounts of Sergei Witte, the relatively liberal Minister of Finance and Plehve’s
bitter enemy, which assigned the responsibility partly to reactionaries anxious
to divert attention from internal difficulties (““We need a small, victorious war
to avert a revolution” was a sentiment he attributed to Plehve) and partly to
unscrupulous adventurers close to the Court. It has since become known that
Plehve did not want a war and that the adventurers played a much smaller
role than Witte would have had posterity believe. In fact, Witte himself bore
a great deal of the blame for the conflict.*® As the main architect of Russia’s
industrialization, he was eager to ensure foreign markets for her manufactured
goods. In his judgment, the most promising export outlets lay in the Far East,
notably China. Witte also believed that Russia could provide a major transit
route for cargo and passengers from Western Europe to the Pacific, a potential
role of which she had been deprived by the completion in 1869 of the Suez
Canal. With these objectives in mind, he persuaded Alexander III to authorize
a railway across the immense expanse of Siberia. The Trans-Siberian, begun

*Witte (Vospominaniia, 11, Moscow, 1960, 218-19) says that in July 1903 Zubatov confided to
him that Russia was in a revolutionary situation which could not be resolved by police measures.
Zubatov also predicted Plehve’s assassination. This was betrayed to Plehve, who fired Zubatov and
exiled him to the provinces. In March 1917, on learning of the Tsar’s abdication, he committed
suicide.
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in 1886, was to be the longest railroad in the world. Nicholas, who sympathized
with the idea of Russia’s Far Eastern mission, endorsed and continued the
undertaking. Russia’s ambitions in the Far East received warm encouragement
from Kaiser Wilhelm II, who sought to divert her attention from the Balkans,
where Austria, Germany’s principal ally, had her own designs. (In 1897, as he
was sailing in the Baltic, Wilhelm signaled Nicholas: “The Admiral of the
Atlantic greets the Admiral of the Pacific.””)

In the memoirs he wrote after retiring from public life, Witte claimed that
while he had indeed supported a vigorous Russian policy in the Far East, he
had in mind exclusively economic penetration, and that his plans were
wrecked by irresponsible generals and politicians. This thesis, however, cannot
be sustained in the light of the archival evidence that has surfaced since.
Witte’s plans for economic penetration of the Far East were conceived in the
spirit of imperialism of the age: it called for a strong military presence, which
was certain sooner or later to violate China’s sovereignty and come in conflict
with the imperial ambitions of Japan. This became apparent in 1895, when
Witte had the idea of shortening the route of the Trans-Siberian Railroad by
cutting across Chinese Manchuria. He obtained China’s consent with bribes
given the Chinese statesman Li Hung-chang and the promise of a defensive
alliance. An agreement to this effect was signed in June 1896 during Li Hung-
chang’s visit to Moscow to attend the coronation of Nicholas II. The signato-
ries pledged mutual help in the event of an attack on either of them or on
Korea. China allowed Russia to construct a line to Vladivostok across Man-
churia, on the understanding that her sovereignty in that province would be
respected.

Russia immediately violated the terms of the treaty by introducing nu-
merous police and military units into Manchuria and establishing in Kharbin
a quasi-independent base of operations. More Russian troops were sent to
Manchuria during the anti-Western Boxer Rebellion (1900). In 1898 Russia
extracted from China the naval base at Port Arthur on a long-term lease.

With these steps, and despite Nicholas’s desire for peaceful relations and
the reservations of some ministers, Russia headed for a confrontation with
Japan. In November 1902, high-ranking Russian officials held a secret confer-
ence in Yalta to discuss China’s complaints about Russia’s treaty violations
and the problems caused by the reluctance of foreigners to invest in Russia’s
Far Eastern ventures. It was agreed that Russia could attain her economic
objectives in Manchuria only by intense colonization; but for Russians to settle
there, the regime needed to tighten its hold on the area. It was the unanimous
opinion of the participants, Witte included, that Russia had to annex Man-
churia, or, at the very least, bring it under closer control.* In the months that
followed, the Minister of War, A. N. Kuropatkin, urged aggressive action to
protect the Trans-Siberian Railroad: in his view, unless Russia was prepared
to annex Manchuria she should withdraw from there. In February 1903,
Nicholas agreed to annexation.”

The Japanese, who had their own ambitions in the region, tried to fore-
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stall a conflict by agreement on spheres of influence: they would recognize
Russian interests in Manchuria in return for an acknowledgment of their
interests in Korea. An accord might have been reached along these lines were
it not that in August 1903 Nicholas dismissed Witte as Minister of Finance:
after that, Russia’s Far Eastern diplomacy began to drift, with no one in
charge. It is then that socially prominent speculators, interested in exploiting
Korean lumber resources, aggravated relations with Japan.* Persuaded that
Russia would not negotiate, the Japanese in late 1903 decided to go to war.
Although aware of Japan’s preparations, the Russians did nothing, willing to
let her bear the blame for initiating hostilities. They held the Japanese in utter
contempt: Alexander III had called them “monkeys who play Europeans,”
and the common people joked that they would smother the makaki
(macaques) with their caps.

On February 8, 1904, without declaring war, Japan attacked and laid siege
to the naval base at Port Arthur. Sinking some Russian warships and bottling
up the rest, they secured command of the sea which permitted them to land
troops on the Korean peninsula. The battles that followed were fought on
Manchurian soil, along the Korean border, far away from the centers of her
population and industry, which presented Russia with considerable logistic
difficulties. These were compounded by the fact that the Trans-Siberian was
not yet fully operational when the war broke out because of an unfinished
stretch around Lake Baikal. In every engagement, Japan displayed superior
quality of command as well as better intelligence.

The Socialist-Revolutionary Combat Organization, which directed the
party’s terrorist operations, had Plehve at the top of its list of intended victims.
The minister took every conceivable precaution, but he felt confident of his
ability to outwit the terrorists because he had achieved the seemingly impossi-
ble feat of placing one of his agents, Evno Azef, in the combat organization.
Azef betrayed to the police an attempt on Plehve’s life, which led to the
apprehension of G. A. Gershuni, the terrorist fanatic who had founded and
led the group. At Gershuni’s request, Azef was named his successor. In 1903
and 1904 several more attempts were made on Plehve’s life, each of them failing
for one reason or another. By then some SRs began to suspect Azef’s loyalty,
and to salvage his reputation and very likely his life, Azef had to arrange for
the assassination of Plehve. The operation, directed by Boris Savinkov, was
successful: Plehve was blown to pieces on July 15, 1904, by a bomb thrown at
his carriage.T

*Witte’s dismissal resulted from the Tsar’s dislike of him and Plehve’s intrigues. It occurred,
h~wever, as a result of a sudden illumination. Nicholas told Plehve that during a church service

he heard the Lord instructing him “not to delay that which I was already persuaded to do”: V. I.
Gurko, Features and Figures of the Past (Stanford, Calif., 1939), 225.

TOn Azef, see Boris Nikolajewsky [Nikolaevskii], Azeff the Spy (New York, 1934). After
Plehve’s murder, Azefs reputation among revolutionaries grew immensely, and he managed to
continue his double role until exposed by the director of the Police Department, A. A. Lopukhin,
in December 1908, following which he fled to Germany and went into business. He died in 1918.
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4. Remains of Plehve’s body after terrorist attack.

At the time of his death, Plehve was the object of universal hatred. Even
liberals blamed his death not on the terrorists but on the government. Peter
Struve, who at the time was editing in Germany the main liberal organ, spoke
for a good deal of public opinion when he wrote immediately after the event:

The corpses of Bogolepov, Sipiagin, Bogdanovich, Bobrikov, Andreev, and von
Plehve are not melodramatic whims or romantic accidents of Russian history.
These corpses mark the logical development of a moribund autocracy. Russian
autocracy, in the person of its last two emperors and their ministers, has
stubbornly cut off and continues to cut off the country from all avenues of legal
and gradual political development. . . . The terrible thing for the government
is not the physical liquidation of the Sipiagins and von Plehves, but the public
atmosphere of resentment and indignation which these bearers of authority
create and which breeds in the ranks of Russian society one avenger after
another. . . . [Plehve] thought that it was possible to have an autocracy which
introduced the police into everything—an autocracy which transformed legis-
lation, administration, scholarship, church, school, and family into police [or-
gans]—that such an autocracy could dictate to a great nation the laws of its
historical development. And the police of von Plehve were not even able to
avert a bomb. What a pitiful fool!*

Struve and other liberals would come to rue these incautious words, for it
would soon become apparent that for the terrorists terrorism was a way of life,
directed not only against the autocracy but also against the very “avenues of
legal and gradual political development.” But in the excited atmosphere of the
time, when politics turned into a spectator sport, the terrorists were widely
admired as heroic champions of freedom.

Plehve’s death deeply affected Nicholas: the emotional diary entry on this
event contrasts strikingly with the cold indifference with which he would
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5. Prince P. D. Sviatopolk-Mirskii.

record seven years later the murder of Stolypin, a statesman of incomparably
greater caliber but one who happened to believe that Russia no longer could
be run as an autocracy. He had lost to terrorist bombs two Ministers of the
Interior in two years. Once again he stood between the alternatives of concilia-
tion and repression. His personal inclinations always ran toward repression,
and he might well have chosen another die-hard conservative were it not for
the uninterrupted flow of bad news from the war front. On August 17, 1904,
a numerically inferior Japanese force attacked the main Russian army near
Liaoyang, forcing it to retreat to Mukden.

This happened on August 24, and the very next day Nicholas offered the
Ministry of the Interior to Prince P. D. Sviatopolk-Mirskii. On the spectrum
of bureaucratic politics, Mirskii stood at the opposite pole from Plehve: a man
of utmost integrity and liberal temperament, he believed that Russia could be
effectively governed only if state and society respected and trusted each other.
The favorite word in his political vocabulary was doverie— *““trust.” An officer
of the General Staff who had served as governor in several provinces and as
Deputy Minister of the Interior—that is, head of the police—he represented
a type of enlightened bureaucrat more prevalent in late Imperial Russia than
commonly thought. He completely rejected the police methods of Sipiagin and
Plehve, and rather than serve under them in the Ministry of the Interior, had
himself posted as governor-general to Vilno.

Mirskii was not overjoyed by Nicholas’s offer. Considerations of personal
safety played a part in his hesitation: on his retirement half a year later, he
would toast his good fortune in having survived so dangerous an assignment.?’
But he also did not think that someone holding his views could work with the
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Court. To prevent misunderstandings, he laid out before Nicholas his political
credo:

You know little of me and perhaps think that I share the opinions of the two
preceding ministers. But, on the contrary, I hold directly opposite views. After
all, in spite of my friendship with Sipiagin, I had to quit as Deputy Minister
because I disagreed with his politics. The situation has become so acute that
one can consider the government to be at odds with Russia. It is imperative
to make peace, or else Russia will soon be divided into those who carry out
surveillance and those who are under surveillance, and then what??

He advised Nicholas that it was necessary to introduce religious tolerance, to
broaden the competence of self-government (he referred to himself as a
‘zemstvo man’’), to confine the concept of political crime to acts of terror and
incitement to terror, to improve the treatment of the minorities, to ease censor-
ship, and to invite zemstvo representatives for consultations. Nicholas, whose
upbringing precluded open disagreement, seemed to approve of everything
Mirskii told him.*

Mirskii’s appointment to the most important administrative post in
Russia was very favorably received. As an experienced official with a broad
base of popular support, he seemed the ideal man to resolve the political crisis.
His main shortcomings were softness of character and lack of decisiveness
which caused him to send signals that encouraged the opposition in the belief
the government was prepared to make greater concessions than was the case.

Mirskii immediately went to work to win public support. He abolished
corporal punishment, relaxed censorship, and restored to their posts a number
of prominent zemtsy whom Plehve had exiled. He further expressed the inten-
tion of lifting the disabilities of the Old Believers and easing the lot of the Jews.
He made a strong impression with an address to the officials of the Ministry
of the Interior, published in the press, in which he said that experience had
taught him that government had to have a “genuinely well-meaning and
genuinely trustful attitude toward civic and estate institutions and the popula-
tion at large.””*

A new era seemed to be dawning. The zemtsy read in Mirskii’s remarks
an invitation to hold a national congress. They had held one such gathering
in 1902, but surreptitiously because it was illegal. The idea of a public zemstvo
congress emerged in late August 1904, immediately after Mirskii’s appoint-
ment, and quickly gained the endorsement of both the liberal (constitutional-
ist) and conservative (Slavophile) wings of the movement. Initially, the plan-
ners intended to confine the agenda to zemstvo affairs. But having learned of
Mirskii’s remarks, they concluded that the government would welcome their
views on national issues and expanded the agenda accordingly. The zemtsy felt
it was essential to institutionalize the latest changes in government policy:
Mirskii, after all, could prove merely a tool of the “dark forces”—the Court
camarilla, above all—to be discarded as soon as he had served his purpose by
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pacifying the country. In the words of Dmitrii Shipov, the most prominent
among the conservative zemtsy, many of his associates felt

that so far, trust in society had been expressed only by the individual placed
at the head of the Ministry of the Interior . . . it was necessary for that one
official’s sense of trust to be assimilated by the entire government and clothed
in legal form, protected by safeguards, which would preclude shifts in the
government’s attitude to society being dependent on such happenstance as the
change of personnel at the head of government offices. It was further said that
it had become an urgent need to make proper arrangements for legislative
activity and to grant a national representative body participation in it.*

These sentiments spelled constitution and a legislative parliament. Some con-
servative zemtsy thought this went too far, but persuaded that the government
wanted to hear the whole range of opinions, they agreed to place constitutional
proposals on the agenda of the forthcoming congress, scheduled for early
November.

When he first learned that the zemtsy planned a national congress Mirskii
not only approved but asked and received the Tsar’s blessing for it. In so doing
he was under the misapprehension that the gathering would confine itself, as,
indeed, had originally been planned, to zemstvo matters; in this belief, he
inadvertently misled the Tsar. When he learned of the revised agenda, he
requested Shipov to have the congress postponed for several months. Shipov
thought this impossible to arrange, whereupon the minister requested that it
move to Moscow. This, too, was rejected, so Mirskii agreed to have the
congress proceed as planned but in the guise of a *‘private consultation”
(chastnoe soveshchanie). His approval conveyed the misleading impression
that the government was prepared to contemplate a constitutional and parlia-
mentary regime.

Expecting the Zemstvo Congress to come up with a constitutional project,
Mirskii asked Sergei Kryzhanovskii, an official in his ministry, to draft a
counterproposal. His intention was to formulate a program that would include
the maximum of oppositional demands conceivably acceptable to the Tsar.>?

In this atmosphere of great expectations, the oppositional groups felt the
time had come to combine forces. On September 17, representatives of the
constitutionalist Union of Liberation met secretly in Paris with Socialists-
Revolutionaries as well as Polish and Finnish nationalists, to forge a united
front against the autocracy.* |

The Paris Conference was a prelude to the great Zemstvo Congress held
in St. Petersburg on November 6—9, 1904, an event that in terms of historical
importance may be compared with the French Estates-General of 1789. The
analogy was not lost on some contemporaries.*:

The congress met in private residences, one of them the apartment of

*Shmuel Galai, The Liberation Movement in Russia, 1900-1905 (Cambridge, Mass., 1973),

214-19; Richard Pipes, Struve: Liberal on the Left (Cambridge, Mass., 1970), 363-66. The Social-
Democrats, who wanted to lead the revolution on their own, stayed away, but Azef was present.
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Vladimir Nabokov (the father of the future novelist) on Bolshaia Morskaia,
within sight of the Winter Palace.** On arrival in the capital, the delegates were
directed to their destination by the police.

A number of resolutions were put up for a vote, of which the most
important as well as the most controversial called for an elected legislature
with a voice in the shaping of the budget and control over the bureaucracy.
The conservatives objected to this motion on the grounds that political democ-
racy was alien to Russia’s historic traditions: they wanted a strictly consulta-
tive body modeled on the Muscovite Land Assemblies that would convey to
the throne the wishes of its subjects but not interfere with legislation. They
suffered defeat: the resolution in favor of a legislative parliament carried by
a vote of 60—38. There was near-unanimity, however, that the new body should
have a voice in the preparation of the state budget and oversee the bureauc-
racy.” It was the first time in the history of modern Russia that a legally
assembled body—even if assembled under the guise of a “private consulta-
tion”’—passed resolutions calling for a constitution and a parliament—even if
the resolutions did not use these taboo words.

In the weeks that followed, the platform adopted by the Zemstvo Con-
gress provided the text for the many public and private bodies that met to take
a stand on national questions, among them the Municipal Council of Moscow,
various business associations, and the students of nearly all the institutions of
higher learning.’** To spread the message as widely as possible, the Union of
Liberation organized a campaign of nationwide banquets—modeled on 1848
France—at which the guests toasted freedom and the constitution.?’” The first
took place in St. Petersburg on November 20, the fortieth anniversary of the
judiciary reform; 676 writers and representatives of the intelligentsia affixed
their signatures to a petition calling for a democratic constitution and a
Constituent Assembly. Similar banquets were held in other cities during No-
vember and December 1904. The socialist intelligentsia, which at first had
poured scorn on these “bourgeois” affairs, eventually joined in and radicalized
the resolutions. Of the forty-seven banquets on which there exists information,
thirty-six are known to have followed the Zemstvo Congress, while eleven
went further and demanded a Constituent Assembly.’® The provincial authori-
ties, confused by conflicting signals from the capital, did not interfere,
even though Mirskii instructed them in secret circulars to prevent the
banquets from taking place and to disperse them if they defied government
prohibitions.*

After the Zemstvo Congress had adjourned, Shipov briefed Mirskii on its
resolutions; the minister listened sympathetically. Later that month, Prince
Sergei Trubetskoi, the rector of Moscow University, submitted at Mirskii’s
request a reform proposal, which Mirskii gave to Kryzhanovskii and Lopu-
khin, the director of the Police Department, to edit for submission to the
Tsar.*

The Trubetskoi-Kryzhanovskii-Lopukhin reform proposal which Mirskii
presented to Nicholas early in December 1904 was a cleverly worded appeal
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to the Tsar’s conservative instincts.*' The authors made the proposed constitu-
tional and parliamentary concessions appear to be a restoration of old prac-
tices rather than the revolutionary innovation that they really were. The
reforms of Alexander II, they wrote, had ended the “patrimonial” (votchinnyi)
regime in Russia by introducing the notion of public interest. They

marked the end of the old patrimonial order and, along with it, of the personal-
ized notions of rulership. Russia ceased to be the personal property and fiefdom
of its ruler. . . . [The concepts] of “public interest” and ‘“public opinion™
suggested the emergence of the impersonal state . . . with its own body politic,
separate from the person of the ruler.*

Legality (zakonnost’) was depicted as entirely compatible with autocracy be-
cause the Tsar would remain the exclusive source of laws, which he could
repeal at will. The proposed representative body—envisaged as limited to
consultative function—was depicted as a return to the days of ‘“‘true autoc-
racy”’ when tsars used to heed the voice of their people.

Mirskii’s draft was discussed on December 7 by high officials under
Nicholas’s chairmanship. The most controversial clause called for the intro-
duction into the State Council, at the time an exclusively appointed body, of
deputies elected by the zemstva. It was an exceedingly modest measure, but
it did inject the elective principle into a political system in which legislation
and administration were the exclusive preserve of the monarch and officials
designated by him. In advocating its adoption, Mirskii argued that it would
“ensure domestic tranquility better than the most determined police mea-
sures.”** According to Witte, the meeting was very emotional. The majority
of the ministers sided with Mirskii. The chief adversary was Konstantin
Pobedonostsev, the procurator of the Holy Synod and the regime’s most
influential conservative, who saw in the introduction of elected representatives
into state institutions a fatal breach in Russia’s traditional political system.
Having heard out both sides, Nicholas agreed to all of Mirskii’s proposals.
Those present left the meeting with the sense of having been witnesses to a
momentous event in Russia’s history.*

At the Tsar’s request, Witte prepared an appropriate document for his
signature. But Nicholas had second thoughts: he needed reassurance. Before
signing it into law, he consulted Grand Duke Sergei and Witte. Both advised
against adding elected representatives to the State Council—Sergei out of
conviction, Witte more likely out of opportunism. Nicholas did not require
much convincing: relieved, he struck out this provision. “I shall never, under
any circumstances,” he told Witte, “agree to a representative form of govern-
ment because I consider it harmful to the people whom God has entrusted to
my care.”®

When he learned of the Tsar’s change of heart on the key provision in his
draft, Mirskii fell into despondency. Convinced that all was lost he offered to
resign, but Nicholas persuaded him to stay on.
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On December 12, 1904, the government made public a law “Concerning
the Improvement of the Political Order,” which, its title notwithstanding,
announced all kinds of reforms except in the realm of politics.*® One set of
measures addressed the condition of the peasantry, “so dear to OUR heart.”
Others dealt with the population’s legal and civil rights. Government officials
would be held accountable for misdemeanors. The sphere of activity of zemstva
would be broadened and zemstvo institutions introduced into lower adminis-
trative units. There were pledges of state insurance for workers, equal justice
for all, religious tolerance, and the easing of censorship. The emergency regula-
tions of 1881 providing for the suspension of civil rights in areas placed under
Safeguard would be modified.

All this was welcome. But the absence of any political concessions was
widely seen as a rejection of the demands of the November 1904 Zemstvo
Congress.*” For this reason the Law of December 12 was given little chance
to resolve the national crisis, which was first and foremost political in nature.

Commissions were named to draft laws implementing the December 12
edict, but they had no issue because neither Nicholas nor the Court desired
changes, preferring to procrastinate. They may have been hoping for some
miracle, perhaps a decisive victory over the Japanese now that the Minister
of War, Kuropatkin, had taken personal command of the Russian armies in
the Far East. On October 2, Russia’s Baltic Fleet sailed to relieve Port Arthur.

But no miracle occurred. Instead, on December 20, 1904/January 2, 1905,
Port Arthur surrendered. The Japanese captured 25,000 prisoners and what
was left of Russia’s Pacific Fleet.

Throughout 1904, Russia’s masses were quiet: the revolutionary pres-
sures on the government came exclusively from the social elite—university
students and the rest of the intelligentsia, as well as the zemstvo gentry. The
dominant trend was liberal, “bourgeois.” In these events the socialists played
a secondary role, as terrorists and agitators. The population at large—peasants
and workers alike—watched the conflict from the sidelines. As Struve wrote
on January 2, 1905: “In Russia, there is as yet no revolutionary people.”*® The
passivity of the masses encouraged the government to wage a rearguard action
against its opponents, confident that as long as the demands for political
change were confined to “society” it could beat them off. All this changed
dramatically on January 9 with the massacre of worker demonstrators in St.
Petersburg. This so-called Bloody Sunday spread the revolutionary fever to all
strata of the population and made the Revolution truly a mass phenomenon:
if the 1904 Zemstvo Congress was Russia’s Estates-General, then Bloody
Sunday was her Bastille Day.

This said, it would be incorrect to date the beginning of the 1905 Revolu-
tion from January 9 because by then the government had been under siege for
more than a year. Indeed, Bloody Sunday would not have occurred were it not
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for the atmosphere of political crisis generated by the Zemstvo Congress and
the banquet campaign.

It will be recalled that in 1903 Plehve had dismissed Zubatov but con-
tinued the experiment of police-sponsored trade unions. One of the post-
Zubatov unions which he authorized was led by a priest, Father George
Gapon.* The son of a Ukrainian peasant, Gapon was a charismatic figure who
genuinely identified with the workers and their grievances. He was inspired by
Leo Tolstoy and agreed to cooperate with the authorities only after consider-
able hesitation. With the blessing of the governor-general of the capital, I. A.
Fullon, he founded the Assembly of Russian Factory and Plant Workers to
work for the moral and cultural uplifting of the working class. (He stressed
religion rather than economic issues and admitted only Christians.) Plehve
approved Gapon’s union in February 1904. It enjoyed great popularity and
opened branches in different quarters of city: toward the end of 1904, it was
said to have 11,000 members and 8,000 associates,’® which overshadowed the
St. Petersburg Social-Democratic organization, numerically insignificant to
begin with and composed almost entirely of students. The police watched
Gapon’s activities with mixed feelings, for as his organization prospered he
displayed worrisome signs of independence, to the point of attempting, with-
out authorization, to open branches in Moscow and Kiev. It is difficult to tell
what was on Gapon’s mind, but there is no reason to regard him as a “police
agent” in the ordinary meaning of the term—that is, a man who betrayed
associates for money—because he indubitably sympathized with his workers
and identified with their aspirations. Unlike the ordinary agent provocateur,
he also did not conceal his connections with the authorities: Governor Fullon
openly participated in some of his functions.”® Indeed, by late 1904 it was
difficult to tell whether the police were using Gapon or Gapon the police, for
by that time he had become the most outstanding labor leader in Russia.

At first, Gapon’s only concern was for the spiritual welfare of his flock.
But in late 1904, impressed by the Zemstvo Congress and the banquet cam-
paign, and possibly afraid of isolation, he concluded that the Assembly had
to enter politics, side by side with the other estates.’? He tried to make contact
with the Social-Democrats and Socialists-Revolutionaries, but they spurned
him. In November 1904 he communicated with the St. Petersburg branch of
the Union of Liberation, which was only too happy to involve him in its
campaign. As Gapon recalled in his memoirs:

Meanwhile, the great conference of the Zemstvos took place in November, and
was followed by the petition of Russian barristers for a grant of law and liberty.
I could not but feel that the day when freedom would be wrested from the
hands of our old oppressors would be near, and at the same time I was terribly
afraid that, for lack of support on the side of the masses, the effort might fail.
I had a meeting with several intellectual Liberals, and asked their opinion as
to what the workmen could do to help the liberation movement. They advised
me that we also should draft a petition and present it to the Government. But
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6. Governor Fullon visits Father Gapon
and his Assembly of Russian Workers.

I did not think that such a petition would be of much value unless it were
accompanied by a large industrial strike.*

Gapon’s testimony leaves no doubt that the worker petition that led to Bloody
Sunday was conceived by his advisers from the Liberation Movement as part
of the campaign of banquets and professional gatherings. At the end of No-
vember, Gapon agreed to introduce into his Assembly the resolutions of the
Zemstvo Congress and to distribute to its members publications of the Union
of Liberation.*

The opportunity for a major strike presented itself on December 20, 1904,

*George Gapon, The Story of My Life (New York, 1906), 144. The “‘intellectual Liberals”
whom Gapon consulted are known to have been Ekaterina Kuskova, her common-law husband
S. N. Prokopovich, and V. Ia. Bogucharskii (Iakovlev).
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with the dismissal of four workers belonging to his Assembly by Putilov, the
largest industrial enterprise in the capital. Because the Putilov management
had recently founded a rival union, the workers viewed the dismissals as an
assault on their Assembly and went on strike. Other factories struck in sympa-
thy. On January 7, an estimated 82,000 workers were out; the following day,
their number grew to 120,000. By then, St. Petersburg was without electricity
and newspapers; all public places were closed.”

Imitating the banquet campaign, Gapon on January 6 scheduled for
Sunday, January 9, a worker procession to the Winter Palace to present the
Tsar with a petition. As was the case with all the documents drafted by or with
the assistance of the Union of Liberation, the petition generalized and politi-
cized specific and unpolitical grievances, claiming that there could be no
improvement in the condition of the workers unless the political system was
radically changed. Written in a stilted language meant to imitate worker
speech, it called for a Constituent Assembly and made other demands taken
from the program of the Union of Liberation.”> Gapon sent copies of the
petition to high officials. Preparations for the demonstration went ahead de-
spite the opposition of the socialists.

Since Gapon’s Assembly enjoyed official sanction, the workers had no
reason to think that the planned demonstration would be anything but orderly
and peaceful. But the government feared that a procession of tens of thousands
of workers could get out of control and lead to a breakdown of public order.
In the eyes of the authorities Gapon was not so much a police agent as a
“fanatical socialist” who exploited police protection for his own revolutionary
purposes. It was further feared that the socialists would take advantage of the
unrest to press their own agenda.’® On January 7, Fullon appealed to the
workers to stay away, threatening to use force, if necessary. The next day,
orders went out for the arrest of Gapon, but he managed to hide.

That evening, January 8, Mirskii convened an emergency meeting of
ministers and such high officials as happened to be on hand: a haphazard
gathering to deal with what threatened to become a major crisis. It was decided
to allow the demonstration to proceed but to set physical boundaries beyond
which 1t was not to go. The Winter Palace was to be off limits. If persuasion
failed to deter the workers, the troops deployed at these boundary lines were
to shoot. There was a general sense, however, that force would not be required.
The Tsar dismissed the strike of 120,000 workers and the planned demonstra-
tion as a trivial incident: on the eve of the massacre, he noted in his diary: “At
the head of the workers’ union is some kind of a priest-socialist, Gapon.”
Assured that the situation was under control, he departed for Tsarskoe Selo,
his country residence.

Fullon, who had responsibility for the city’s security, although a profes-
sional Gendarme, was a gentle, cultivated person who, according to Witte,
disliked police methods and would have been better employed running a girls’
boarding school.”” Implementing decisions taken the previous night, he placed
armed troops at several key points in the city.

By the time Gapon’s workers began to gather Sunday morning at the six
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designated assembly points it was evident that a confrontation had become
unavoidable. The demonstrators were in the grip of a religious exaltation and
prepared for martyrdom: the night before, some had written farewell letters.
The marching columns looked like religious processions, the participants car-
rying ikons and singing hymns. As the groups advanced toward the city’s
center, bystanders took off their hats and crossed themselves; some joined.
Church bells tolled. The police did not interfere.

Eventually, the demonstrators ran into army pickets. In some places the
troops fired warning shots into the air, but the masses, pushed from behind,
pressed on. The soldiers, untrained in controlling crowds, reacted in the only
way they knew, by firing point-blank at the advancing crowd. The worst
altercation occurred at the Narva Gate, in the southwestern part of the city,
where Gapon led the demonstrators. The troops fired and the crowd fell to the
ground: there were 40 dead. Gapon rose to his feet and cried: ‘“There is no God
anymore, there is no Tsar.”” Massacres occurred also in other parts of the city.
Although journalists spoke of 4,600 killed and wounded, the best estimate is
200 killed and 800 injured.* Immediately, disorders spread throughout St.
Petersburg. In the evening, there was much looting, especially of shops carry-
ing liquor and firearms.*®

Bloody Sunday caused a wave of revulsion to sweep across the coun-

*KL, No. 2/3 (1922), 56, cited in Galai, Liberation Movement, 239. The official figure was 130
dead and 299 wounded: A. N. Pankratova et al., Revoliutsiia 1905-1907 gg. v Rossii: Dokumenty
I materialy, 1V, Pt. 1 (Moscow, 1961), 103, 811, note 12.
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try: among the masses, it damaged irreparably the image of the *“good
Tsar.”

Mirskii received his walking papers on January 18 without so much as a
word of thanks: he was the first Minister of the Interior since the post had been
created a century earlier to be let go without some honorific title or even a
medal.* His replacement, a colorless bureaucrat named Alexander Bulygin,
also resisted as long as he decently could the honor of being named minister.
Real power now passed into the hands of D. F. Trepov, who took over from
Fullon the post of governor-general in the capital. A dashing officer, he had
the complete confidence of Nicholas, who appreciated his candor and lack of
personal ambition: in the months that followed, Trepov would exert a rather
beneficial influence on Nicholas, persuading him to make concessions that he
would rather have avoided.*

In the wake of Bloody Sunday protest meetings took place throughout
Russia: zemstva, municipal councils, and private organizations condemned in
the sharpest terms the government’s brutality. The workers responded with
strikes. In January 1905 over 400,000 workers laid down their tools: it was the
greatest strike action in Russian history until that time.®® University students
left their classrooms; in some localities the unrest spread to secondary schools.
On March 18, 1905, the authorities ordered all institutions of higher learning
closed for the rest of the academic year. The released students swelled radical
ranks. Disturbances were especially violent in the borderlands. On January 13,
in the course of a general strike in Riga, Russian troops killed 70 persons. The
following day, during a strike in Warsaw, 93 people lost their lives; 31 more
were killed there during May Day celebrations (April 18).¢' The worst mas-
sacres occurred in mid-June in Odessa, where striking workers were joined by
the crew of the mutinous battleship Potemkin. Here 2,000 are said to have died
and 3,000 to have been gravely injured.®* In many localities, criminals took
advantage of the breakdown of order to ply their trade. In Warsaw, for
example, Jewish gangsters disguised as “anarcho-Communists” broke into
affluent residences, ‘“‘expropriating” money and whatever else struck their
fancy.®

Russia stood on the edge of an abyss. It seemed as if the country was
boiling over from anger, envy, and resentments of every imaginable kind which
until then had been kept contained under a lid of awe and fear. Now that the
population had lost respect for the government, there was nothing to hold
society together: neither civic sense nor patriotism. For it was the state that
made Russia a country, not vice versa. It was a horrifying spectacle to many
Russians to see how tenuous the bonds holding the Empire together were and
how powerful the divisive passions.

As was its custom in such cases, the government’s first (and often last)
reaction to a domestic crisis was to appoint a commission to investigate its

*Gapon fled abroad. He returned to Russia after the amnesty that followed the October
Manifesto, and was killed by an SR on the orders of Azef. After January 9, all his unions were closed,
despite worker protests.
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causes, which in this instance were worker grievances. Chaired by Senator N. V.
Shidlovskii, the commission took the unprecedented step of inviting factory
workers to send representatives. In the second week of February 1905 elections
were held in St. Petersburg factories, in which 145,000 workers cast ballots: the
delegates they chose in turn picked representatives to the commission. Despite
its dramatic beginning, the commission accomplished nothing because the
workers posed conditions which were found unacceptable, whereupon it was
dissolved. Even so, it was of considerable historic importance. Not only were
these the *““first free worker elections ever’” held in Russia,* but “for the first
time in Russian history there was an elected representation of a large body of
workers . . . and not merely workers in separate factories.”® By recognizing
workers as a distinct social group, with its own interests, the government laid
the foundations of what later in the year would emerge as the St. Petersburg
Soviet of Workers’ Deputies.

The turmoil, verging on civil war, confounded and paralyzed Nicholas.
He could not for the life of him understand why people would not be content
with the lot which destiny had assigned them, as he was: after all, he carried
on even though he derived no enjoyment from his difficult and often tedious
responsibilities. (‘I maintain autocracy not for my own pleasure,” he told
Sviatopolk-Mirskii, “I act in its spirit only because I am convinced that it is
necessary for Russia. If it were for myself, I would gladly be rid of it.”’*¢) In
the first decade of his reign he had faithfully followed in the footsteps of his
father: but Alexander had not had to contend with a country in rebellion.
Nicholas’s inclination was to quell the unrest by force. The police, however,
were pitifully inadequate to the task, while the bulk of the army, over one
million men, was thousands of miles away fighting the Japanese. According
to Witte, the country was virtually depleted of military forces.” There was no
alternative, therefore, to political concessions: but just how little one could get
away with was unclear. Nicholas and his confidential advisers were torn
between the realization that things could not go on as they were and the fear
that any change would be for the worse.

Some officials now urged the Tsar to expand on the promises made in the
December 12 edict. They were joined by industrialists who worried about a
breakdown of production. Among the events that softened Nicholas’s opposi-
tion to further concessions was the murder on February 4, 1905, at the hands
of a terrorist, of his uncle, the Grand Duke Sergei Aleksandrovich, a friend
and confidant.

On January 17, Nicholas met with A. S. Ermolov, the Minister of Agricul-
ture and State Properties, an experienced and wise official. The advice which
Ermolov proffered, first in person and then in a memorandum, made a strong
impression on him and seems to have been the main inspiration behind the
important legislative acts of February 18. Ermolov depicted Russia as a



28 THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION

country on the verge of revolution. To prevent collapse, two measures had to
be taken without delay. A cabinet of ministers had to be formed to give the
government the necessary unity and the ability to coordinate policy in face of
the opposition, neither of which was possible under the existing system.*
Concurrently, a Land Assembly (consultative in nature) had to be convened
of representatives of all the Tsar’s subjects without distinction of social rank,
religion, or nationality. Only such a body would enable the Tsar to establish
direct contact with the nation: after the November Zemstvo Congress, In
which the gentry dominated, one could no longer hope to rely on that class,
the monarchy’s traditional support. Ermolov assured Nicholas that he could
trust his people. “I know,” he wrote,

that Your Majesty also hears from his closest advisers different voices. 1 know
the opinion exists that it is dangerous to convene the nation’s representatives,
especially at the present troubled time, when passions have been stirred. There
is the fear that at a gathering of such representatives voices may resound calling
for a fundamental change in the ancient foundations of our state system, for
limiting tsarist authority, for a constitution; the fear that the Land Assembly
may turn into a Constituent Assembly, the peasantry raise the question of a
Black Repartition,T that the very unity of the Russian land may be challenged.
That such voices may indeed be heard in such an Assembly cannot be denied.
But, on the other hand, one cannot help but feel confident that in an Assembly
where all the classes of the population will be represented, where the views and
spirit of the people will find true reflection, these individual voices will be
drowned out by the vast majority which remains faithful to national traditions,
to the native foundations of the Russian state system. After all, such voices
resound now, too, and now they are the more dangerous because the silence
of the masses offers them no refutation. No, Your Majesty, there is nothing to
fear from such phenomena, and they represent no real danger.®

In effect, Ermolov was proposing to isolate the intelligentsia by bringing into
the political process the silent majority. The alternative, in his opinion, was
a massive peasant uprising such as Russia had not seen since Pugachev’s
rebellion in the reign of Catherine the Great.

Impressed by these arguments, Nicholas told Bulygin the next day that
he was prepared to consider a representative body to discuss drafts of legisla-
tive bills.

On February 18, Nicholas signed three documents. The first was a mani-
festo urging the population to help restore order. The second was an invitation
to the Tsar’s subjects to submit “suggestions” “on matters concerning the
improvement of the state and the nation’s well-being.” The last was a “re-

*In pre-1905 Russia, there was no cabinet with a Prime Minister: the ministers reported to
the Tsar separately and received from him personal instructions. On the reasons for this practice,
see Chapter 2.

T*“Black Repartition” was a peasant and Socialist-Revolutionary slogan that called for the
abolition of the right of property to land and the distribution (“repartition”) of all privately held
land among peasant communes. See Chapter 3.
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script” to Bulygin informing him that the Tsar had decided to ‘““‘involve the
worthiest men, endowed with the nation’s confidence and elected by the peo-
ple, in the preliminary working out and evaluation of legislative bills.””

While experts were drafting the proposal for an advisory (zakonosovesh-
chatel’naia) assembly or Duma, across the country hundreds of meetings took
place to draw up petitions. The response to its invitation exceeded anything
the government had anticipated:

The newspaper carried accounts of the meetings and thus publicized the griev-
ances and demands that were being voiced by a growing number of people.
Instead of curbing unrest, the monarch’s ukase proved to be [the] catalyst that
mobilized masses of people who had not previously dared to express opinions
on political issues. Dominated by liberals and liberal demands, the petition
campaign really amounted to a revival, in more intense form, of the liberal
offensive of the fall and winter of 1904—5."

The liberals seized the opportunity offered by the February 18 edict to
press their program, resuming the banquet campaign in the guise of a “petition
campaign.” It was now possible, not only at private gatherings but also at
public assemblies, to demand a constitution and a legislative parliament. The
zemtsy held their Second Congress in Moscow in April 1905: the majority of
the delegates would be satisfied with nothing less than a Constituent Assembly.
Various professional associations met and passed resolutions in the spirit of
the Union of Liberation. The bureaucrats, fearful of the effect of the manifesto
on the village, tried to keep it out of peasants’ hands, but the liberals foiled
them, using provincial and district zemstva to distribute it in hundreds of
thousands of copies. As a consequence, in the spring of 1905, 60,000 peasant
petitions flooded St. Petersburg.’”? (Except for a handful, they remain unpub-
lished and unstudied.) The petition campaign inadvertently contributed to the
politicization of the village, even though the peasants’ cahiers seem to have
dealt mainly with land and related economic matters.*

It was in the course of the petition campaign that the liberals created their
third and most powerful national organization, the Union of Unions, which
was to play a decisive role in the climactic stage of the 1905 Revolution. The
Union of Unions (Soiuz Soiuzov) was the most radical of the liberal organiza-
tions, standing to the left of both the Zemstvo Congress and the Union of
Liberation. The decision to create this body was taken at the October 1904
congress of the Union of Liberation: its mission was to broadcast the liberal
message to the mass constituency of professional people as well as white- and
blue-collar employees in order to involve them in the political struggle. The
intention was for the professional and trade associations formed under the
Union’s auspices not to serve their members’ special interests, but to involve

*The first to call attention to this important source was F.-X. Coquin in F.-X. Coquin and
C. Gervais-Francelle, eds., 1905: La Premiere Révolution Russe (Paris, 1986), 181-200. The invitation
for the population to submit petitions was officially withdrawn on August 6, 1905, following the
publication of the so-called Bulygin Constitution.
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them in the campaign for political freedom. V. A. Maklakov, a prominent
liberal, recalls that the Union of Lawyers, of which he was a member, did not
promote the collective interests of its members or the cause of law, but used
the prestige of the legal profession to add to the clamor for a parliament and
a constitution.”” The same held true of the other unions. The movement for
the formation of such unions accelerated significantly after the publication of
the February 18 manifesto. In addition to the Union of Lawyers, unions were
formed of Medical Personnel, Engineers and Technicians, Professors, Agrono-
mists and Statisticians, Pharmaceutical Assistants, Clerks and Bookkeepers,
Journalists and Writers, Veterinarians, Government, Municipal, and Zemstvo
Employees, Zemstvo Activists, and School Teachers. Separate organizations
were set up to work for the equality of Jews and of women.” The Union also
organized mass associations: its outstanding success was in setting up the
All-Russian Union of Railroad Employees and Workers, the largest labor
organization in the country. Later on, it was instrumental in forming the
Peasant Union. All the member unions adhered to a minimum program calling
for the replacement of autocracy with a constitutional regime and full civil
rights for the population. On other issues, such as the Constituent Assembly,
they showed considerable divergencies.”” On May 8, 1905, a congress of four-
teen unions organized by the Union of Liberation in Moscow federated into
the Union of Unions under the chairmanship of Paul Miliukov. Miliukov, the
leading figure in the liberal movement, by this time was a liberal only in name
because he was prepared to use any means, including the general strike, to
topple the autocracy. In the next five months, the Union of Unions virtually
set the course of the Russian Revolution.

The news from the Far East went from bad to worse. In February 1905,
the Russians fought the Japanese for Mukden, a Manchurian city that Kuro-
patkin had vowed never to surrender. It was a ferocious engagement in which
330,000 Russians battled 270,000 Japanese. After losing 89,000 men (to 71,000
of the enemy), Kuropatkin decided to abandon the city.

As if this humiliation were not enough, in May came news of the worst
disaster in Russian naval history. The Baltic Fleet was sailing off the east coast
of Africa when it learned of the surrender of Port Arthur. Since his mission
was to relieve Port Arthur, the fleet’s commander, Admiral Z. P. Rozhestven-
skii, requested permission to return to his home base. The request was denied.
Joined by the Black Sea Fleet, which had sailed through the Suez Canal, he
reached the China Sea and headed for Vladivostok by way of the Strait of
Tsushima between Korea and southern Japan. Here a Japanese fleet under
Admiral Togo lay in wait. The Russian vessels were more heavily armed but
slower and less maneuverable. Togo also had the benefit of superior intelli-
gence. The engagement fought on May 14/27, 1905, was an unmitigated disas-
ter for the Russians. All their battleships and many auxiliary vessels were sunk
and most of the remainder captured; only a few managed to escape under the
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8. Paul Miliukov, leader of the Constitutional-
Democratic Party.

cover of darkness. Rozhestvenskii himself was taken prisoner. Tsushima ended
any hope the Imperial Government may have had of staving off constitutional
reforms by a glorious military victory.

Nicholas’s immediate reaction to Tsushima was to designate Trepov Dep-
uty Minister of the Interior with extensive police powers, which, according to
Witte, made him “‘unofficial dictator.”’® He also resolved to seek peace. The
difficult mission was assigned to Witte, who in June left for Portsmouth, New
Hampshire, where the peace talks were to take place under the patronage of
the U.S. President Theodore Roosevelt.

Sergei Witte was late Imperial Russia’s most outstanding politician. It
would strain the word to call him a statesman, because he was rather short
of political vision. But he did have the talent—rare in Russia where govern-
ment and opposition were equally prone to lock themselves into doctrinaire
positions—of practicing politics as the art of the possible, content, when
making or recommending policies, to settle on the lesser of evils. Like many
successful politicians, he was an opportunist skilled at pursuing his private
interests in the guise of public service. No one was better suited to steer Russia
through the revolutionary storms: he had a remarkably acute political instinct
and energy to spare. Unfortunately for Witte, and possibly Russia, Nich-
olas disliked and mistrusted him. The diminutive, exquisitely mannered Tsar
could not abide the rough, overbearing minister who had married a divor-
cée of dubious reputation, chewed gum, and was rumored (wrongly) to be a
Freemason.

Witte descended from a Russified Swedish family. He began his career in
the Railroad Department of the Ministry of Commerce. His early politics were
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nationalist and pro-autocratic: after the assassination of Alexander II he joined
the right-wing “Holy Brotherhood,” which planned to turn the weapon of
terrorism against the terrorists. In his view, Russia had to have a strong and
unlimited monarchy because over one-third of her population consisted of
““aliens.”’” But he was willing to come to terms with the opposition and always
preferred compromise to repression. He had uncommon managerial talents
and advanced rapidly: in 1889 he was placed in charge of State Railways and
in 1892 was appointed Minister of Finance. He formulated and implemented
ambitious plans for the industrial development of Russia, and was instrumen-
tal in securing loans from abroad, a good part of which went into constructing
railways and buying out private railroad companies. His policies of forced
industrial growth aroused the enmity of diverse groups: the landed gentry and
the officials of the Ministry of the Interior in particular, who thought that he
was subverting the country’s agrarian foundations.

Dismissed in 1903 and given the purely honorific post of Chairman of the
Council of Ministers, Witte was now recalled and sent to the United States.
His instructions were vague. He was under no circumstances to agree to an
indemnity or to surrender one foot of “ancient Russian soil.”’’®* Otherwise he
was on his own. Witte, who had a fine sense of the “correlation of forces,”
realized that Russia was not without strong cards, for the war had severely
strained Japan’s economy and made her no less eager to come to terms. While
in the United States, he exploited American anti-Japanese feelings, and made
himself popular with the public by such democratic gestures as shaking hands
with railway engineers and posing for ladies with Kodak cameras, which he
admitted came hard to him, unaccustomed as he was to acting.

In Russia, the news of Tsushima raised the political tension still higher.
On May 23, the St. Petersburg Municipal Council voted for political reforms;
the Municipal Council of Moscow followed suit the next day. These were
significant developments because up to that time the institutions of urban
self-government had been more restrained than the zemstva and stayed clear
of the Liberation Movement. On May 24-25, the zemtsy held in Moscow a
gathering of their own people along with representatives of the nobility and
Municipal Councils.” Its resolution called for the convocation of a national
representative body elected on a secret, equal, universal, and direct ballot:
among the signatories were the chairmen of twenty Municipal Councils.® The
meeting chose a deputation to see the Tsar, which he received on June 6.
Speaking for the group, Prince Sergei Trubetskoi, the rector of Moscow Uni-
versity, urged Nicholas to allow public representatives to enter into a direct
dialogue with him. He spoke of the military defeats raising among the people
the specter of “treason” in high places. Without specifying whether the pro-
posed body should be advisory or legislative, Trubetskoi asked that it be
elected, not by estates, but on a democratic franchise. “You are Tsar of all
Russia,” he reminded him. In his response, Nicholas assured the deputation
he was determined to convene representatives of the nation.?! The encounter
set a historic precedent in that it was the first time a Russian ruler had met
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with representatives of the liberal opposition to hear pleas for constitutional
change.

How widespread the demand for such change had become after Tsushima
can be gathered from the fact that a Conference of the Marshals of the Nobility
(June 12-15) concluded that Russia stood at the threshold of anarchy because
she had only a “shadow’’ government. To restore state authority, the Tsar had
to stop relying exclusively on the officialdom and avail himself of the assistance
of “elected representatives of the entire land.”*

The entire opposition movement at this point was driven by liberals and
liberal-conservatives who saw in constitution and parliament a way of
strengthening the state and averting revolution.®® The revolutionaries con-
tinued to play a marginal role and followed the liberals. This would remain
the case until October.

On June 23, a newspaper carried the first reports on the discussions
underway in government concerning the Duma, as the new representative
body was to be called. In July more information on this subject leaked from
a secret meeting at Peterhof. (The leaks originated with the professor of
Russian history at Moscow University, Vasilii Kliuchevskii, who participated
in the drafting commission as a consultant.?*) The provisions of what came to
be popularly known as the Bulygin Constitution were officially released on
August 6.2 Because of the leaks, the public, even if disappointed, was not
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surprised. It was the usual story of too little, too late. A proposal that would
have been welcomed six months earlier now satisfied no one: while the opposi-
tion was demanding a legislative parliament and even a Constituent Assembly,
the government was offering a powerless consultative body. The new State
Duma was to be limited to deliberating legislative proposals submitted for its
consideration by the government and then forwarding them to the State Coun-
cil for final editing. The government was not even obligated to consult the
Duma: the document explicitly reaffirmed the “inviolability of autocratic
power.” As a concession to liberal demands, the franchise was based, not on
estate, but on property qualifications, which were set high. Many of the
non-Russian regions were deprived of the vote; industrial workers, too, were
disenfranchised. In St. Petersburg and Moscow, only 5 to 10 percent of the
residents qualified; in the provincial cities, 1 percent or even fewer.** The
franchise was deliberately skewed in favor of Great Russian peasants. Accord-
ing to Witte, during the deliberations of the Bulygin Commission it was
assumed

that the only [group] on which one could rely in the present turbulent and
revolutionary condition of Russia was the peasantry, that the peasants were the
conservative bulwark of the state, for which reason the electoral law ought to
rely primarily on the peasantry, 1.e., that the Duma be primarily peasant and
express peasant views."

The assumption had never been put to a test and turned out to be entirely
wrong: but it fitted with the Court’s deeply held conviction that the pressures
for political change emanated exclusively from the cities and the non-Russian
ethnic groups.

Even though the so-called Bulygin Duma offered little, it represented a
major concession, inadequately appreciated by contemporaries: ‘“The autocrat
and his government, who had always claimed to be the best and only judges
of the people’s true interests, now at least were willing to consult with the
people on a permanent and comprehensive basis. . . .”’*® In so doing, the Tsar
accepted the principle of representation, which a mere eight months earlier he
had declared he would “never” do. Witte, who also knew the proposal fell far
short of what was needed, nevertheless felt certain that the Duma would in
no time develop from an advisory into a full-blooded legislative institution:
only “bureaucratic eunuchs” could have deluded themselves that Russia
would be content with a “‘consultative parliament.”*

The liberals now faced the choice of accepting the Bulygin Duma as given,
petitioning the Tsar to change it, or appealing to the nation to pressure the
government. A joint Zemstvo and Municipal Councils Congress held in early
July, by which time the substance of the government’s proposal was already
known, discussed these options. The more conservative participants feared
that a direct appeal to the population would inflame the peasants, who were
beginning to stir, but there was near-unanimity that it was pointless to petition
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the Tsar. The majority decided to call on the population to help achieve
“peaceful progress”—a veiled way of exhorting it to civil disobedience.”

Notwithstanding these developments, in August and September 1905, the
country seemed to be settling down: the announcement of August 6, promising
a Duma, and the prospect of peace with Japan had a calming effect. Nicholas,
convinced that the worst was over, resumed the routine of Court life. He
ignored warnings of informed officials, including Trepov, that the calm was
deceptive.

Witte returned to Russia in triumph, having managed to obtain far
better terms than anyone had dared to hope. In the Treaty of Portsmouth,
concluded on September 5 (NS), Russia surrendered the southern half of
Sakhalin and consented to Japan’s acquiring the Liaotung Peninsula with Port
Arthur, as well as establishing hegemony over Korea, neither of which were
Russian property. There was to be no indemnity. The price was small, consid-
ering Russia’s responsibility for the war and her military humiliation.*

Witte was not deceived by appearances. Not only was the government
unable to reassert authority, but Russian society was in the grip of a psychosis
that had it convinced ‘“‘things cannot go on like this.”” He thought all of Russia
was on strike.”!

And, indeed, a nationwide strike was in the making.

The idea of resorting to a general strike to force the government to its
knees had been placed on the agenda of the Union of Unions shortly after the
Tsushima debacle. At that time, the Union’s Central Bureau took under
advisement the resolutions of two of its more radical affiliates—the Union of
Railroad Employees and Workers and the Union of Engineers—to organize
a general political strike. A committee was formed to look into the matter,”
but little was done until early October, when the center of political resistance
once again shifted to the universities.

As the opening of the new academic year drew near, the government
made unexpectedly generous concessions to the universities. On the advice of
Trepov, rules were issued on August 27 allowing faculties to elect rectors and

*Russia’s defeat at the hands of the Japanese was to have grave consequences for the whole
of Europe by lowering the esteem in which whites had been held by non-Western peoples: for it
was the first time in modern history that an Asiatic nation defeated a great Western power. One
observer noted in 1909 that the war had “radically reshaped” the mood of the Orient: ‘“There is no
Asiatic country, from China to Persia, which has not felt the reaction of the Russo-Japanese war,
and in which it has failed to wake new ambitions. These usually find expression in a desire to assert
independence, to claim equality with the white races, and have had the general result of causing
Western prestige to decline in the East” (Thomas F. Millard, America and the Far Eastern Question,
New York, 1909, 1-2). In a sense, the war marked the beginning of the process of colonial resistance
and decolonization that would be completed half a century later.
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students to hold assemblies. To avoid confrontations with the students, Trepov
ordered the police to keep out of university precincts: responsibility for main-
taining discipline was given to faculty councils.” These liberalizing measures
went far in meeting objections to the unpopular 1884 University Statutes. But
they had the opposite of the anticipated effect: instead of mollifying the stu-
dents, they provided the radical student minority with the opportunity to
transform universities into arenas of worker agitation.

In August and early September 1905, the students were debating whether
to resume studies. They overwhelmingly wanted the schools to reopen: a vote
taken at St. Petersburg University showed that those favoring this course
enjoyed a seven-to-one plurality.”* But being young and therefore sensitive to
charges of selfishness, they struck a compromise. A nationwide student confer-
ence in September representing twenty-three institutions of higher learning
rejected motions calling for a boycott of classes. It did agree, however, as a
concession to the radicals and proof of political awareness, to make university
facilities available to non-students for political rallies.®

This tactic had been formulated the preceding summer by the Menshevik
Theodore Dan in the pages of the Social-Democratic organ Iskra. Dan urged
the students to return to school, not to study, but to make revolution:

The systematic and overt violation of all the rules of the police-university
“regulations” [rasporiadok], the expulsion of all kinds of disciplinarians, in-
spectors, supervisors, and spies, opening the doors of the lecture halls to all
citizens who wish to enter, the transformation of universities and institutions of
higher learning into places of popular gatherings and political meetings—such
should be the students’ objective when they return to the lecture halls which
they have abandoned. The transformation of universities and academies into the
property of the revolutionary people: this is how one can succinctly formulate
the task of the student body . . . Such a transformation, of course, will make
the universities into one of the centers for the concentration and organization
of the national masses.’®

Trepov’s rules inadvertently made such revolutionary tactics possible.

The militant minority immediately took advantage of this opportunity to
invite. workers and other non-students to political gatherings on university
grounds. Academic work became impossible as institutions of higher learning
turned into “‘political clubs”: non-conforming professors and students were
subjected to intimidation and harassment.®”” The workers were slow to respond
to the invitation of student militants but curiosity got the better of them. As
word got around that the students treated them with respect, increasing num-
bers of workers turned up. They listened to speeches and soon began to speak
up themselves.” Similar scenes took place in other university towns, including
Moscow. It was an unprecedented spectacle to have radical students incite
workers to strike and rebel without police interference. Trepov’s hope that his
relaxed rules would allow students to “blow off steam” had completely mis-
fired. In Witte’s view, the university regulations of August 27 were a disaster:
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“it was the first breach through which the Revolution, which had ripened
underground, emerged into the open.”*

At the end of September a new wave of strikes broke out in central Russia.
Although economic in origin, they became rapidly politicized thanks to the
efforts of the Union of Unions and the radical students who followed its lead.

The strikes which were to culminate in the general strike of mid-October
began with a walkout of Moscow printers on September 17. The dispute, which
began peacefully, was over wages, but university students soon gave it a
political coloration. The strikers clashed with the police and Cossacks. Other
workers joined in the protests. On October 3, St. Petersburg printers struck
in sympathy.'® Until the formation of the St. Petersburg Soviet on October 13,
the universities served as coordinating centers for the strike movement because
they were then the only institutions in Russia where it was possible to hold
political meetings without police interference.'® Their lecture halls and other
facilities were taken over for political rallies, attended by thousands. Trubet-
skoi, the rector of Moscow University, was determined not to allow his institu-
tion to be turned into a political battleground and ordered it closed on Septem-
ber 22. (It was his last act, for he died suddenly a week later: his funeral in
Moscow was an occasion for a grandiose political demonstration.) But St.
Petersburg University and the St. Petersburg Technological Institute stayed
open and this allowed them to play a critical role in the events that led to the
general strike.

Industrial unrest in Moscow and St. Petersburg assumed a national di-
mension when the railroad workers joined in. It was noted previously that the
All-Russian Union of Railroad Employees and Workers, an affiliate of the
Union of Unions, had been discussing since the summer of 1905 the possibility
of a general political strike. The railroad action began with a minor incident.
In late September the authorities convened a conference to discuss with rail-
road representatives questions connected with their pension rights. On Octo-
ber 45 false rumors spread that the workers attending this conference had
been arrested. The Railroad Employees and Workers Union used this opportu-
nity to execute its plan. On October 6, the Moscow railroads struck, isolating
the city. The strike spread to other cities, soon joined by communication and
factory workers and white-collar employees. In all instances, the Union of
Unions and its affiliates made certain that the strikers posed political demands,
calling for the convocation of a Constituent Assembly elected on a “four-tail”
franchise (universal, direct, secret, and equal ballot). Partly spontaneous,
partly directed, the movement headed toward a complete work stoppage. On
October 8, the Union of Unions instructed its members to join in support of
the railroad workers and set up strike committees throughout the country. The
stage was set for a general strike.*

*Galai, Liberation Movement, 262—63. The Union of Railroad Employees and Workers, the
largest labor organization in Russia, with 700,000 members, had only 130,000 workers: the majority
of its members were local hands, mostly peasants: Oskar Anweiler, The Soviets (New York, 1974),
269, note 53.
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On October 6, as the movement was gathering momentum, Witte re-
quested an audience with the Tsar, which was granted three days later. Witte,
who in the past was inclined to tell the Tsar what he wanted to hear, was now
brutally frank. He told Nicholas that he had two choices: appoint a military
dictator or make major political concessions. The rationale for the latter was
outlined in a memorandum which he brought along.* Nicholas almost cer-
tainly told his wife what had transpired, for Witte was requested to return to
Peterhof the following day, October 10, to repeat his arguments in her pres-
ence. Throughout the encounter, Alexandra never uttered a word.

Close reading of Witte’s memorandum indicates that he was familiar with
the program of the Union of Liberation and, in particular, the writings of
Struve, its chief theorist. Without saying it in so many words, he proposed the
adoption of the platform which Struve had been urging in the pages of the
Union’s organ, Liberation: “The slogan of ‘freedom’ must become the slogan
of government activity. There is no other way of saving the state.”f The
situation was critical. The country had become dangerously radicalized, and
the masses, having lost confidence in the government, were poised to destroy
the country’s very foundations:

The advance of human progress is unstoppable. The idea of human freedom
will triumph, if not by way of reform then by way of revolution. But in the latter
event it will come to life on the ashes of a thousand years of destroyed history.
The Russian bunt [rebellion], mindless and pitiless, will sweep everything, turn
everything to dust. What kind of Russia will emerge from this unexampled trial
surpasses human imagination: the horrors of the Russian bunt may exceed
everything known to history. It is possible that foreign intervention will tear
the country apart. Attempts to put into practice the ideals of theoretical social-
ism—they will fail but they will be made, no deubt about it—will destroy the
family, the expression of religious faith, property, all the foundations of law.!

To prevent such a catastrophe, Witte proposed to satisfy the demands of
the liberals and in this manner detach them from the revolutionaries. The

*Vitte, Vospominaniia, 111, 11. See Andrew M. Verner, Nicholas II and the Role of the Autocrat
during the First Russian Revolution, 19o4-1907, Ph.D. dissertation, Columbia University, 1986,
370-76. Verner maintains that Witte misdated his first meeting with Nicholas and that it actually
took place one day earlier (October 8), but this seems most unlikely, especially in view of the
testimony of a third person, D. M. Solskii (Vitte, Vospominaniia, 111, 25).

TWitte’s memorandum of October 9, 1905, is in K4, No. 11-12 (1925), 51-61. The above passage
appears on p. 55. This is what Struve had written four months earlier: “Russia needs a strong
government which will not fear revolution because it will place itself at its head . . . The Revolution
in Russia must become the government”: Richard Pipes, Struve: Liberal on the Left, 1870-1905
(Cambridge, Mass., 1970), 384. Struve’s program, from which Witte generously borrowed: /bid.,
376-85. The concept is an echo of the French Revolution: when, in February 1791, Louis XVI urged
the National Assembly to pursue the work of reform, Brissot, the Girondist leader, declared: “The
King is now the Head of the Revolution” (J. M. Thompson, The French Revolution, Oxford, 1947,

192).
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united front of the opposition broken up, the liberals could be pacified and the
radicals isolated. The only realistic course of action—it had to be taken at
once, there was no time to lose—was for the government “boldly and openly
to take charge of the Liberation Movement.” The government should adopt
the principle of constitutionalism and democratize the restricted franchise
adopted for the consultative Duma. It should consider having ministers chosen
by and responsible to the Duma, or at least enjoying its confidence. Neither
a constitution nor a legislative parliament, Witte assured Nicholas, would
weaken his authority: they would rather enhance it. Witte further proposed,
as a means of calming social unrest, improvements in the condition of workers,
peasants, and the ethnic minorities, as well as guarantees of the freedom of
speech, press, and assembly.

It was a revolutionary program, born of desperation, for Witte realized
that the government did not dispose of the military strength required to restore
order by force.* Although on October 9-10 and the days that followed he
would list military repression as an alternative, he did so pro forma, knowing
full well that the only realistic option was surrender.

His proposals were subjected to intense discussions at the Court and in
high bureaucratic circles. Because Nicholas could not decide on the drastic
changes that Witte had suggested, he initially agreed only to a bureaucratic
measure which had long been urged on him—namely, creating a cabinet of
ministers. On October 13, Witte received a telegram appointing him Chairman
of the Council of Ministers “for the purpose of unifying the activity of all the
ministers.”'”> Assuming that this meant his reform proposals had been turned
down, he requested to see the Tsar. He told him he saw no possibility of serving
as Prime Minister unless his entire program was adopted. But on October 14
he was invited to return to Peterhof the next morning with the draft of a
manifesto.

While Nicholas was mulling over Witte’s suggestions, the country was
coming to a standstill. The week that followed Witte’s first visit to Peterhof
(October 10-17), critical in the history of Russia, is difficult to disentangle
because of contrary claims of various oppositional groups which the sources
presently available do not make it possible to sort out. In the eyes of the
well-informed police authorities, the general strike and the St. Petersburg
Soviet were the work of the Union of Unions. Trepov unqualifiedly credited
the Union with creating the St. Petersburg Soviet and serving as its “‘central
organization.””'* Such was also the opinion of the chief of the St. Petersburg
Okhrana, General A. V. Gerasimov, for whom the Union exerted its impact
in October 1905 by providing the scattered oppositional groups with a common

*The entire St. Petersburg garrison at this time consisted of 2,000 men: Abraham Ascher,
The Revolution of 1905 (Stanford, Calif., 1988), 225. Cf. Vitte, Vospominaniia, 11, 9-10, 26-27.
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program: ‘“The principal initiative and organizational work in the aforemen-
tioned strikes belongs to the Union of Unions.””’” Nicholas wrote his mother
on November 10 that “the famous Union of Unions . . . had led all the
disorders.”'* Miliukov in his memoirs endorsed this view although he pre-
ferred to credit the parent organization, the Union of Liberation. He states that
the initial meetings of the workers which led to the creation of the Soviet took
place in the homes of members of the Union of Liberation and the first appeal
to convoke the Soviet was printed on the Union’s presses.'” The Mensheviks
hotly denied this claim, insisting it was they who had launched the Soviet; in
this, they received support from some early Communist historians.'”® There is,
indeed, evidence that on October 10 the Mensheviks, mostly students, appealed
to the workers of St. Petersburg to elect a Workers’” Committee to direct their
strike.!” But indications also exist that the workers, following the precedent
established by the Shidlovskii Commission, independently chose their repre-
sentatives, whom they called starosty, the name given elected village officials:
some of these had served on the Shidlovskii Commission.''® The most likely
explanation is that the Union of Unions initiated the Soviet and that Men-
shevik youths helped rally factory workers in its support. This was the conclu-
sion reached by General Gerasimov.!!"

On October 10 communication workers and service employees of public
as well as private enterprises in St. Petersburg went on strike. The following
evening, over 30,000 people, mostly workers and other non-students, filled the
assembly halls and lecture rooms of the university. The crowd voted to join
the railroad strike.''? By October 13 virtually all rail traffic in Russia stopped;
the telegraph lines were also dead. More and more industrial workers as well
as white-collar employees joined the strike.

On October 13, the Soviet held its first session in the St. Petersburg
Technological Institute. On hand were some forty intellectuals and workers’
representatives. The meeting was called to create a center to direct the strike.
Initially, the Soviet was no more than that, a fact reflected in the names which
it used in the first four days of its existence: Strike Committee (Stachennyi
komitet), United Workers’ Soviet (Obshchii rabochii sovet), and Workers’
Committee (Rabochiii komitet). The name Soviet of Workers’ Deputies was
adopted only on October 17.* Fifteen of the workers’ representatives present
were elected that day, the remainder having been chosen earlier in the year
to serve on the Shidlovskii Commission.'"* The opening session dealt with the
strike. An appeal was issued calling on workers to maintain the work stoppage
in order to force the convocation of a Constituent Assembly and the adoption
of the eight-hour working day.

At the second meeting of the Soviet, on October 14, the Menshevik George
Nosar (Khrustalev) was elected permanent chairman. (In 1899, he had been
one of the leaders of the student strike at St. Petersburg University.) By then,

*The earliest Soviet had emerged in May 1905 in the textile center of Ivanovo-Voznesensk to
manage the workers’ economic conflict with the employers. It had no political program. Oscar
Anweiler, The Soviets (New York, 1974), 40—42.
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public life in St. Petersburg had come to a standstill. Nevsky Prospect was
illuminated by projectors mounted on the Admiralty spire.

At this point (October 14) Trepov issued a warning against further dis-
orders, threatening to resort to firearms.'"* He had St. Petersburg University
surrounded by troops and after October 15 allowed no more rallies there. A
few days later, he shut down the university for the rest of the academic year.
Right-wing elements began to beat up Jews, students, and anyone else who
looked like an intellectual. It became dangerous to wear eyeglasses.* This was
the beginning of mob violence, which after the proclamation of the October
Manifesto would assume massive proportions, claiming hundreds if not thou-
sands of lives and causing immense destruction of property.

At its third session on October 15, the Soviet acquired a formal organiza-
tion. Present were 226 delegates from 96 industrial enterprises. Socialists came
in force, too, among them the Bolsheviks, who had initially boycotted the
Soviet because they opposed the formation “of organs of proletarian self-rule
before power had been seized.”

At the October 15 session an organizational step was taken which, al-
though hardly noticed at the time, would have the most weighty consequences
in February 1917, when the St. Petersburg Soviet was resuscitated. An Execu-
tive Committee (Ispolnitenyi Komitet, or Ispolkom for short) of thirty-one
persons was formed: fourteen from the city’s boroughs, eight from the trade
unions, and nine (29 percent) from the socialist parties. The latter allotted
three seats each to the Menshevik and Bolshevik factions of the Social-
Democratic Party and three to the Socialists-Revolutionaries. The socialist
intellectuals were not elected by the Soviet but appointed by their respective
parties. Although they had only a consultative vote, their experience and
organizational skills assured them of a dominant role in the Ispolkom and,
through it, the Soviet at large. In 1917, the Executive Committee of the Petro-
grad Soviet would consist exclusively of intellectuals nominated by the social-
ist parties.'”* The rising influence of the radical intelligentsia found expression
in an appeal to the workers issued by the Soviet on October 15 with an explicit
threat of physical coercion against strikebreakers. “Who 1s not with us is
against us, and to them the Soviet of Deputies has decided to apply extreme
methods—force.” The appeal urged the strikers forcibly to shut down shops
which ignored the strike and to prevent the distribution of government
newspapers.''®

At the meeting of October 17, the Soviet adopted the name Soviet of
Workers’ Deputies (Sovet rabochikh deputatov) and expanded the Executive

*In the revolutionary years 1905—6 as well as 1917, persons wearing glasses, called ochkastye,
risked the fury of both monarchist and radical mobs: Albert Parry in the preface to A. Volskii
[Machajski], Umstvennyi rabochii (New York-Baltimore, 1968), 15-16.

tL. Geller and N. Rovenskaia, eds., Peterburgskii i Moskovskii Sovety Rabochikh Deputatoy
1905 g. (v dokumentakh) (Moscow-Leningrad, 1926), 17. This position was grounded in the convic-
tion of Lenin, the Bolshevik leader, that left to follow their own inclinations, the workers would
not make revolution but seek accommodation with capitalism. For this reason the revolution had
to be done for them but not by them.
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Committee to fifty, with the socialist parties being allotted seven seats each,
for a total of twenty-one (42 percent). It was decided to issue Izvestiia as the
Soviet’s official organ.

Similar soviets sprang up in some fifty provincial cities, as well as certain
rural areas and in a few military units, but the St. Petersburg Soviet enjoyed
from the beginning a position of undisputed primacy.

In the evening of October 14, Witte was in receipt of a telegram from
Peterhof asking him to appear the following morning with the draft of a
manifesto. Witte claims that he was unable to write the manifesto because he
was feeling unwell, and entrusted the task to Alexis Obolenskii, a member of
the State Council who happened to be spending the night at his home."” Since
it is unlikely that he failed to realize the importance of this document, and he
appeared healthy enough both before and after the event, the more likely
explanation for his missing this unique opportunity to make history was the
fear of bearing the blame for a step which he knew the Tsar took with the
utmost distaste. If one 1s to believe him, he first familiarized himself with
the manifesto the following morning aboard a ship which was taking him and
Obolenskii to Peterhof (the railroads being on strike).''**

For his basic text, Obolenskii drew on the resolutions of the Zemstvo
Congress held in Moscow on September 12-15. The zemtsy had rejected the
Bulygin Duma as entirely inadequate, and offered their own program:

1. Guarantees of personal rights, freedom of
speech and publication, freedom of assembly
and association;

2. Elections to the Duma on the basis of a universal
franchise;

3. The Duma to be given a determining voice in
legislation as well as control over the state bud-
get and the administration.!"”

In drafting his text, Obolenskii borrowed not only the contents but also the
format of the September Zemstvo Congress resolutions. As a result, the sub-
stantive part of the October Manifesto turned out to be little more than a
paraphrase of the zemstvo demands.

The Tsar spent most of October 15 with Witte and other dignitaries
discussing and editing the manifesto. Among those he consulted was Trepov,
in whose judgment and good faith he retained unbounded confidence. He
forwarded to him Witte’s memorandum and the draft of the manifesto, re-
questing his frank opinion. Even while getting ready to sign the manifesto,

*Vitte, Vospominaniia, 111, 26-27. Witte asserted that he opposed issuing the reform program
in the form of a manifesto because such a document, written in succinct and solemn language, could

not provide the rationale behind the reforms and might unsettle the population: Ibid., 33. Imperial
manifestos were read at church services.
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Nicholas must still have contemplated resort to military force, for he also
asked Trepov how many days he thought it possible to maintain order in St.
Petersburg without bloodshed and whether it was altogether feasible to reas-
sert authority without numerous victims.'?

In his response the next day (October 16), Trepov agreed in general with
Witte’s proposals, even as he urged restraint in making concessions to the
liberals. To the question whether he could restore order in the capital without
risking a massacre, he answered that

he could give no such guarantee either now or in the future: rebellion [kramola]
has attained a level at which it was doubtful whether [bloodshed] could be
avoided. All that remains is faith in the mercy of God.!*

Still unconvinced, Nicholas asked Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich to
assume dictatorial powers. The Grand Duke is said to have responded that the
forces for a military dictatorship were unavailable and that unless the Tsar
signed the manifesto he would shoot himself.!?

On October 17, Witte presented the Tsar with a report (doklad) summa-
rizing the rationale for the manifesto which was to be issued jointly with it.
Here he restated the conviction that the unrest afflicting Russia resulted
neither from specific flaws in the country’s political system nor from the
excesses of the revolutionaries. The cause had to be sought deeper, “in the
disturbed equilibrium between the intellectual strivings of Russia’s thinking
society and the external forms of its life.”” The restoration of order, therefore,
required fundamental changes. In the margin, Nicholas wrote: “Adopt for
guidance.”'?

That evening, having crossed himself, Nicholas signed the manifesto. Its
operative part consisted of three articles paralleling the three-part resolution
of the September 1905 Zemstvo Congress:

We impose on the government the obligation to carry out our inflexible
will:

1. To grant the population inviolable foundations of civil liberty [based] on
the principles of genuine inviolability of person, the freedoms of conscience,
speech, assembly, and association;

2. Without postponing the projected elections to the State Duma, insofar
as possible, in view of the short time that remains before the convocation of
that body, to include in its work those classes of the population which until now
have been entirely deprived of the right to vote, and to extend in the future,
through the new legislature, the principle of universal franchise; and,

3. To establish as inviolate the rule that no law shall acquire force without
the approval of the State Duma and that the people’s representatives shall have
an effective opportunity to participate in supervising the legality of the actions
of the authorities whom We have appointed.*

*G. G. Savich, ed., Novyi gosudarstevennyi stroi Rossii (St. Petersburg, 1907), 24-25. The only
demand of the September 1905 Zemstvo Congress which the October Manifesto ignored concerned
the Duma’s control over the budget, but that power was granted to it later in the Fundamental Laws.
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Before retiring, Nicholas wrote in his diary: “After such a day, the head
has grown heavy and thoughts have become confused. May the Lord help us
save and pacify Russia.”

The proclamation of the October Manifesto, accompanied by Witte’s
report of October 17, set off tumultuous demonstrations in all the cities of the
Empire: no one had expected such concessions. In Moscow, a crowd of 50,000
gathered in front of the Bolshoi Theater. Thousands also assembled spontane-
ously in the other cities, singing and cheering. On October 19, the St. Peters-
burg Soviet voted to end the general strike.'”* The strike also collapsed in
Moscow and elsewhere.

Two aspects of the October Manifesto call for comment, for otherwise a
great deal of the political history of the last decade of the Imperial regime will
be incomprehensible.

The manifesto was extracted from Nicholas under duress, virtually at the
point of a gun. For this reason he never felt morally obligated to respect it.

Second, it made no mention of the word ““‘constitution.” The omission was
not an oversight. Although the claim has been made that Nicholas did not
realize he had committed himself to a constitution,'* contemporary sources
leave no doubt that he knew better. Thus, he wrote his mother on October 19
that granting the Duma legislative authority meant “in essence, constitu-
tion.””'?¢ Even so, he wanted at all costs to avoid the detested word in order
to preserve the illusion that he remained an autocrat. He had been assured by
the proponents of liberal reforms that under a constitutional regime he would
continue as the exclusive source of laws and that he could always revoke what
he had granted.* He believed this explanation because it helped assuage his
conscience, which was troubled by the thought that he might have violated his
coronation oath. This self-deception—the absurd concept of a constitutional
autocrat—would cause no end of trouble in relations between the Crown and
the Duma in the years to come.

But when the October Manifesto was proclaimed, these problems were
not apparent to the liberals and liberal-conservatives who felt confident that
a new era had dawned. Even high police officials were telling each other, only
half in jest, that they would soon have nothing left to do.'”

Witte agreed to assume the chairmanship of the Council of Ministers
only on condition that he be permitted to act as a genuine Prime Minister and
select his cabinet. Like Ermolov, Kryzhanovskii, and other experienced offi-
cials, he felt that a cohesive, disciplined ministry was an absolute necessity in
view of the government’s imminent confrontation with an elected legislature. '
Although there was no reason why such a ministry could not consist exclu-

*This 1s what Witte told Nicholas during his audience of October 9: Verner, Nicholas 11,
373-74
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sively of bureaucrats, Witte believed that the cabinet would be much more
effective if it included some respected public figures.

On November 19, he initiated talks with Dmitrii Shipov, Alexander
Guchkov, a prominent industrialist, Prince E. N. Trubetskoi, a professor of
philosophy and the brother of the recently deceased rector of Moscow Univer-
sity, and several other public figures.'® The persons he approached with offers
of posts in the government were liberal-conservatives, on good terms alike with
the opposition and the bureaucracy. The mere fact of a minister choosing a
cabinet was without precedent (and, one may add, without sequel): “For the
first time in tsarist history someone beside the tsar had single-handedly dic-
tated the identity of most of the ministers.”'*°

The negotiations collapsed within a week. Those whom Witte had ap-
proached turned down his offer on the ostensible ground that they could not
work together with Peter Durnovo, whom Witte had offered the Ministry of
the Interior. Durnovo had once been implicated in a sordid affair involving his
mistress and the Spanish Ambassador. He was further mistrusted because of
his long-standing connection with the police. But the country was in chaos,
virtually in a condition of civil war, and it required an experienced administra-
tor to restore order. Durnovo happened to have the experience and the practi-
cal intelligence needed for the job. Witte refused to yield to Durnovo’s critics,
for he realized that the fate of the reforms hinged on his ability to pacify the
country as quickly as possible. But judging by the fate of subsequent attempts
to bring public figures into the government, all of which would also fail, it is

10. Crowds celebrating the proclamation of the Manifesto
of October 17, 1905.
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questionable that Durnovo was anything more than a pretext. The leaders even
of the moderate, liberal-conservative opposition feared being accused of be-
trayal by the liberals and the socialists, for whom the October Manifesto was
only a stepping-stone toward a Russian Republic. By entering the government
they risked isolating themselves from society without gaining effective influ-
ence on policy, for they had no guarantee that the bureaucracy would not use
them for its own purposes. But concern over physical safety also played its
part: “I would not be candid,” Witte wrote in retrospect,

if I did not voice the impression, perhaps an entirely groundless one, that at
the time public figures were frightened of the bombs and the Brownings which
were in common use against those in power, and that this was one of the inner
motives which whispered to each, in the depths of his soul: “As far as possible
from danger.”**!

Witte behaved like a Western Prime Minister not only in selecting his
cabinet but in requiring the governors and the military authorities, who in
Russia carried administrative responsibilities, to submit daily reports to him.
He also established a press bureau to promote favorable news coverage for
himself.'** These practices were not appreciated at the Court, which suspected
him of using the crisis to accumulate personal power and make himself into
a ““Grand Vizier.” How insecure Witte’s position was may be judged from the
fact that in a letter to his mother Nicholas referred to his Prime Minister, who
had to deal with Jewish bankers abroad to secure loans for Russia, as a
“chameleon” trusted only by ““foreign Yids.”!*

The October Manifesto, and the political amnesty act that followed,
succeeded in good measure in calming strikes and other forms of radical unrest
in the cities. At the same time it unleashed even more violent disorders by
right-wing elements against those whom they held responsible for forcing the
Tsar to concede something as un-Russian as a constitution, as well as by
peasants against landed proprietors. It would be futile to seek any logic in these
excesses which would rage for the next two years. They were outbursts of
pent-up resentments set off by the breakdown of authority: irrational and even
anti-rational, without a program, they represented the Russian bunt which
Witte feared and hoped to prevent.

The day after the proclamation of the October Manifesto, anti-Jewish
pogroms broke out throughout the Empire, accompanied by attacks on stu-
dents and intellectuals. Panic spread among Jews in the Pale of Settlement and
in cities like Moscow where many of them resided on temporary permits: Jews
had not experienced such fear since the Middle Ages. There were beatings and
killings, accompanied by the looting and burning of Jewish properties. Odessa,
which had a record of extreme violence, witnessed the most savage pogrom,
in which around five hundred Jews perished. It was common for thirty, forty,
or more Jews to lose their lives in a medium-sized city.'**

Although subjecting Jews to severe discriminations, the Russian Govern-
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1. After an anti-Jewish pogrom in Rostov on Don—the
burnt out shells of a prayer house and private residence:
October 1905.

ment had in the past not encouraged pogroms; it had even repressed them,
from fear that anti-Jewish violence would get out of control and victimize
Russian landlords and officials. Indeed, the two kinds of violence had a com-
mon psychological basis: for although radical intellectuals considered anti-
Jewish pogroms ‘“‘reactionary’ and assaults on landlords “progressive,” their
perpetrators made no such distinction. The spectacle of policemen and Cos-
sacks standing by while mobs beat and robbed Jews the peasants interpreted
to mean that the authorities condoned assaults on all non-communal proper-
ties and their owners. In 1905-6, in many localities, peasants attacked landed
estates of Christian owners under the impression that the Tsar who tolerated
anti-Jewish pogroms would not object to pogroms of landlords.* So that, in
preventing anti-Jewish violence, the establishment acted in its own best
interests.

But in their frustration with the course of events, the monarchists now
lost sight of these realities: they not only tolerated anti-Jewish excesses but
actively promoted them. After assuming the premiership Witte learned that
the Department of Police, using equipment which it had seized from the
revolutionaries, secretly printed and distributed appeals for anti-Jewish po-
groms—a practice which he stopped but not before it had claimed many
lives.'** Unable to explain what had happened to their idealized Russia in any

*A survey of the rural disorders in 1905—6 carried a report from the Central Agricultural
Region which stated that the ‘“agrarian movement was caused by the fact that from all ends of
Russia at a certain time the villages heard reports that in the cities people beat Yids [zhidov] and
were allowed to steal their property without being punished”: Agrarnoe dvizhenie v Rossii v 1905-
1906 gg., 1 (St. Petersburg, 1908), 48. Similar observations were made about agrarian violence in the
Ukraine: /bid., 11, 29o0.



48 THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION

other way than by blaming alleged villains, among whom Jews occupied the
place of honor, the monarchists vented their fury in a manner that encouraged
generalized violence. Nicholas shared in this self-destructive delusion when he
wrote his mother on October 27 that “nine-tenths of the revolutionaries are
Yids [zhidy].” This explained and presumably justified popular wrath against
them and the other “bad people,” among whom he included “Russian agita-
tors, engineers, lawyers.””"*** In December 1905, Nicholas accepted the insignia
of the Union of Russian People (Soiuz Russkogo Naroda), a newly formed
monarchist organization which wanted the restoration of autocracy and perse-
cution of Jews.

The main cause of the unrest now, however, was not Jews and intellectu-
als but peasants. The peasantry completely misunderstood the October Mani-
festo, interpreting it in its own manner as giving the communes license to take
over the countryside. Some rural disorders occurred in the spring of 1905, more
in the summer, but they exploded only after October 17."*” Hearing of strikes
and pogroms in the cities going unpunished, the peasants drew their own
conclusions. Beginning on October 23, when large-scale disorders broke out
in Chernigov province, the wave of rural disorders kept on swelling until the
onset of winter, reemerging in the spring of 1906 on an even vaster scale. It
would fully subside only in 1908 following the adoption of savage repressive
measures by Prime Minister Stolypin.

The agrarian revolt of 1905—6 involved surprisingly little personal vio-
lence; there is only one authenticated instance of a landlord being killed,
although there are reports of the murder of fifty non-communal peasants who
were particularly detested.*® In some localities attacks on estates were accom-
panied by anti-Jewish pogroms. The principal aim of the jacquerie was neither
inflicting physical harm nor even appropriating land, but depriving landlords
and other non-peasant landowners of the opportunity to earn a livelihood in
the countryside—*‘smoking them out,” as the saying went. In the words of one
observer: “The [peasant] movement was directed almost exclusively against
landed properties and not against the landlords: the peasants had no use
whatever for landlords but they did need the land.””'** The notion was simple:
force the landlords to abandon the countryside and to sell their land at bargain
prices. To this end, the peasants cut down the landlord’s forests, sent cattle
to graze on his pasture, smashed his machinery, and refused to pay rent. In
some places, manors were set on fire. The violence was greatest in the central
Russian provinces and the Baltic areas; it was least in the western and south-
western regions, once part of Poland. The most prone to engage in it were
village youths and soldiers returning from the Far East; everywhere, the city
acted as a stimulant. In their assaults on landlord properties, the peasants did
not discriminate between “good” and ‘“‘bad” landlords—the estates of liberal
and revolutionary intellectuals were not spared. Conservative owners who

*Two weeks after he had explained the anti-Jewish pogroms as justifiable punishment, he
noted with dismay that these pogroms were followed by the destruction of estates of Russian
landlords: K4, No. 3/22 (1927), 174.
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defended themselves suffered less than liberals with a guilty conscience.'*® As
we shall see, the peasants had considerable success with their campaign to evict
non-peasant landowners from the countryside.

In an effort to stem the agrarian unrest, the government in early Novem-
ber reduced the due installments of the redemption payments (payments for
the land given the emancipated serfs in 1861) and promised to abolish them
altogether in January 1907, but these measures did little to calm the rural
districts.

In 1905 and 1906 peasants by and large refrained from seizing the land
they coveted from fear they would not be allowed to keep it. They still expected
a grand national repartition of all the non-communal land, but whereas previ-
ously they had looked to the Tsar to order it, they now pinned their hopes on
the Duma. The quicker they drove the landlords out, they reasoned, the sooner
the repartition would take place.

To Nicholas’s great disappointment, the October Manifesto failed to
pacify Russia. He was impatient with Witte: on November 10 he complained
that Witte had promised he would tolerate no violence after the Manifesto had
been issued but in fact the disorders had gotten even worse.'!

The government faced one more trial of strength, this time with the radi-
cal left. In this conflict, there was no room for compromises, for the social-
ists would be satisfied with nothing less than a political and social revolution.

The authorities tolerated the St. Petersburg Soviet, which continued to sit
in session although it no longer had a clear purpose. On November 26, they
ordered the arrest of Nosar, its chairman. A three-man Presidium (one of
whose members was Leon Trotsky) which replaced Nosar resolved to respond
with an armed uprising. The first act, which it was hoped would bring about
a financial collapse, was an appeal to the people (the so-called Financial
Manifesto), issued on December 2, urging them to withhold payments to the
Treasury, to withdraw money from savings accounts, and to accept only
bullion or foreign currency. The next day, Durnovo arrested the Soviet, put-
ting some 260 deputies (about one-half of its membership) behind bars.'*?
Following these arrests a surrogate Soviet assembled under the chairmanship
of Alexander Helphand (Parvus), the theoretician of “permanent revolu-
tion.”'** On December 6, the St. Petersburg Soviet issued a call for a general
strike to begin two days later. The call went unheeded, even though the Union
of Unions gave it its blessing.'*

The socialists were more successful in Moscow. The Moscow Soviet,
formed only on November 21 by intellectuals of the three principal socialist
parties, decided to press the revolution beyond its “bourgeois” phase. Their
followers consisted of semi-skilled workers, many of them employed in the
textile industry, professionally and culturally less mature than their counter-
parts in the capital. The principal force behind this effort was the Moscow
Bolshevik Committee.!'* The Moscow rising was the first occasion in the 1905
Revolution when the socialists took the lead. On December 6, the Moscow
Soviet voted to begin the following day an armed insurrection for the purpose
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12. Members of St. Petersburg Soviet en route to Siberian
exile: 1905. On the left in front, wearing dark coat, Leon
Trotsky.

of overthrowing the tsarist government, convoking a Constituent Assembly,
and proclaiming a democratic republic.*

On December 7, Moscow was paralyzed: the strike was enforced by Soviet
agents who threatened with violence anyone who refused to cooperate. Two
days later, government forces launched an attack on the insurgents; the latter
responded with urban guerrilla tactics. The arrival of the Semenovskii Regi-
ment, which used artillery to disperse the rioters, settled the issue. On Decem-
ber 18 the Executive Committee of the Moscow Soviet capitulated. Over 1,000
people lost their lives in the uprising and whole areas of the ancient capital
were gutted.

There followed an orgy of reprisals in which the police singled out stu-
dents for beatings. An unknown number of persons involved or suspected of
involvement in the insurrection were summarily executed. Punitive expedi-
tions were sent to the provinces.

In mid-April 1906, Witte resigned, mainly because he felt that the Tsar
no longer showed confidence in him. Before leaving, he managed to obtain for
Russia an international loan of 844 million rubles—the largest ever contracted
up to that time by any country—which had the effect of stabilizing Russia’s
finances, damaged by the war and revolution. It further freed the Crown for
some time from dependence on the Duma, which was due to open shortly.!4¢
He was replaced by Ivan Goremykin, a bureaucrat beloved by the Court for
his slavish devotion. Appointed to the State Council, the upper house of the
new parliament, Witte spent his remaining years (he died in 1915) dictating
memoirs and hating Goremykin’s successor, Peter Stolypin.

*Pankratova et al., eds., Revoliutsiia 1905-1907 gg. v Rossii, IV, Pt. 1, 650. The authors of this
program apparently decided on their own that the Assembly would replace the monarchy with a
republic.
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The year 1905 marked the apogee of Russian liberalism—the triumph of
its program, its strategy, its tactics. It was the Union of Liberation and its
affiliates, the zemstvo movement and the Union of Unions, that had compelled
the monarchy to concede a constitutional and parliamentary regime. Although
they would later claim credit, the socialists in general and the Bolsheviks in
particular played in this campaign only an auxiliary role: their one indepen-
dent effort, the Moscow uprising, ended in disaster.

The liberals’ triumph, nevertheless, was far from secure. As events would
soon show, they were a minority caught in a cross fire of conservative and
radical extremism. Concerned like the conservatives to prevent revolution,
they were nevertheless beholden to the radicals, since the threat of revolution
was the only lever they had to prod the Crown into making still more conces-
sions. Ultimately, this contradiction would cause their demise.

The 1905 Revolution substantially altered Russia’s political institutions,
but it left political attitudes untouched. The monarchy continued to ignore the
implications of the October Manifesto and to insist that nothing had really
changed. Its supporters on the right and the mobs they inspired longed to
punish those who had humiliated the Tsar. The socialist intelligentsia, for its
part, was more determined than ever to exploit the demonstrated weakness of
the government and press on with the next, socialist phase of the revolution.
The experiences of 1905 had left it more, not less, radical. The terrible weakness
of the bonds holding Russia together was revealed to all: but to the government
it meant the need for firmer authority, whereas to the radicals it signaled
opportunities to destroy the existing order. Not surprisingly, the government
and the opposition alike viewed the Duma, not as a vehicle for reaching
compromises, but as an arena of combat, and sensible voices, pleading for
cooperation, were vilified by both sides.

It is fair to say, therefore, that the 1905 Revolution not only failed to
resolve Russia’s outstanding problem—estrangement between rulers and
ruled—but aggravated it. And to the extent that attitudes rather than institu-
tions or ‘“‘objective” economic and social realities determine the course of
politics, only unbounded optimists could look to the future with any confi-
dence. In fact, Russia had gained only a breathing spell.
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Official Russia

The events we have described occurred in a country that in many
respects was unique. Ruled (until 1905) by an absolute monarchy, administered
by an all-powerful bureaucracy, and composed of social castes, Russia resem-
bled an Oriental despotism. Its international ambitions, however, and the
economic and cultural policies which these ambitions necessitated, injected
into Russia a dynamism that was Western in origin. The contradiction be-
tween the static quality of the political and social order and the dynamism of
the economy and cultural life produced a condition of endemic tension. It lent
the country a quality of impermanence, of expectation: as one contemporary
French visitor put it, Russia seemed somehow ‘“‘unfinished.””

Until the October Manifesto, Russia was an autocracy (samoderzhavie).
The old Fundamental Laws defined her sovereign, formally designated Em-
peror (Gosudar’ Imperator), as ‘“unlimited” (neogranichennyi) and “auto-
cratic”’ (samoderzhavnyi). The first adjective meant that he was subject to no
constitutional restraints; the second, that he was not limited institutionally.?
The Emperor’s authority received its original definition in 1716 in the Military
Regulation of Peter the Great (Chapter 3, Article 20), which was still in force
in 1900:

His Majesty is an absolute [samovlastnyi] monarch, who is not obliged to
answer for his actions to anyone in the world but has the power and the
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authority to govern his states and lands as a Christian sovereign, in accord with
his desire and goodwill [blagomnenie].

The Emperor was the exclusive source of laws and ordinances. According to
Article 51 of the old Fundamental Laws, “no post [mesto] or office [pravi-
tel’stvo] of the realm may, on its own initiative, pass a new law, and no law
can go into effect without the sanction of the autocratic authority.” In practice
it proved impossible to enforce such a rigid absolutism in a country with 125
million inhabitants and the world’s fifth-largest economy, and in time, increas-
ing discretionary authority was vested in the officialdom. Nevertheless, the
autocratic principle was strictly insisted upon and any challenge to it, in word
or deed, led to savage persecution.

On the face of it, the autocracy did not differ from the monarchies of
ancien régime Europe, and it was thus widely regarded, in and out of Russia,
as an anachronism. But viewed more closely, in the context of her own past,
Russia’s absolutism showed peculiar qualities that distinguished it from that
of the Bourbons, Stuarts, or Hohenzollerns. European travelers to Muscovy
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when ancien régime absolutism
stood at its zenith, were impressed by the differences between what they were
accustomed to at home and what they saw in Russia.’ The peculiar features
of Russian absolutism in its early form, which lasted from the fourteenth until
the late eighteenth century, were marked by the virtual absence of the institu-
tion of private property, which in the West confronted royal power with
effective limits to its authority. In Russia, the very concept of property (in the
Roman sense of absolute dominion over objects) was unknown until intro-
duced in the second half of the eighteenth century by the German-born Cath-
erine II. Muscovite Russia had been run like a private estate, its inhabitants
and territories, with everything they contained, being treated as the property
of the Crown.

This type of regime has been known since the time of Hobbes as “patriar-
chal” or “patrimonial.”* Its distinguishing feature is the fusion of sovereignty
and ownership, the monarch viewing himself and being viewed by his subjects
as both ruler of the realm and its proprietor. At its height patrimonial rule in
Russia rested on four pillars:

1. Monopoly on political authority

2.  Monopoly on economic resources and wholesale
trade

3. The ruler’s claims to unlimited services from his
subjects; absence of individual as well as group
(estate) rights

4. Monopoly on public information

Having in the early 1700s laid claim to the status of a European power,
Russia had to be able to match her Western rivals in military might, economic

*The origins and evolution of Russian patrimonialism are the theme of my Russia under the
Old Regime (London and New York, 1974).
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productivity, and culture. This requirement forced the monarchy partially to
dismantle the patrimonial institutions which had served it well as long as Russia
had been essentially an Oriental power competing with other Oriental powers.
In the middle of the eighteenth century, the monarchy recognized the right to
property in land and in its other forms: the word “property” (sobstvennost’,
from the German Eigentum) entered the Russian vocabulary at this time.
Concurrently, the Crown began to withdraw from manufacture and trade.
Although by Western standards the Russian state of 1900 still loomed large in
the national economy, the country by then had a flourishing free market and
corresponding capitalist institutions. Even while violating human rights, tsa-
rism respected private property. The government also gradually gave up the
claim to unlimited services from its subjects, freeing from compulsory state
service first the gentry (dvorianstvo) (1762) and a century later (1861) the serfs. It
continued to insist on the right to censor publications, but since it did not
exercise this right either strictly or consistently, the flow of ideas was not
seriously affected, the more so that there were few restrictions on foreign travel.

Thus, by 1900, with one exception, the patrimonial regime was a thing of
the past: the exception was the country’s political system. While “manumit-
ting”’ society economically, socially, and culturally, the Crown persisted in
refusing to give it a voice in legislation and administration.* It continued to
insist that it had the sole right to legislative and executive power, that the Tsar
was ‘“‘unlimited’ as well as “autocratic,’”’ and that all laws had to emanate from
him. The incompatibility of Russia’s political constitution with her economic,
‘social, cultural, and even administrative realities was widely recognized at the
time as an anomaly by most educated Russians. For, indeed, how could one
reconcile the advanced state of Russia’s industrial economy and culture with
a political system that treated her inhabitants as incapable of governing them-
selves? Why did a people that had produced a Tolstoy and a Chekhov, a
Tchaikovsky and a Mendeleev, need to be ruled by a caste of professional
bureaucrats, most of whom had no higher education and many of whom were
notoriously corrupt? Why could the Serbians, Finns, and Turks have a consti-
tution and parliament but not the Russians?

On the face of it, these questions seem unanswerable, and yet they did
have answers which, in view of what happened after 1917, deserve a hearing.

The educated and economically advanced elements of Russia’s popula-
tion which clamored for political rights were a visible but small minority. The
main concern of the Imperial administration was the fifty million Great Rus-
sian peasants concentrated in the central provinces, for it was on their tranquil-
lity and loyalty that the internal security of the Empire ultimately depended.

*The zemstva and Municipal Councils, organs of local self-government introduced in 1864—70,
performed important cultural and economic functions (education, sanitation, etc.) but had no
administrative authority.

tRussia was a multinational empire in which the dominant nation, the Great Russians,
constituted at the turn of the century 44.4 percent of the population. The majority were other
Orthodox Slavs (Ukrainians, 17.8 percent, and Belorussians, 4.7 percent); Poles (6.3 percent);
Muslims, mostly Turkic speaking and Sunni (11.1 percent); Jews (4.2 percent); and various Baltic,
Caucasian, and Siberian nationalities. The total population of the Empire, according to the first
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The peasant had his grievances but they were not political: he could no more
imagine a different system of government than a different climate. The existing
regime suited him well because he could understand it from his personal
experience in the peasant household, which was organized on the same model:

The sovereign’s authority is unlimited—Ilike the father’s. This autocracy is only
a prolongation of paternal authority. . . . From base to summit, the immense
Empire of the North appears, in all its parts, and on all its tiers, constructed
on one plan and in one style; all the stones seem to have come out of the same
quarry, and the entire building rests on one foundation: patriarchal authority.
With this side of her Russia leans toward the old monarchies of the East and
decidedly turns away from the modern states of the West, which are all based
on feudalism and individualism.*

The Great Russian peasant, with centuries of serfdom in his bones, not
only did not crave for civil and political rights, but, as will be indicated later
on, held such notions in contempt. Government had to be willful and strong—
that is, able to exact unquestioned obedience. A limited government, subject
to external restraints and tolerant of criticism, seemed to him a contradiction
in terms. To the officials charged with administering the country and familiar
with these peasant attitudes, a Western-type constitutional order spelled one
thing only: anarchy. The peasants would interpret it to mean the release from
all obligations to the state which they fulfilled only because they had no choice:
no more taxes, no more recruits, and, above all, no more tolerance of private
property in land. Even relatively liberal officials regarded the Russian peasants
as savages who could be kept in check only as long as they believed that their
rulers were made of different “clay.”” In many respects, the bureaucracy
treated its population as the European powers treated their colonials: some
observers actually drew parallels between the Russian administration and the
British civil service in India.® Even the most conservative bureaucrats realized
that one could not forever base internal security on coercion and that sooner
or later a constitutional regime was bound to come: but they were content to
leave this matter to future generations.

The other obstacle to liberalization was the intelligentsia, broadly defined
as a category of citizens, mostly upper- and middle-class and educated, in
permanent opposition to tsarism, who demanded, in the name of the nation,
that the Crown and bureaucracy turn over to them the reins of power. The
monarchy and its officialdom regarded this intelligentsia as unfit to govern.
Indeed, as events would demonstrate, the intelligentsia vastly underestimated
the difficulties of administering Russia: it regarded democracy, not as the
product of a slow evolution of institutions and habits, but as man’s natural
condition, which only the existing despotism prevented from exerting its
beneficial influence. Since they had no administrative experience, they tended

census taken in 1897, was 125.7 million (exclusive of Finland, which was a separate Grand Duchy
under the Russian Tsar, and the Central Asian Muslim protectorates of Khiva and Bukhara). Of
the 55.7 million Great Russians, some 85 percent were peasants.
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to confuse governing with legislating. In the eyes of bureaucrats, these profes-
sors, lawyers, and publicists, if given access to the levers of power, would
promptly let it slip from their hands and unleash anarchy, the only beneficia-
ries of which would be the radical extremists. Such was the conviction of the
Court and its officials. There existed among the intelligentsia sensible, prag-
matic individuals, aware of the difficulties of democratizing Russia and willing
to cooperate with the establishment, but they were few and under constant
assault from the liberals and socialists who dominated public opinion.

The Russian establishment of 1900 believed that the country simply could
not afford “politics™: it was too vast, ethnically too heterogeneous, and cultur-
ally too primitive to allow for the free play of interests and opinions. Politics
had to be reduced to administration carried out under the aegis of an impartial
arbiter personified in the absolute ruler.

An autocracy required an autocrat: an autocrat not only in terms of
formal prerogatives but also by virtue of personality; barring that, at least a
ceremonial monarch content to reign while the bureaucracy ruled. As genetic
accident would have it, however, on the eve of the twentieth century Russia
had the worst of both worlds: a tsar who lacked the intelligence and character
to rule yet insisted on playing the autocrat.

In the nineteenth century, strong rulers succeeded weak and weak strong
with unexceptional regularity: the vacillating Alexander I was followed by the
martinet Nicholas I, whose successor, Alexander II, had a gentle disposition.
His son, Alexander III, personified autocracy: a giant of a man who twisted
pewter tankards with bare hands, amused company by crashing through
locked doors, loved the circus, and played the tuba, he had no qualms about
resorting to force. Growing up in his father’s shadow, the future Nicholas II
displayed early all the traits of a “soft” tsar. He had no lust for power and no
love of ceremony: his greatest pleasures came from the hours spent in the
company of his wife and children and from outdoor exercise. Though cast in
the role of an autocrat, he was actually ideally suited for the role of a ceremo-
nial monarch. He had exquisite manners and great charm: Witte thought
Nicholas the best-bred person he had ever met.” Intellectually, however, he
was something of a simpleton. He treated autocracy as a sacred trust, viewing
himself as the trustee of the patrimony which he had inherited from his father
and was duty-bound to pass on to his successor. He enjoyed none of its
perquisites, confiding to a minister that if he did not think it would harm
Russia, he would gladly be rid of his autocratic powers.® Indeed, he seemed
never as happy as after being compelled in March 1917 to abdicate. He learned
early to hide his feelings behind a frozen mask. Although suspicious and even
vengeful, he was basically a decent man, simple in his tastes, quiet and shy,
disgusted with the ambitions of politicians, the intrigues of officials, and the
general morals of the age. He disliked powerful personalities, keeping at arm’s
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length and sooner or later dismissing his most capable ministers in favor of
amiable and deferential nonentities.

Brought up in a very circumscribed Court atmosphere he was given no
opportunities to mature either emotionally or intellectually. At the age of
twenty-two he impressed one high official as a

rather attractive officer [ofitserik]. He looks well in the white, fur-lined uniform
of a Guards Hussar, but in general his appearance is so common that it is
difficult to distinguish him in a crowd. His face is expressionless. His manners
are simple, but he lacks both elegance and refinement.’

Even when Nicholas was twenty-three, according to the same official, Alexan-
der III bullied and treated him as if he were a child. When on one occasion
the Tsarevich dared to defy his father by siding with the bureaucratic opposi-
tion, Alexander made his displeasure known by pelting him at dinner with
bread balls.!° He spoke of his son contemptuously as a “girlie,”” with a puerile
personality and ideas, entirely unfit for the duties that were awaiting him."

In consequence of his upbringing, the future Nicholas II was unprepared
to ascend the throne. After his father had passed away, he told a minister he
had no idea what was expected of him: “I know nothing. The late sovereign
had not anticipated his death and had not initiated me into anything.”*'? His
instinct told him faithfully to follow his father in all matters, especially in
upholding the ideology and institutions of patrimonial absolutism, and he did
so long as the circumstances permitted.

To make matters worse, Nicholas was dogged by bad fortune from the
day of his birth, which happened to fall on the name day of Job. Everything
he tried turned to dust and he soon acquired the reputation of an “unlucky”
tsar. He came to share this popular belief. It greatly affected his self-
confidence, fostering in him a mood of resignation interrupted by periodic
bursts of stubbornness.

To assert his independence, Nicholas traveled in 1890—91 to the Middle
East and Far East, the latter of which some diplomats viewed as Russia’s
proper sphere of influence—a view he shared. The journey almost ended in
tragedy when he was assaulted by a deranged Japanese terrorist.

On the day of his coronation in 1895, a terrible accident occurred when
a crowd estimated at 500,000, assembled at Khodynka Field outside Moscow
to receive souvenirs, panicked, trampling or choking to death nearly 1,400
people.”’ Ignoring the tragedy, the Imperial couple attended the Coronation
Ball that evening. Both events were considered an evil omen.

Perhaps because it was known how badly the high-handed Alexander III
had treated his son, on coming to the throne in 1894 Nicholas II enjoyed the

*Compare this with the strikingly similar remark of Louis XVI. On being informed of his
father’s death, he exclaimed: “What a burden! And I have been taught nothing! It seems as though
the universe were about to fall upon me”: Pierre Gaxotte, The French Revolution (London-New
York, 1932), 71
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13. The future Nicholas II as tsarevich (in front, wearing
white uniform) entertained by his uncle, the Grand Duke
Nikolai Nikolaevich (on his right).

reputation of a liberal. He quickly disabused these expectations. In an address
to a zemstvo delegation in January 1895, he dismissed talk of liberalization as
“senseless dreams’ and pledged to ‘“‘safeguard the principle of autocracy as
firmly and steadfastly’’ as his late father had done.* This ended his brief
political honeymoon. Although he rarely pronounced on political matters, he
made it no secret that he regarded Russia as the dynasty’s ‘“patrimony.” One
example of this attitude was his decision to give three million rubles paid
Russia by Turkey as part of a peace settlement as a present to the Prince of
Montenegro, at the request of two Russian grand dukes married to the Prince’s
daughters. It was with great difficulty that he was dissuaded from disposing
of money belonging to the Russian Treasury in such a cavalier manner."” It
was not the only instance of anachronistic patrimonialism in his reign.
Given his diffident personality and lack of appetite for power, Nicholas
might have proven willing to come to terms with the opposition were it not
for his spouse, who was destined to play a major and very negative role in the
final years of the old regime. A granddaughter, on her mother’s side, of Queen
Victoria, Alexandra Fedorovna (Alix) was born in the German principality of
Hesse and in Russia was always looked upon, by society and the masses, as
“the German woman.”* Haughty and cold, she managed in no time to alienate
St. Petersburg society: as her estrangement increased, her entourage became

*In fact, Nicholas himself had hardly any Russian blood in his veins: since the eighteenth
century, through intermarriage with German and Danish families, Russian monarchs were Russians
in name only. Their opponents liked to taunt them as the “Gottorp-Holstein” dynasty, which,
genealogically speaking, was not far from the truth.
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limited to a confidante, Anna Vyrubova, and, later, Rasputin. She was rarely
seen to smile and in photographs usually looks away from the camera. Suffer-
ing from headaches and what she believed to be a weak heart, she developed
an addiction to pills. She had a strong inclination to mysticism. The French
Ambassador; Maurice Paléologue, left a thumbnail sketch of Alexandra:
“Moral disquiet, constant sadness, vague longing, alternation between excite-
ment and exhaustion, constant thought given to the invisible and supernatural,
credulousness, superstition.”!* Isolated at the Imperial residence in Tsarskoe
Selo from everyone except courtiers, she developed a faith in a mythical
Russian “people,” who, it was her firm conviction, boundlessly loved the
Imperial family. She mistrusted everyone else, including Nicholas’s relatives,
whom she suspected of scheming to remove him from the throne.

None of which would have mattered much were it not that the Empress
saw herself obliged to compensate for her husband’s vacillating character by
keeping him from making political concessions and eventually taking a direct
hand in appointments: she frequently exercised a wife’s prerogative of turning
her husband against people to whom, for one reason or another, she had taken
a dislike. Treating Nicholas as a good-natured child (she liked to draw him
as a baby in arms), she manipulated her husband by playing on his sense of
duty and his suspicious nature. Although born and raised in Western Europe,
she quickly assimilated the most extreme patrimonial attitudes of her adopted
country. Time and again she reminded Nicholas of his heritage: “You and
Russia are one and the same,” she would exhort him."” After giving birth to
a male heir, she made it her mission in life to safeguard unalloyed the institu-
tion of autocratic monarchy until the time when he would ascend the throne.
By her actions she greatly contributed to widening the breach between the
monarchy and society until it became unbridgeable: by 1916, even the staunch-
est monarchists, including many grand dukes, would turn against her and plot
to have her removed. Her historic role in this respect was not dissimilar to
Marie Antoinette’s.

To humor her, Nicholas usually followed his wife’s advice, but not slav-
ishly; on rare occasion he could even oppose her wishes. They were a very
loving couple, completely devoted to one another and usually of one mind.
Both despised “public opinion,” which they identified with St. Petersburg
society and the intelligentsia and viewed as an artificial “wall [sredostenie]
erected to separate from them the adoring people.”* It has been said that when
Nicholas used the word “intelligentsia” he made the same face as when pro-
nouncing the word “syphilis.” He thought it should be erased from the Rus-
sian dictionary.'®

Given the misfortune that dogged Nicholas in all his endeavors, it caused
no great surprise that it also afflicted his domestic life. His wife bore four
daughters in succession but there was no male heir. In desperation, she turned

*A. A. Mossolov, At the Court of the Last Tsar (London, 1935), 127-31. Witte recalls that when
he used the expression “public opinion” in the Tsar’s presence, Nicholas responded with passion:
“And what is public opinion to me?”: S.lu. Vitte, Vospominaniia, 11 (Moscow, 1960), 328.
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to charlatans, one of whom, a French physician by the name of Dr. Philippe,
assured her that she was pregnant with a boy. Alexandra expanded in bulk
until a medical examination in the ninth month revealed she had had a
sympathetic pregnancy.’” When in 1904 a boy was finally born, he turned out
to suffer from hemophilia, an incurable disease of which she had been the
transmitter. The blow deepened Alexandra’s mysticism, but also her determi-
nation to see the child, christened Alexis, resplendent on the throne as Tsar
of All the Russias.

The courtiers surrounding Nicholas II reinforced these preferences for
anachronistic political practices. At the Tsar’s Court immense stress was laid
on decorum and the observance of ritualistic forms:

The circle of intimates [of the Imperial family] consisted of dull-witted, igno-
rant remnants of dvoriane clans, lackeys of the aristocracy, who had lost the
freedom of opinion and conviction, as well as the traditional notions of estate
honor and pride. All these Voeikovs, Nilovs, Mosolovs, Apraksins, Fedoseevs,
Volkovs—colorless, untalented slaves—stood at the entrances and exits of the
Imperial Palace and protected the integrity of autocratic power. This honorary
duty they shared with the Fredericks, Benckendorffs, Korfs, Grotens, Griin-
walds—pompous, smug [Baltic] Germans who had sunk firm roots at the
Russian Court and wielded a peculiar kind of influence behind the stage. The
highly placed lackeys were united by a profound contempt for the Russian
people. Many of them did not know Russia’s past, living in a kind of dumb
ignorance of the needs of the present and indifference for the future. For the
majority of them, conservative thought meant simply mental inertia and immo-
bility. For people of this ilk, autocracy had lost sense as a political system,
because their mental level was incapable of rising to general ideas. Their life
flowed from one episode to another, from decorations to shifts on the ladder
of ranks and honors. From time to time, the flow of events for them was
interrupted by some shock—an uprising, a revolutionary upheaval, or a terror-
ist attempt. These portentous symptoms spread among them fear, even alarm,
but never aroused their deep interest or attracted their serious attention. In the
final analysis, everything reduced itself to hopes placed on a new energetic
administrator or skillful police chief.?

The monarchy governed Russia with the assistance of five institutions:
the civil service, the security police, the gentry, the army, and the Orthodox
Church.

The bureaucracy (chinovnichestvo) descended from the household staff of
medieval princes, originally slaves, and it retained into the twentieth century
strong traces of its origin. It continued to act, first and foremost, as the
personal staff of the monarch rather than as the civil service of the nation. Its
members had little sense of the state (gosudarstvo) as an entity separate from
and superior to the monarch (gosudar’) and his bureaucracy.?

On being admitted into the service, a Russian official swore loyalty, not
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to the state or the nation, but to the person of the ruler. He served entirely
at the pleasure of the monarch and his own immediate superiors. Bureaucratic
executives had the authority to dismiss subordinates without being required
to furnish reasons and without giving the officials concerned the opportunity
to defend themselves. The Service Regulations denied a discharged official all
means of redress:

Officials who, in the opinion of their superiors, are incapable of carrying out
their obligations, or who, for whatever reason, are [deemed] unreliable [re-
blagonadézhnye], or who have committed a misdemeanor their superior is
aware of but which cannot be factually proven, may be discharged from the
service by qualified superiors at the latters’ discretion. . . . Officials who have
been simply dismissed from the service at the discretion of their superiors
without being informed of the reasons cannot lodge a complaint against such
action. Their petitions for reinstatement in their previous posts or for a court
trial not only must be left without action but must not even be accepted by the
Governing Senate of His Imperial Majesty’s Chancery. . . .*

As if to emphasize that civil servants were descended from bonded domestics,
an official, no matter how prominent, could not resign from the service without
permission. As late as 1916, ministers, most of whom by then were at odds with
the Tsar’s policies, had to request his permission to quit, which in a number
of cases he refused to grant—a situation difficult for a European even to
imagine.

Except for judges and certain categories of specialists, Russian officials
were not required to furnish proof of educational qualifications. Unlike con-
temporary Western Europe, where appointment to the civil service called for
either a school diploma or the passing of an examination, or both, in Russia
admission requirements were perfunctory. To qualify for the post of Chancery
Servitor (Kantseliarskii sluzhitel’), the stepping-stone to the lowest rung on the
service career ladder, a candidate had only to demonstrate the ability to read
and write grammatically and to have mastered the rudiments of mathematics.
For advancement to the next higher rank, he had to pass an examination that
tested for knowledge expected of a graduate of a grammar school. Once
established in the lowest civil service rank, an official or chinovnik was not
obliged to demonstrate any further competence, and moved up the career
ladder in accord with the rules of seniority and the recommendations of his
superior. Thus, Imperial officials were appointed and advanced on the basis
of undefined criteria which in practice centered on complete loyalty to the
dynasty, blind obedience in the execution of orders, and unquestioning accept-
ance of the status quo.

*The rules governing the Russian bureaucracy were formalized in Volume III of the Code
of Laws: Ustav o sluzhbe po opredeleniiu ot pravitel’stva: Izdanie 1896 goda, Svod Zakonov Rossiiskoi
Imperii (St. Petersburg, 1913). All further references are to this edition. In Imperial Russia the term
neblagonadézhnyi had legal standing and could lead to the dismissal from any state institution,
including the universities. It was formally defined by Minister of the Interior N. P. Ignatev, in 1881:
P. A. Zaionchkovskii, Krizis samoderzhaviia na rubezhe 1870-1880kh godov (Moscow, 1964), 395.
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As personal servants of the Tsar, officials of the Imperial civil service
stood above the law. A chinovnik could be indicted and put on trial only with
the permission of his superior.?? Lacking such authorization, the judiciary was
powerless to indict officials. Permission to try officials was rarely forthcoming,
and this for two reasons. Since all appointments were made, at any rate in
theory, by the Tsar, the failure of a bureaucrat properly to perform his duties
reflected adversely on the Tsar’s judgment. Second, there was always the risk
that if he were allowed to defend himself in court, the accused official could
implicate his superiors. In practice, therefore, guilty officials were quietly
transferred to another post or, if sufficiently distinguished, promoted to im-
pressive but meaningless positions in the Senate or Council of State.?* In such
matters the Tsar himself had to bow to custom. Following a train accident in
which he almost lost his life, Alexander III wanted to bring to trial the
Minister of Transport. He was ultimately dissuaded on the grounds that a
public trial of a minister who had held his post for fourteen years would mean
that he had ‘“undeservedly enjoyed the confidence of the monarch”?*—that is,
that the Tsar had shown poor judgment. In the eyes of some contemporaries,
the unaccountability of the Russian officialdom to the law or any body external
to itself represented the principal difference between the Russian and Western
European civil services. In fact, it was only one of many manifestations of the
patrimonial spirit still embedded in the Russian state.

The Russian bureaucracy, especially in the last years of the monarchy,
had in its ranks many well-educated and dedicated officials. These were espe-
cially numerous in the ministries and the agencies located in St. Petersburg.
Bernard Pares, the English historian of Russia, on his frequent visits there
before 1917, observed that when out of uniform a chinovnik often turned out
to be an intellectual, troubled by the same thoughts that agitated society at
large. In uniform, however, while performing his duties, he was expected to
act haughtily and insolently.* The conditions of service, especially the absence
of security, did, in fact, encourage servility toward superiors and rudeness
toward everyone else. To the outside world, a chinovnik was expected to act
with complete self-assurance:

Always the underlying intent was to present the “Government” as an all-wise,
deliberate and ultimately infallible group of servants of the state, selflessly
working in unison with the monarch for the best interests of Russia.?

An essential element of this self-image was secrecy, which helped maintain the
illusion of an authority that knew neither discord nor failures. There was
nothing that the bureaucracy dreaded more than glasnost’, or the open con-

*Bernard Pares, Russia and Reform (London, 1907), 328. According to one contemporary
source, some Russian officials believed that treating their own population brutally enhanced the
country’s standing abroad. Western powers, which provided Russia with loans, were said to be
impressed by strength: “the more cruelly affairs were conducted inside Russia, the more her respect
grew in Europe”: Die Judenpogrome in Russland, 1 (Koln-Leipzig, 1910), 230. There is, indeed, a
relevant Russian proverb: ‘“‘Beat your own people and others will fear you.”
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duct of public affairs, for which public opinion had been clamoring since the
middle of the nineteenth century.

Beginning in 1722, when Peter the Great introduced the Table of Ranks,
Russia’s officialdom was divided into hierarchic grades called chiny, of which
nominally there were fourteen but in fact only twelve, Ranks 11 and 13 having
fallen into disuse. It had been Peter’s intention that as officials qualified for
higher responsibilities they would receive the rank appropriate to the office
they occupied. But the system quickly became perverted, with the result that
Russia acquired a civil service ranking system that was probably unique in the
world. To gain the support of the bureaucracy for her dubious claim to the
throne, Catherine II introduced in the 1760s the principle of automatic promo-
tion: henceforth, the holder of a chin was advanced to the next higher grade
on the basis of seniority, after he had held a given rank a specified length of
time, regardless of whether or not he was assigned greater responsibilities.
Unlike the usual practice in bureaucratic establishments where a person moves
up in grade as he assumes higher duties, in Imperial Russia he rose in grade
more or less automatically, without regard to his functions: promotion was not
from post to post, but from rank to rank.? This made the Russian civil service
a closed caste: with minor exceptions, to be eligible for a government position
one had to hold chin. ?’ Ordinary subjects, no matter how well qualified, were
excluded from participating in the country’s administration, except in the rare
instances of direct appointment by the Tsar. Only those willing and able to
make it a lifelong career were able to join the government. Others were barred
from public service and therefore deprived of opportunities to acquire adminis-
trative experience.

Appointments to the top four ranks (of which in 1903 there were 3,765
holders)* could not be attained by regular advancement: since they entitled
to hereditary nobility, they were made personally by the Tsar. Ranks 14
through § were open to regular career promotions, procedures for which were
prescribed in minute detail. In most cases, a prospective functionary of non-
noble origin began his career as a Chancery Servitor in some government
bureau. This post carried no chin. He remained in it anywhere from one to
twelve years, depending on his social status and education, before becoming
eligible for promotion to Rank 14: hereditary nobles with completed secondary
education served only one year, whereas boys discharged from the Imperial
Choir because of a change in voice had to serve twelve. Once installed, a
chinovnik worked his way up the career ladder one rung at a time. The Service
Regulations determined how long an official remained in each rank (three
years in the lower ones, four in the higher), but advancement could be speeded
up for outstanding performance. In theory, it required twenty-four years
from one’s first appointment until the attainment of the highest career rank
(Chin 5). Ranks 14 through 5 bestowed personal (non-hereditary) ennoblement.

One could qualify for direct entry into the civil service by virtue of either
appropriate social status or education. Sons of nobles (dvoriane) and personal
nobles (lichnye dvoriane) were the only ones eligible for admission to Rank 14
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or higher regardless of education. Others qualified by virtue of educational
attainments. In theory, civil service careers were open to all subjects without
distinction of nationality or religion, but an exception was made for Jews, who
were ineligible unless they had a higher education, which in practice meant
a medical degree. Catholics were subject to quotas. Lutherans were very much
in demand and a high proportion of the officials in St. Petersburg chanceries
were Baltic Germans. Excluded, unless they met the educational criteria (uni-
versity degree or completed secondary schooling with honors), were members
of the urban estates, peasants, and all persons who had received their second-
ary education abroad.

While on duty, holders of rank (which included university professors)
were required to wear uniforms, the cut and color of which was prescribed in
fifty-two articles of the Service Regulations. They had to be addressed in a
specified form appropriate to their rank, the titles being translated from Ger-
man. Each rank had its perquisites, which included minutely regulated prece-
dence rules.

Remuneration consisted of salary, expense accounts, and living quarters
or a suitable housing allowance. Salary differentials were enormous, officials
in Rank 1 receiving over thirty times the pay of those in Rank 14. Few officials
held landed properties or had other sources of private income: in 1902, even
of those in the four topmost ranks, only one in three owned land.” On leaving
the service, like faithful domestics high officials usually were given monetary
rewards by the Tsar; thus, Minister of Justice Nicholas Maklakov received on
his retirement 20,000 rubles, Minister of the Interior Peter Durnovo, 50,000,
and the Court’s favorite, Prime Minister Ivan Goremykin, 100,000.*° For
distinguished service there were also other rewards, notably medals of various
designations, strictly graded in order of importance and precedence: their
description occupies no fewer than 869 paragraphs in the Service Regulations.

The civil service was thus a closed caste, separated from the rest of
society, access to which and promotion within which were strictly regulated
on the basis of social origin, education, and seniority. This caste—225,000
strong in 1900, including members of the police and the gendarmerie—was a
personal staff of the monarch subject neither to the laws of the land nor to any
external supervision. It served at the monarch’s pleasure. The institution was
a carryover from medieval times, before the emergence of a distinction be-
tween the person of the ruler and the institution of the state.

The legacy of patrimonialism was also apparent in the structure and
operations of the principal executive agencies, the ministries.

In the medieval principalities of northern Russia, where political author-
ity was exercised by virtue of ownership, administration had been divided into
puti or “paths.” Arranged geographically (territorially) rather than function-
ally, they served first and foremost the purposes of economic exploitation. The
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men in charge were stewards responsible for a given area. They had no corpo-
rate existence and they did not act as a body. Such practices survived in
Russia’s administrative structure after the introduction of ministries in 1802.
The administration of Russia in the nineteenth century was organized in a
vertical manner, with almost no lateral links, the lines of command converging
at the top, in the person of the monarch. This arrangement hampered coopera-
tion among the ministries and hence the formulation of a coherent national
policy, but it had the advantage of preventing the officialdom from acting in
concert and thereby impinging on the Tsar’s autocratic prerogatives.

With one exception, the Ministry of the Interior, Russian ministries did
not much differ in structure and operation from the corresponding institutions
in the West. But in contrast to the West, Russia had no cabinet and no Prime
Minister. There existed a so-called Committee of Ministers, which also in-
cluded heads of other central agencies, with a casually appointed chairman,
but it was a body with no authority. Attempts to give Russia a regular cabinet
in the 1860s and again in the 1880s had no success because the Court feared
such a body would weaken its authority. The very idea of a cabinet or even
ministerial consultations was regarded as subversive. “Unlike other absolute
monarchs,” a French observer wrote in the 1880s,

the Russian emperors have never had prime ministers. From instinct or sys-
tem, in order to retain, in deed as well as in theory, their authority unim-

paired, they all undertake to be their own prime ministers. . . . Russia, never-
theless, does feel the need of a homogeneous cabinet, as a means toward that
unity of direction in which the government is so deficient . . . such a council,

with or without official premiership, would of necessity modify all the rela-
tions between sovereign and ministers, as its members, collectively responsi-
ble, would be fatally led to assume toward the Emperor a more independent
attitude. They would gradually feel responsible before society and public
opinion no less than before the sovereign, who might thus slip into the part
of a constitutional monarch, without the official restraint of either constitu-
tion or parliament. In fact, this reform, seemingly unassuming, would almost
amount to a revolution . . .*!

This, as we have seen, is precisely what happened in 1905, when, forced to
present a united front against the newly created Duma, the monarchy con-
sented to the creation of a Council of Ministers under a chairman who was
Prime Minister in all but name. But even though it had to make this conces-
sion, it never reconciled itself to this arrangement and in a few years reverted
to the old practices.

Until 1905, the ministers reported directly to the Tsar and received from
him their instructions: they had no agreed-upon common policy. Such a
practice inevitably gave rise to confusion, since the Tsar was bound to issue
them incompatible or even contradictory orders. Under this arrangement,
each minister sought the Tsar’s ear for his own ends, without regard for the
concerns of his colleagues. Foreign policy was made by at least three ministries
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(Foreign Affairs, Finance, and War), while domestic matters were caught up
in constant feuding between the ministries of the Interior and Finance. Essen-
tially, each ministry acted as it saw fit, subject to the Tsar’s personal approval.
“Being responsible to the Emperor alone, and that only individually, [the
ministers] really [were] mere secretaries, almost private clerks of the Tsar.”*

Russian ministers and their associates had an even lower opinion of their
status. Their diaries and private communications are filled with complaints
about the medieval arrangement under which the country was treated as the
Emperor’s private domain and they as his stewards. They were bitter about the
way they were treated, about the peremptory manner with which the Tsar gave
them instructions, and angry over the absence of regular ministerial consulta-
tions. Peter Valuev, Minister of the Interior under Alexander II, referred to
Russia’s ministers as the ‘“‘sovereign’s servants’—Ies grandes domestiques—
rather than les grandes serviteurs de [’état, whose relationship to him was
“Asiatic, semi-slave or primitively patriarchal.”’** It is this situation that one
official had in mind when he said that Russia had ‘““departments” (vedomstva)
but no government (pravitel’stvo).** Such was the price Russia had to pay for
maintaining so late into the modern era the regime of patrimonial monarchy.

Within their bureaus, ministers enjoyed immense power: one Russian
compared them to Ottoman pashas lording over their pachalics.** Each had
in the provinces a network of functionaries responsible only to him and not
to the provincial governors.*® They could hire and fire employees at will. They
also had great latitude in disposing of the moneys budgeted for their ministries.

Because Russia was so visibly run by a bureaucracy, it is possible to
overestimate the extent to which the country was bureaucratized. The Rus-
sian civil service was unusually top-heavy, with a high proportion of the
bureaucracy located in St. Petersburg. The Empire was relatively under-
administered.’’

Such neglect of the provincial administration was due to fiscal constraints:
Russia simply could not afford the expenditures required to administer prop-
erly a country of such distances and poor communications. After Peter I had
taken Livonia from Sweden he discovered that the Swedes had spent as much
on running this small province as his government allowed for administering
the whole Empire: this meant that any hope of adopting Swedish administra-
tive models had to be given up.*® In 1763, proportionate to her territory, Prussia
had nearly one hundred times as many officials as Russia.** Around 1900, the
proportion of administrators in relation to the population in Russia was almost
one-third that of France and one-half that of Germany.*® Because of inade-
quate resources, Russians adopted a very simple model of administration.
They placed in each province a powerful governor, with broad discretionary
powers, and deployed across the country military garrisons to help him pre-
serve order. There were also small contingents of police and gendarmerie, and
agents of such ministries as Finance, Justice, and War. But essentially the
countryside was self-administering through the institution of the peasant com-
mune, which was held collectively responsible for the payment of taxes and
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delivery of military recruits, and the canton or volost’, which performed sim-
ple judiciary and administrative functions. None of this cost the Treasury
anything.

This meant, however, that the authority of the Imperial Government, for
all practical purposes, stopped at the eighty-nine provincial capitals where the
governors and their staff had offices: below that level yawned an administrative
vacuum. Neither the district (uezd), into which provinces were subdivided,
nor the volost’, the principal unit of rural administration, had any regular
agents of the central government: these showed up periodically, on forays as
it were, to carry out specific missions, usually to collect tax arrears, and then
disappeared from view. Indeed, the volost’ itself was not a territorial but a
social entity, since it included only peasants and not the members of the other
estates living within its territory. Some intellectuals and officials, aware of the
anomaly of such an arrangement, urged the government to introduce as the
lowest administrative unit an all-estate volost’, but this advice was ignored
because the authorities preferred that the peasants remain isolated and self-
governing. In the words of one experienced bureaucrat, there was in Russia
“no common unifying authority comparable to the German Landrat or
French souspréfet, capable of coordinating policies in the interest of central
authority’’:

There was no apparatus of local administration but only officials of various
[central] agencies: financial, judiciary, forestry, postal, etc., who were uncon-
nected, or else the executive organs of various types of self-government, depen-
dent more on the voters than on the government. There was no common
binding authority.*

The absence of government agents in the small towns and the countryside
would make itself painfully felt after 1905, when, attempting to win majorities
in the new parliament, the monarchy found it had no mechanism to mobilize
potential supporters against the ubiquitous liberal and radical intelligentsia.

In terms of its attitudes and programs, the Imperial bureaucracy can be
divided into three groups.

The majority of chinovniki, especially those serving in the provinces, were
careerists pure and simple, who joined to benefit from the prestige and privi-
leges that went with government service. Monarchists in 1916, in 1917 most of
them would place themselves at the disposal first of the Provisional Govern-
ment and then of the Bolsheviks. They usually supplemented their meager
salaries with bribes and tips.* It is difficult to speak of their having an ideology

*H.-J. Torke makes the interesting suggestion that the notorious venality of Russian officials

was at least in part due to their self-identification with the state and the resulting difficulty of
distinguishing private property from public: Jahrbiicher, 227.
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or mentality, save to say that they saw themselves as responsible for protecting
the state from ‘“‘society.”*

There was a.wide gulf separating the provincial officialdom from that
ensconced in the ministries and chanceries of St. Petersburg. One historian
notes that “men who started work in the provinces rarely moved to central
agencies. In the provinces at mid-century, only at the highest levels do we find
any significant group that had started work in the center.”*? This situation did
not change in the final decades of the old regime.

It is in the higher ranks of St. Petersburg officialdom that one can discover
something resembling an ideology. Before the Revolution this was not consid-
ered a subject worthy of investigation, since the intelligentsia considered it to
be obvious that Russia’s bureaucrats were a herd of self-seeking dunderheads.
Events were to prove the intelligentsia a poor judge in such matters: for on
coming to power in February 1917, it allowed the state and society to disinte-
grate in a matter of two or at most four months—the same state and society
that the bureaucrats had somehow managed to keep intact for centuries.
Clearly, they knew something that the intelligentsia did not. The Menshevik
Theodore Dan had the honesty to admit in retrospect that “the extreme
reactionaries of the tsarist bureaucracy much sooner and better grasped the
driving forces and the social content of [the] coming revolution than all the
Russian ‘professional revolutionaries,” and, in particular, the Russian Marxist
Social Democrats.”*

Theodore Taranovsky distinguishes in the upper layers of the Russian
bureaucracy toward the end of the nineteenth century two principal groups:
one which espoused the ideal of a police state (Polizeistaat), the other which
wanted a state based on the rule of law (Rechtsstaat). ** They agreed that Russia
required firm autocratic authority, but the former stressed repression, while
the latter preferred to bring society into some kind of limited partnership.
Their differing programs derived from different perceptions of the popula-
tion: the right-wing conservatives saw it as a savage mob while the liberal-
conservatives felt it could be nurtured and taught citizenship. By and-large,
the more liberal bureaucrats were better educated, many of them having
completed legal and other professional training. The conservatives tended
to be administrative ‘‘generalists,” lacking in professional skills or higher
education.

The advocates of the police state saw Russia as under permanent siege by
her inhabitants, believed ready to pounce and tear the country apart at the
slightest hint that government authority was weakening. To prevent this from
happening, Russia had to be ruled with an iron hand. They were not troubled
by charges of arbitrary behavior: that which their opponents labeled ““arbitrari-
ness” (proizvol) they saw as the correct technique for managing a country as
spacious and undisciplined as Russia. Law to them was an instrument of

*It must be noted, however, that in the lower ranks of the bureaucracy it was not uncommon
to find officials who resented the existing regime and sympathized with the opposition: Sergius A.
Korff, Autocracy and Revolution in Russia (New York, 1923), 13-14.



/.0 THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION

administration rather than a higher principle binding both rulers and ruled,
in the spirit of the police chief of Nicholas I who hearing complaints that his
agents were acting unlawfully retorted, “Laws are written for subjects, not for
the government!”** They treated all criticism of the bureaucracy by “society”
as camouflage to disguise the critics’ political ambitions.

The police state, as they conceived it, was an eighteenth-century mecha-
nism, managed by professionals, which provided minimum opportunity for the
free play of political, social, and economic forces. They objected to every
institution and procedure that disturbed administrative unity and the smooth
functioning of the bureaucratic chain of command, such as the independent
judiciary and organs of local self-government. To the extent that such institu-
tions had a right to exist, they had to be subordinated to the bureaucracy. They
opposed glasnost’ on the grounds that revelations of dissent within the govern-
ment or admission of failure would undermine its most precious asset, namely
prestige. Centralized bureaucratic administration was in their view unavoid-
able until such time as ‘“the population’s general level has risen, until there
[are] in the provinces enough genuine public servants, until society [has devel-
oped] intelligent attitudes toward the nation’s problems.’’*¢ Officials of this
school pleaded for time without indicating how, under their strict tutelage, the
population could ever develop “intelligent attitudes toward the nation’s prob-
lems.” They wanted to preserve the existing social caste system, with the
leading role assigned to the landed gentry and the peasantry kept isolated.
Their headquarters were in the Ministry of the Interior.

The bureaucratic conservatives and their supporters on the extreme right
wing of public opinion relied heavily on anti-Semitism as an instrument of
politics. Although modern anti-Semitism originated in France and Germany,
it 1s in Russia that it first entered official ideology. To the conservatives, Jews
presented the single most dangerous threat to that political and social stability
which they regarded as the main concern of state policy. Jews destabilized
Russia in two capacities: as revolutionaries and as capitalists. The police
authorities were convinced that they formed the principal element in the
revolutionary parties: Nicholas II only echoed them when he claimed that
nine-tenths of the revolutionaries and socialists in Russia were Jews.*” But Jews
also upset the socioeconomic equilibrium of Russia by introducing free market
operations. The obvious contradiction in the claim that the members of the
same religious group were both beneficiaries and mortal foes of capitalism was
resolved in the Protocols of the Elders of Zion, a scurrilous forgery concocted
at the end of the nineteenth century by the tsarist police, which claimed that
in the pursuit of their alleged historic mission—the destruction of Christianity
and world domination—Jews resorted to every conceivable means, even to the
extent of organizing pogroms against themselves. The monarchists, “lacking
a monarch who could have embodied the autocratic principle with vigor and
infectious conviction, . . . had only anti-Semitism and the notion of universal
evil, with the Jews as its carriers, to make sense of a world which was escaping
their control and intellectual grasp.”’** The infamous Beilis case, prosecuted in
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the courts in 1913, in which an obscure Kievan Jew was charged with the
“ritual murder” of a Ukrainian youth, was the culmination of this desperate
search for a scapegoat.* Although (with some minor exceptions) the Imperial
Government did not encourage, let alone instigate, anti-Jewish pogroms, its
unconcealed policy of discrimination against Jews and tolerance of anti-Se-
mitic propaganda conveyed to the population the impression that it approved
of them.

Liberal-conservative bureaucrats rejected such a system as hopelessly out
of date. In their judgment, a country as complex and dynamic as modern
Russia could not be governed by bureaucratic whim, in disregard of the law
and without popular involvement. The liberal-conservative trend in the bu-
reaucracy first emerged, in the 1860s, at the time of the Great Reforms. It was
reinforced by the emancipation of serfs in 1861, which deprived the monarchy
of the services of 100,000 serf-owning landlords who had previously performed
on its behalf, free of charge, a variety of administrative functions in the
countryside. At that time P. A. Valuev was of the opinion that

already now, in the conduct of administration, the Sovereign is Autocrat in
name only; that is, autocracy manifests itself only in bursts, in flashes. But given
the growing complexity of the administrative mechanism, the more important
questions of government elude, and must of necessity elude, the Sovereign’s
immediate attention.*

Which was to say that the sheer mass of administrative business required
authority to be more widely distributed.

The liberal-conservatives conceded that the Tsar had to remain the exclu-
sive source of laws, but they insisted that laws, once promulgated, were binding
on all the officials included. This was the distinguishing quality of the Rechts-
staat. They also had a higher opinion of Russia’s capacity for self-government
and wanted the educated part of the population to be brought into participation
in a consultative capacity. They disliked the estate system as an anachronism,
preferring that the country move toward common and egalitarian citizenship.
They attached particular importance to the gradual elimination of the special
status and isolation of the peasantry. The liberal-conservatives had their bas-
tions in the Council of State (which framed laws), the Senate (the highest court
of appeals), and the ministries of Justice and Finance.*

Historic developments favored the liberal bureaucracy. The rapid growth
of the Russian economy in the second half of the nineteenth century alone
raised doubts about the feasibility of running Russia in a patrimonial manner.

*On this, see Maurice Samuel, Blood Accusation (New York, 1966). It is testimony, however,
of the independence of the Russian judiciary of the time that notwithstanding immense pressure
brought on it by the bureaucracy and the Church, the court acquitted Beilis. The role of anti-
Semitism in late Imperial politics is dealt with in Heinz-Dietrich Loewe’s Antisemitismus und
Reaktiondre Utopie (Hamburg, 1978), which lays stress on the identification of Jews with interna-
tional capital, and Hans Rogger’s Jewish Policies and Right-wing Politics in Imperial Russia (Berke-
ley, Calif., 1986).
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It was very well for Konstantin Pobedonostsev, the main ideologue of pa-
trimonial conservatism, to argue that in Russia “there cannot exist separate
authorities [vlasti], independent of the central state authority [v/ast’].”*" This
principle may have been enforceable in a static, agrarian society. But in a
capitalist economy such as developed in Russia in the late nineteenth century
with the government’s active encouragement, every corporation, every busi-
ness entrepreneur, every commercial bank made, on its own, decisions affect-
ing the state and society: they acted as “independent authorities” even under
the autocratic regime. The conservatives instinctively understood this and
resisted economic development, but they fought a losing battle inasmuch as
Russia’s international standing and fiscal stability had come increasingly to
depend on the growth of industry, transport, and banking.

Perhaps the monarchy would have moved decisively in the direction
favored by its more liberal servants were it not for the revolutionary move-
ment. The wave of terror that struck Russia in 1879—-81 and again after 1902
had no parallel in the world to that time or since. Each terrorist assault played
into the hands of those advocating repression. In August 1881, Alexander III
put in place a set of emergency rules that made it possible for the officials in
turbulent areas to impose martial law and govern as they would enemy terri-
tory. These laws, which remained on the statute books until the demise of
the monarchy, foreshadowed some of the salient features of the modern
police state.’* They greatly enhanced the arbitrary power of the right-wing
bureaucrats, offsetting the gains of the liberals from economic and education-
al progress.

The contrary pulls to which the late Imperial Government was subjected
can be illustrated in the example of legal institutions. In 1864, Alexander 1I
gave Russia her first independent judiciary system, with juries and irremovable
judges. It was a reform that the conservatives found especially galling because
it created a formal enclave of decision-making independent of the monarch
and his officials. Pobedonostsev accused the new courts of violating the princi-
ple of unity of authority: in Russia, irremovable judges were an “anomaly.”
In terms of autocratic principles he was undeniably correct. The conservatives
succeeded in having political offenses removed from the jurisdiction of civilian
courts and transferred to administrative courts, but they could not undo the
court reform because it had become too embedded in Russian life, and, in any
event, they had no realistic alternative.

The squabbling between the two bureaucratic camps was typified by the
rivalry between the ministries of the Interior and of Finance.

The Ministry of the Interior was an institution sui generis, virtually a state
within a state, resembling less a branch of the executive than a self-contained
system within the machinery of government.>* While the other ministries had
clearly defined and therefore limited functions, Interior had the general func-
tion of administering the country. In 1802, when it came into existence, it had
been responsible for promoting economic development and supervising trans-
port and communications. Its sphere of competence was immensely broadened
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in the 1860s, partly as a result of serf emancipation, which deprived landlords
of administrative authority, and partly in response to the revolutionary unrest.
By 1900, the Minister of the Interior was something of a Chief Imperial
Steward. The ambitions of the holders of the post knew no bounds. In 1881,
in the wake of a campaign of terror that culminated in the assassination of
Alexander II, the Minister of the Interior, N. P. Ignatev, proposed that in
order to extirpate dissent not only in society but also in the government, which
he believed was filled with subversives, his ministry be authorized to engage,
in effect, in what one historian has described as ‘“administrative-police supervi-
sion . . . of all other government agencies.”** A proposal in the same spirit was
made twenty years later by Minister of the Interior Viacheslav Plehve on
behalf of the governors.’® Both proposals were rejected, but it is indicative of
the authority of the ministry that they dared to make them. It was logical that
after 1905, when the equivalent post of Prime Minister was created, its holder
usually also held the portfolio of the Interior.

The Minister of the Interior headed the national administration by virtue
of authority to appoint and supervise the country’s principal administrative
officials, the governors. These tended to be selected from among the less
educated and more conservative bureaucrats: in 1900, half of them had no
higher education. Governors chaired provincial boards (gubernskie pravleniia)
and a variety of committees, of which the most important were the bureaus
(prisutstviia) charged with overseeing the industrial, military, and agricultural
affairs of their province. They also had responsibility for the peasants: they
appointed, from among trustworthy local landed gentry, land commandants
(zemskie nachal’niki), who acted as wardens of the volost’ administration and
enjoyed broad authority over the peasantry. The governors also supervised the
zemstva. In case of unrest, they could request the Minister of the Interior to
declare their province under either Reinforced or Extraordinary Safeguard,
which resulted in the suspension of all civil rights and rule by decree. With
the exception of the courts and agencies of fiscal control, the governors en-
countered few barriers to their will. Through them, the Minister of the Interior
ran the Empire. *

Within the purview of the Interior Minister fell also the supervision of
non-Orthodox subjects, including the Jews, as well as the dissenting branches
of the Orthodox faith; censorship; and the management of prisons and forced
labor camps.

But the greatest source of the Interior Minister’s power derived from the
fact that after 1880 he was in charge of the police: the Department of Police
and the Corps of Gendarmes, as well as the regular constabulary force. In the
words of Witte, “the Minister of the Interior is the Minister of Police of an

*Exempt from his authority were the governors-general placed in charge of selected areas and
accountable directly to the Tsar. In 1900, there were seven of them: one in Moscow, three in the
troublesome western provinces (Warsaw, Vilno, and Kiev), and three in remote Siberia (Irkutsk,
the Steppe, and the Amur River region). Combining civil with military authority, they resembled
viceroys.
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Empire which is a police state par excellence.”’* The Department of Police was
unique to Russia: only Russia had two kinds of police, one to protect the
interests of the state, the other to maintain law and order among the citizens.
The Police Department was charged exclusively with responsibility for com-
bating crimes against the state. It constituted, as it were, a private security
service of the patrimonial sovereign, whose interests were apparently perceived
as separate from those of his subjects.

The constabulary was to be seen mainly in the urban centers. “Outside
the cities the central authorities relied essentially upon a mere 1,582 constables
and 6,874 sergeants to control a village population of ninety million.”’”*” Each
district (uezd) had, as a representative of the Interior Ministry, a police chief
called ispravnik. These officials enjoyed broad powers, including that of issuing
internal passports, without which members of the lower classes could not
travel thirty kilometers beyond their place of residence. But as is clear from
their numbers, they would hardly have been said to police the countryside.

As constituted in 1880, the security police consisted of three elements, all
subject to the Minister of the Interior: the Department of Police in St. Peters-
burg, the Okhrana (security police) with branches in some cities, and the
Corps of Gendarmes, whose personnel was distributed in all the metropolitan
areas. A great deal of Russian administration was carried out by means of
secret circulars sent to the officials in charge of security from the minister’s
office.

There was a certain amount of duplication among the three services in
that all had the mission of preventing anti-governmental activities, which
included industrial strikes and unauthorized assemblies. The Okhrana, at first .
established only in St. Petersburg, Moscow, and Warsaw, and later installed
in other cities, engaged principally in counterintelligence, whereas the Gen-
darmes were more involved in formal investigation of individuals apprehended
in illegal activities. The Gendarmes had a paramilitary force to control rail-
roads and to quell urban disorders. There were 10,000 to 15,000 gendarmes in
the Empire. Each city had a Gendarme official, clad in a familiar light blue
uniform, whose responsibility it was to gather information on all matters
affecting internal security. The force was very thinly distributed. Hence in time
of massive unrest the government had to call in the regular army, the force
of last resort: and when the army was engaged in war, as happened in 1904—5
and again in 1917, the regime was unable to cope.

The security services evolved over time into a highly effective political
counterintelligence using an array of techniques to combat revolutionaries,
including a network of informants, agents who shadowed suspects, and agents
provocateurs who infiltrated subversive organizations. The police intercepted
and read private mail. It employed as informers residential superintendents.
It had branches abroad (it maintained a permanent bureau in Paris) and

*S. Tu. Vitte, Vospominaniia, 111 (Moscow, 1960), 107. In 1905 Witte refused the post of
Minister of the Interior because he did not want to become a policeman.
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collaborated with foreign police to keep track of Russian revolutionaries. In
the years immediately preceding the outbreak of World War I, through arrests
and penetration it succeeded in virtually eliminating the revolutionary parties
as a threat to the regime: suffice it to say that both the head of the Socialist-
Revolutionary terrorist organization and Lenin’s chief deputy in Russia were
on the police payroll. The security police was the best informed and politically
the most sophisticated agency of the Imperial Government: in the years imme-
diately preceding the Revolution it submitted remarkably prescient analyses
of Russia’s internal conditions and prospects.

Of all the services of the Russian bureaucracy, the police were the least
constrained by law. All its operations, affecting the lives of millions, were
carried out free of external controls, save those of the Minister of the Interior
and the director of the Department of Police. Under regulations issued in 1881,
the police organs had no judiciary powers. However, in areas subject to the
August 1881 provisions for “Safeguard,” high officials of the Corps of Gen-
darmes had the right to detain suspects for two weeks, and for two weeks
longer with a governor’s authorization. After one month, a detainee was either
released or turned over to the Ministry of the Interior for further investigation.
Once that was completed, if the evidence warranted, the suspect was brought
to trial either before a court (sometimes the Senate) or before administrative
boards of the Ministry of the Interior composed of two representatives each
of that ministry and the Ministry of Justice: a bureaucratic body functioning
in a judiciary capacity.’® Under such procedures, Russians could be sentenced
for up to five years of administrative exile. The population had no recourse
against the security organs, least of all in areas placed under Safeguard, where
the police could act with complete impunity.

The authority of the Minister of the Interior was enhanced by virtue of
the fact that his police and gendarmerie were the only vehicles for enforcing
directives of the other ministries. If Finance ran into a taxpayers’ revolt, or
War had trouble recruiting, they had to go to Interior for help. In the words
of a contemporary source,

the outstanding position of the Ministry of the Interior is determined not only
by the number, variety, and importance of its functions but also and above all
by the fact that it administers the police force, and that the enforcement of all
government decrees, regardless of which ministry’s competence they happen to
fall under, is, as a rule, carried out by the police.”

In the closing decades of the century, Interior Ministers supported and
implemented various ‘“counterreforms” designed to emasculate the liberal
reforms of the 1860s. Among them were restrictions on zemstva, the introduc-
tion of land commandants, expulsion of Jews from areas where law forbade
them to reside, and repression of student unrest. Had they had their wish,
Russia would have been frozen not only politically but also economically and
socially.
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The inability of the Interior Ministers to carry out their programs pro-
vides a telling commentary on the limitations that life imposed on the practices
of patrimonial autocracy. From considerations of state security, its proponents
opposed nearly every measure designed to modernize the Russian economy.
They fought currency reform and the adoption of the gold standard. They
disliked railroads. They opposed foreign borrowing. Above all, they resisted
industrialization on the grounds that it hurt cottage industries, without which
peasants could not make ends meet, led to dangerous concentrations of indus-
trial labor, and enabled foreigners, especially Jews, to penetrate and corrupt
Russia.

There were weighty reasons of state why this resistance was ignored.
Russia had no choice but to industrialize. Witte, the Minister of Finance and
chief advocate of industrialization, made his case largely in political and
military terms, because he knew that they would appeal to Nicholas II. In
February 1900, in a memorandum to the Tsar, he argued, consciously or
unconsciously echoing the nineteenth-century German political economist
Friedrich List, that

without her own industry [Russia] cannot achieve genuine economic indepen-
dence. And the experience of all nations indicates palpably that only countries
which enjoy economic independence have also the capacity fully to unfold their
political might.*

To prove his point, Witte pointed to China, India, Turkey, and Latin America.

Persuasive as this argument was, fiscal exigencies were even more so:
Russia urgently needed capital to balance the budget, to broaden the revenue
base of the Treasury, and to ease the tax burden of the peasant. The alternative
was state bankruptcy and possibly widespread agrarian unrest. Thus fiscal
considerations overrode the interests of internal security, pushing the Imperial
Government to take the “capitalist” road with all its social and political
consequences.

Russia has suffered chronic budgetary deficits ever since the middle of the
nineteenth century. There were the immense costs of serf emancipation, the
provisions of which committed the government to advance the landlords
80 percent of the value of the land given to their ex-serfs: this money the
peasants were supposed to repay over forty-nine years, but they soon fell into
arrears. Then there was the costly Balkan War of 1877—78, which caused the
Russian ruble to lose 60 percent of its value on foreign exchanges. The govern-

*IM, No. 2-3 (1935), 133. Von Laue cites Witte to the effect that ‘“a modern body politic cannot

be great without a well-developed national industry”: Theodore H. Von Laue, Sergei Witte and the
Industrialization of Russia (New York-London, 1963), 262.
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ment also incurred heavy expenses in connection with its involvement in
railroad construction.*

Russia lacked the capital to meet such expenditures. Her revenues rested
on a very narrow basis. Direct taxes in 1900 accounted for only 7.9 percent of
state income, a fraction of what advanced industrial countries drew from this
source. The bulk of the revenues derived from taxes on consumption: sales
taxes and customs duties (27.2 percent), proceeds of the liquor monopoly
(26 percent), and operations of railways (24 percent). This covered the ordi-
nary expenses but not the military outlays and the costs of railroad construc-
tion. Russia partly made good the deficit with sales of grain abroad: in 1891-95
she exported on the average 7 million tons of cereals a year, and in 1902, as
much as 9.3 million.*® Most of the revenue, directly and indirectly, came from
the peasant, who paid a land tax as well as taxes on articles of necessity (salt,
matches, kerosene) and vodka. In the 1870s and 1880s, Russian Finance Minis-
ters obtained the money with which to try to balance the budget mainly by
increasing taxes on articles of consumption, which had the effect of forcing the
peasant to sell grain that the government then exported. The famine of 1891—92
made clear the limits to such practices: the peasants’ ability to pay, it was now
acknowledged, had been exhausted. Fears arose that the continuation of the
policy of squeezing the peasant could lead to chronic famines.

On taking over the Ministry of Finance in 1892, Witte adopted a different
policy: rather than squeeze the countryside, he borrowed abroad and worked
to increase the country’s wealth through industrialization. The development
of productive capacities would, he was convinced, improve living standards
and, at the same time, enhance government revenues.® He had initially be-
lieved that Russia could raise the capital for her industrialization at home, but
he soon realized that domestic financial resources were insufficient®>—mnot only
because capital was in short supply but because affluent Russians preferred to
invest in mortgages and government bonds. The need for foreign loans became
especially pronounced after the crop failures of 1891 and 1892, which forced a
temporary curtailment of grain exports and resulted in a fiscal crisis.t Russia’s
foreign borrowing, which until 1891 had been on a modest scale, now began
in earnest.

To create the impression of fiscal solvency, the Imperial Government
occasionally falsified budgetary figures, but its main device to this end was a
unique practice of dividing the state budget. The expenses comprised under
the “ordinary” budget were more than covered by domestic revenues. Those
incurred in maintaining the armed forces and waging war, as well as building
railroads, were treated as ‘“‘non-recurrent’’ and classified as ‘“‘extraordinary.”
This part of the budget was met from foreign borrowing.

*Bertrand Gille, Histoire Economique et Sociale de la Russie (Paris, 1949), 163—65. According
to Geoffrey Drage [Russian Affairs (New York-London, 1904) 287], in 1900, 60.5 percent of the
Russian railroad network was state property.

tIn September—November 1891, as the news of the crop failures spread abroad, the price of

4 percent Russian bonds dropped from 97.5 to 87, raising the return from 4.1 percent to 4.6 percent:
René Girault, Emprunts Russes et Investissements Frangais en Russie, 1887-1914 (Paris, 1973), 197.



78 THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION

To attract foreign credit, Russia required a convertible currency.

By maintaining in the 1880s a foreign trade surplus, largely with the
help of grain exports, and by intensive gold mining, Russia managed to ac-
cumulate enough bullion to adopt in 1897 the gold standard. This measure,
carried out by Witte in the teeth of strong opposition, made the paper ruble
convertible on demand into gold. It attracted massive foreign investments in
state obligations as well as securities. Stringent rules on bank-note emissions
and an excellent record of debt servicing earned Russia a high credit rating,
which enabled her to borrow at interest rates only slightly above those paid
by Germany (usually 4 or 4.5 percent). The bulk of the foreign money—
four-fifths of that invested in state bonds—came from France; the remain-
der was supplied by British, German, and Belgian investors. In 1914, the
total debt of the Russian Government amounted to 8.8 billion rubles, of
which 48 percent or 4.2 billion ($2.1 billion or the equivalent of 3,360 tons
of gold) was owed to foreigners: at the time, it was the largest foreign in-
debtedness of any country in the world.®® In addition, in 1914 foreigners held
870 million rubles of state-guaranteed securities and 422 million rubles of
municipal bonds.

Fiscal needs also drove the government to encourage industrial expansion
as a means of broadening its tax base. Here, too, foreign capital flowed readily,
for European investors believed that Russia, with its huge population and
inexhaustible resources, needed only capital and technical know-how to
become another United States.® Between 1892 and 1914, foreigners placed in
Russian enterprises an estimated 2.2 billion rubles ($1.1 billion), which repre-
sented approximately one-half of the capital invested in these enterprises
during the period.® The largest share (about one-third) of these investments
went into mining, mainly petroleum and coal; the metalworking, electrical,
and chemical industries as well as real estate also benefited. French capital
accounted for 32.6 percent of that money, English for 22.6 percent, German
for 19.7 percent, and Belgian for 14.3 percent.®® Witte estimated in 1900 that
approximately one-half of all Russian industrial and commercial capital was
of foreign origin.*

Such heavy foreign involvement in the economy led conservative and
radical opponents of Witte alike to claim that he had transformed Russia into
a “colony of Europe.” The charge had little merit. As Witte liked to point out,
foreign capital went exclusively for productive purposest—that is, enhancing
Russia’s productive capacity and therefore her wealth. It was in large measure
owing to the growth of the non-agrarian sectors of the economy, made possible
by the infusion of foreign capital, that the revenues of the Treasury between

*IM, No. 2-3 (1935), 135. John P. McKay [Pioneers for Profit (Chicago, 1970), 37] believes
that in 1914 “foreigners held at least two-fifths of the total of nominal capital of corporations
operating in Russia.”

TVitte, Vospominaniia, 11, 501. Although basically correct, this claim is an exaggeration, since
the Extraordinary Budget, based on foreign borrowings, also paid a good part of the defense
expenditures. It was also used for debt servicing.
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1892 and 1903 more than doubled (from 970 million to 2 billion).¢” It has also
been pointed out that foreign investors did not simply “milk” the Russian
economy by repatriating their profits, but reinvested them, which had a
cumulatively beneficial effect.* In this connection, it is often ignored that the
economic development of the United States also benefited greatly from foreign
investments. European investments in the United States in mid-1914 are es-
timated to have been $6.7 billion,T twice the capital invested by Europeans in
Russia. “In considerable measure the funds for the national expansion and
development [of the United States],” writes an economic historian, “had been
obtained from abroad.””®® And yet the role of foreign capital is rarely men-
tioned in American histories and never led to charges that it had made the
United States a ‘“‘colony” of Europe.

The opening phase of the Industrial Revolution in Russia got underway
around 1890 with a rapid spurt in industrial production. Some Western Euro-
pean economists have calculated that during the decade of the 189os Russian
industrial productivity increased by 126 percent, which was twice the rate of
the German and triple that of the American growth.®® Even allowing that
Russia started from a much lower base, the rise was impressive, as the follow-
ing figures indicate:

GROWTH OF RUSSIAN INDUSTRIAL PRODUCTION"

Industry 1890 1900 Growth
Pig iron (tons) 927,100 2,933,700 216%
Petroleum (tons) (1885) 1,883,700 10,335,800 449 %
Railroads (km) 30,596 53,234 71%

Between 1890 and 1900, the value of Russian industrial output more than
doubled (from 1.5 billion to 3.4 billion rubles).

In 1900, Imperial Russia was the world’s largest producer of petroleum,
her annual output exceeding that of all the other countries combined. It is
generally agreed by economic historians that on the eve of World War I, by
which time the value of her industrial production had risen to 5.7 billion
rubles, Russia had the fifth-largest economy in the world, which was impres-

*McKay, Pioneers, 383-86. McKay stresses, in addition to capital investments, the great
contribution made by foreigners in bringing to Russia advanced industrial technology: /bid., 382—
83.

tEdward C. Kirkland, 4 History of American Economic Life, 3rd ed. (New York, 1951), 541.
Other historians estimate that in 1914 Europeans held between $4.5 and $5.5 billion in U.S. bonds:
William J. Shultz and M. R. Caine, Financial Development of the United States (New York, 1937),
502.

1Leo Pasvolsky and Harold G. Moulton, Russian Debts and Russian Reconstruction (New
York, 1924), 112. To these figures must be added the value of products turned out by cottage
industries (kustarnaia promyshlennost’), which Pasvolsky estimates at approximately 50 percent of
the above: Ibid., 13.
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sive even if, proportionate to her population, her industrial productivity and
income remained low. Thus, in 1910, Russia’s per capita consumption of coal
was 4 percent of the American, and of iron, 6.25 percent.*

As the conservatives feared, Russia’s reliance on foreign capital had
political consequences, intensifying the pressures on the Imperial Government
to come to terms with its own society—that is, to liberalize. Investors every-
where have little tolerance for political instability and civil unrest, and when
threatened with them, either withhold capital or demand a risk premium.
Every internal crisis, especially if attended by popular disturbances, led to the
fall in the price of Russian state obligations, forcing the government to pay
higher interest. In consequence of the Revolution of 1905, Russian bonds
floated in Europe the next two years had to be heavily discounted. Foreign
investors preferred that the Imperial Government operate in a lawful manner
and with public support institutionalized in a parliament. Thus by reaching
out to the parliamentary democracies for capital, Russia became susceptible
to influences promoting parliamentary forms of government. Quite naturally,
the Ministry of Finance, the main agent in these fiscal operations, became a
spokesman for liberal ideals. It did not quite dare to raise the slogans of
constitutionalism and parliamentarism, but it did press for curtailing bureau-
cratic and police arbitrariness, respect for law, and extending equality to the
ethnic minorities, especially the Jews, who were a major force in international
banking.

Thus the requirements of the Treasury drove the Russian Government
in the opposite direction from that demanded by its ideology of autocratic
patrimonialism and urged on it by conservative bureaucrats. A government
whose philosophy and practices were under the spell of patrimonial absolutism
had no alternative but to pursue economic policies that undermined such
absolutism.

The Russian army was, first and foremost, the guarantor of the country’s
status as a great power. Witte had the following to say on the subject:

In truth, what is it that has essentially upheld Russian statehood? Not only
primarily but exclusively the army. Who has created the Russian Empire,
transforming the semi-Asiatic Muscovite tsardom into the most influential,
most dominant, grandest European power? Only the power of the army’s
bayonet. The world bowed not to our culture, not to our bureaucratized
church, not to our wealth and prosperity. It bowed to our might . . .”

The military establishment was to an even greater extent than the bu-
reaucracy the personal service of the autocrat, if only because the Tsars took
a very personal interest in the armed forces and favored them over the bu-
reaucracy, whose interference and pressures often annoyed the Court.” All the

*Based on statistics in Jiirgen Notzold, Wirtschafispolitische Alternativen der Entwicklung
Russlands in der Ara Witte und Stolypian (Berlin, 1966), 110.
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trappings and symbols of the military, beginning with the oath sworn by
officers and soldiers, were filled with the patrimonial spirit:

In the military oath, which had to be renewed upon the death of every sover-
eign, inasmuch as it was sworn to the person [of the ruler], the Emperor appears
solely as the Autocrat, without the Fatherland being mentioned. It was the
mission of the military to safeguard ‘“‘the interests of His Imperial Majesty’’ and
“all the rights and privileges that belong to the Supreme Autocracy, Power and
Authority of His Imperial Majesty.”” The swearer of the oath committed him-
self to defend these prerogatives whether they already existed or were still to
be acquired or even claimed—i.e., “present and future.” [In the oath] the state
was treated simply as the Emperor’s command [Machtbereich]: it was men-
tioned only once along with the Emperor, moreover in a context that assumed
their identity of interests . . .”

With a standing army of 2.6 million men, Russia had the largest military
establishment in the world: it was nearly equal to the combined armies on
active service of Germany and Austria-Hungary (1.9 and 1.1 million, respec-
tively). Its size can be accounted for by two factors.

One was slowness of mobilization. Great distances aggravated by an
inadequate railroad network meant that in the event of war Russia required
much more time than her potential enemies, Germany and Austria-Hungary,
to bring her forces to full combat strength: in the early years of the century,
Russia’s mobilization was expected to take seven times as long as Germany’s. *

The other, no less weighty consideration had to do with internal security.
Since the early eighteenth century, the Russian army was regularly employed
in quelling popular disorders. Professional officers intensely disliked such
work, considering it demeaning, but the regime had no choice in the matter
since the police and gendarmes were inadequate to the task. During periods
of widespread civil disturbances, the army was regularly employed for this
purpose: in 1903, one-third of the infantry and two-thirds of the cavalry sta-
tioned in European Russia engaged in repressive action.f Furthermore, the
government frequently appointed officers as governors-general in areas prone
to violence. The government welcomed retired officers in the civil service,
offering them equivalent chin and precedence over regular bureaucrats. While
the security police concentrated on preventing sedition, the military was the
monarchy’s main instrument of repression.

To ensure the loyalty of the armed forces, the authorities distributed
non-Slavic inductees in such a manner that at least 75 percent of the troops
in every unit were ‘“Russians’’—i.e., Great Russians, Ukrainians, or Belorus-
sians. In the officer corps, the proportion of the East Slavic component was
maintained at 80-85 percent.”

The officer corps, 42,000 men strong in 1900, was a professional body in

*See below, Chapter 6.

tP. A. Zaionchkovskii, Samoderzhavie i russkaia armiia na rubezhe XIX-XX stoletii (Moscow,
1973), 34. Zaionchkovskii provides a table showing Russian army involvement in suppressing

disorders between 1883 and 1903 (/bid., 35). The subject is treated at length in William C. Fuller’s
Civil-Military Conflict in Imperial Russia, 1881-1914 (Princeton, N.J., 1985).
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many ways isolated from society at large.”” This is not to say that it was
“feudal” or aristocratic, as it is often pictured. The military reforms carried
out after the Crimean War had as one of their objectives opening the ranks
of the officer corps to commoners; to this end, education was given as much
weight in promotion as social origin. At the end of the century, only one-half
of the officers on active duty were hereditary nobles,”® a high proportion of
them sons of officers and bureaucrats. Even so, there remained a certain
distinction between officers of high social standing, often serving in elite Guard
Regiments, and the rest—a distinction which was to play a not insignificant
role in the Revolution and Civil War.

A commission required a course of training in a military school. These
were of two kinds. The more prestigious Military Academies (Voennye
Uchilishcha) enrolled graduates of secondary schools, usually Cadet Schools,
who planned on becoming professional officers. They were taught by civilian
instructors on the model of the so-called Realgimnaziia, which followed a
liberal arts curriculum. Upon completion of their studies, graduates received
commissions. The Iunker Academies (Tunkerskie Uchilishcha) had nothing in
common with Prussian Junkers, enrolling mostly students of plebeian origin
who, as a rule, had not completed secondary schooling, either for lack of
money or because they could not cope with the classical-language require-
ments of Russian gymnasia. They admitted pupils of all social estates and
religious affiliations except for Jews.* The program of study in these institu-
tions was shorter (two years), and their graduates still had to undergo a stint
as warrant officers before becoming eligible for a commission. The majority of
the officers on active duty in 19goo—two-thirds by one estimate, three-quarters
by another—were products of the Iunker Academies; in October 1917 they
would prove themselves the staunchest defenders of democracy. The upper
grades of the service, however, were reserved for alumni of the Military
Academies.

The military uniform carried little prestige in Russia. Salaries were too
low to permit officers who had no independent means to aspire to a gentle-
man’s life: with a monthly wage of 41.25 rubles, an infantry second lieutenant
earned not much more than a skilled worker. Officers of field rank could barely
make ends meet or even feed themselves properly.” Foreign observers were
struck by the lack of a sense of “honor” among Russian officers and their
willingness to tolerate abuse from superiors.

The most prestigious service was with the Guard Regiments, commis-
sions in which required social standing as well as independent income.” Nearly
all the officers serving in the Guards were hereditary nobles: their system of
cooptation kept out undesirables. Guard officers billeted in comfortable quar-
ters in St. Petersburg, Moscow, and Warsaw enjoyed certain privileges, among
them accelerated promotion. These, however, were gradually whittled down,
and abolished by the time World War I broke out.

*In 1886 the Russian army had at most twelve Jewish officers: Zaionchkovskii, Samoderzhavie
[ russkaia armiia, 201-2.
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The uppermost elite of the late Imperial Army was made up of alumni
of the Military Academies, especially the two-and-a-half-year course of studies
at the Nicholas Academy of the General Staff, which prepared specialists for
high command posts. Admission was open to officers with three years of active
duty who passed with distinction an appropriate examination: only one in
thirty applicants qualified. Social origin made no difference: here “the son of
an emancipated serf served . . . together with members of the Imperial fam-
ily.”* The 1,232 graduates of the General Staff School—Genshtabisty—on
active duty in 1904 developed a strong esprit de corps, helping each other and
maintaining a solid front against outsiders. The brightest among them were
assigned to the General Staff, which had responsibility for developing strategic
policy. The rest took command posts. Their preponderance among officers of
general rank was striking: although constituting between 5 and 10 percent of
the officers on active duty, they commanded, in 1912, 62 percent of the army
corps, 68 percent of the infantry divisions, 77 percent of the cavalry divisions,
and 25 percent of the regiments. All seven of the last Ministers of War were
alumni of the General Staff Academy.”

General Anton Denikin, the leader in 1918—19 of the anti-Bolshevik Vol-
unteer Army, claimed that relations between officers and enlisted men in the
Imperial Army were as good as if not better than similar relations in the
German and Austro-Hungarian armies, and the treatment of the troops less
brutal.®** Contemporary evidence, however, does not support this claim. The
Russian authorities insisted on observing very strict rank distinctions, sub-
jecting soldiers to treatment that reminded some observers of serfdom. The
men were addressed by officers in the second person singular, received an
allowance of three or four rubles a year (one-hundredth of the pay of the
most junior officer), and in some military districts were subjected to various
indignities such as having to walk on the shady side of the street or to ride
on streetcar platforms.®* The resentments which these discriminatory rules
bred were a major cause of the mutiny of the Petrograd garrison in February
1917.

For the historian of the Revolution, the most important aspect of the late
Imperial Army was its politics. Students of the subject agree that the Russian
officer class was largely apolitical: not only did it not involve itself in politics,
it showed no interest in it.T In officers’ clubs, political talk was considered in
poor taste. Officers looked down on civilians, whom they nicknamed shpaki,
most of all on politicians. Moreover they felt they could not uphold their oath
to the Tsar if they became embroiled in partisan politics. Taught to regard
loyalty to the powers that be as the supreme virtue, they were exceedingly ill

*Matitiahu Mayzel in Cahiers du Monde Russe et Soviétique, XVI, No. 3/4 (1975), 300-1.
According to Zaionchkovskii (Samoderzhavie i russkaia armiia, 320n.—321n.), the number of nobles
attending the Academy at the turn of the century was very small.

+This was in contrast to the Japanese army, which paid great attention to ideological indoctri-
nation: Carol Gluck, Japan’s Modern Myths (Princeton, N.J., 1985). Russian soldiers received no
indoctrination: A. 1. Denikin, Staraia armiia (Paris, 1929), 50-51.
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14. Dancing class at Smolnyi Institute, c. 1910.

prepared to cope with the conflicts that erupted in 1917. As long as the struggle
for power was undecided, they stood on the sidelines. Once the Bolsheviks
took over, many went into their service, since they were now “the authority”
(vlast’), which they had been trained to obey. The specter of Russian Bona-
partism, which so frightened Russian revolutionaries, was a figment of the
imagination of intellectuals raised on the history of the French Revolution.

After 1905 there emerged in the military a group of patriotic officers
whose loyalty extended beyond the throne. Like the liberal bureaucrats, they
saw themselves as serving the nation rather than the Crown. They were
regarded with great suspicion.

The fourth instrument of tsarist authority, the gentry or dvorianstvo, was
an eroding asset.*

Like the bureaucracy, the Russian gentry descended from a medieval
service class which had performed for the princes a great variety of missions,
principally military duty.*? Their service was lifelong and compensated mainly
by income from fiefs, worked by serfs, who technically remained the Crown’s

*According to the 1897 Census there were in the Empire 1,220,000 hereditary dvoriane (of both
sexes), of them 641,500 native speakers of “Russian” (i.e. Great Russian, Ukrainian, and Belorus-
sian): N. A. Troinitskii, ed., Pervaia Vseobshchaia Perepis’ Naseleniia Rossiiskoi Imperii 1897 g.:
Obshchii Svod, 11 (St. Petersburg, 1905), 374. Dvoriane thus constituted nearly 1 percent of the
population.
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property. They were not a nobility in the true sense of the word because they
had no corporate rights: such benefits as they enjoyed were perquisites of
service. The dvoriane rose to a privileged position in the late eighteenth cen-
tury when the monarchy, eager to divert their attention from politics, admitted
them into partnership. In return for the gentry conceding the Tsars complete
control over the sphere of high politics, they were given title to their estates
as well as de facto ownership of the serfs (then about one-half of the popula-
tion) and granted a corporate charter of rights, which included release from
the obligation of bearing state service. The Golden Age of the dvoriane was
between 1730 and 1825. Even then, the vast majority lived in poverty: only
one-third had landed estates with serfs and of that number only a minority had
enough land and serfs to live in any style.**> Many rural gentry were hard to
distinguish from their peasants.

The decline of the Russian gentry began in 1825, as a consequence of the
Decembrist Revolt in which young members of the most distinguished noble
families took up arms against the monarchy in the name of constitutional and
republican ideals. Stung by this ‘“betrayal,” Nicholas I increasingly came to
rely on the professional bureaucracy. The economic death knell of the dvo-
rianstvo rang in 1861 when the monarchy, overruling gentry opposition, eman-
cipated the serfs. For although the number of gentry who owned serfs was not
very large and most of those who did had too few to live off their labor, the
monopoly on serf ownership was the most important advantage which that
class had enjoyed. After 1861 the gentry retained certain valuable benefits (e.g.,
assured admission into the civil and military service), but even so it began to
lose status as a privileged social estate.

This was a highly deplorable trend to most Russian conservatives, for
whom the survival of Russia depended on a strong monarchy and on the
support of privileged and prosperous landed gentry. In the closing three
decades of the nineteenth century, much was written on this subject: this
literature represented the last gasp of gentry conservatism, a doomed effort to
revive the age of Catherine the Great.®* The argument held that the landed
gentry were the principal bearers of culture in the countryside. They could not
be replaced by the bureaucracy because the latter had no roots in the land and
merely “bivouacked” there: indeed, the bureaucracy itself was becoming radi-
calized due to the government’s preference for officials with higher education
over those with proper social credentials. The decline of the gentry inevitably
paved the way for the triumph of the radical intelligentsia who, working as
rural teachers and professional staff of the zemstva, incited the peasantry
instead of enlightening it. Such conservatives criticized the Great Reforms of
Alexander II for diluting social distinctions. Their plea was for a return to the
tradition of partnership between Crown and gentry.

This argumentation had an effect, the more so in that it received political
backing from organized landowning groups close to the Court.** The latter
managed to fend off social legislation injurious to their interests; but in this
case, too, life was running in the opposite direction and it would be wrong to
ascribe great influence to the conservative gentry on the regime of Nicholas
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II. The conservatives fantasized about restoring the partnership between the
Crown and the gentry, but Russia was moving, however haltingly, toward
social egalitarianism and common citizenship.

For one, an increasing number of gentry turned their back on the conser-
vative ideology, adopting constitutional and even democratic ideals. The
zemstvo movement, which gave a major impetus to the 1905 Revolution, had
in its ranks a high proportion of dvoriane, scions of Russia’s oldest and most
distinguished families. According to Witte, at the turn of the century at least
one-half of the provincial zemstva, in which nobles played a leading role,
demanded a voice in legislation.®® Ignoring these realities, the monarchy con-
tinued to treat the gentry as a dependable pillar of absolutism. In 1904—5, when
the necessity of granting the country a representative institution of some sort
could no longer be ignored, some advisers urged giving the gentry a preponder-
ant number of seats. It took an old grand duke to remind Nicholas that the
nobles stood in the forefront of the current disturbances.®

No less important was the fact that the gentry were steadily losing ground
in the civil service and in land ownership.

The need for technically proficient administrative personnel forced the
government, in hiring civil servants, increasingly to favor education over
ancestry. As a consequence, the share of dvoriane in the bureaucracy steadily
declined.®®

The gentry were pulling out of the countryside as well: in 1914, only 20
to 40 percent of Russian dvoriane still lived on the land, the rest having moved
to the cities.?” Under the 1861 Emancipation settlement the gentry had retained
about one-half of their land; for the other half, which they were forced to cede
to the liberated serfs, they received generous compensation. But the gentry did
not know how to manage: some experts thought that in Great Russia it was
impossible in any event to make a profit from agriculture using hired (rather
than bonded) labor. Whatever the reason, the gentry disposed of their estates
to peasants and others at a rate of approximately 1 percent a year. At the
beginning of the century, they retained only 60 percent of the properties that
had been theirs in 1861. Between 1875 and 1900, the proportion of the country’s
privately owned (i.e., non-communal) land held by the gentry declined from
73.6 percent to 53.1 percent.” In January 1915, the gentry (including officers
and officials) owned in European Russia 39 million desiatiny * of economically
useful land (arable, woodland, and pasture), out of a total of 98 million—only
slightly more than the peasants held in private ownership.”! The landowning
gentry were a vanishing breed, squeezed from the countryside by the twin
forces of economic pressure and peasant hostility.

Of the several institutions serving the Russian monarchy, the Orthodox
Church enjoyed the greatest measure of popular support: it provided the main

*QOne desiatina equals 2.7 acres or 1.1 hectares.
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cultural link with the 8o million Great Russians, Ukrainians, and Belorussians
professing the faith. The monarchy attached great importance to the Church
by bestowing on it the status of the Established Church and granting it
privileges not enjoyed by official Christian churches elsewhere.

The religiousness of Great Russians is a matter of dispute, some observers
arguing that the peasant was deeply Christian, others viewing him as a super-
stitious agnostic who observed Christian rituals exclusively from concern for
life after death. Others yet hold that the Great Russian population was ‘bi-
religious,” with Christian and pre-Christian elements of its faith intermingled.
The matter need not detain us. There is no dispute that the masses of the
Orthodox population—the great majority of Russians, Ukrainians, and
Belorussians—faithfully observed the rituals of their church. Russia before the
Revolution was visually and aurally filled with Christian symbols: churches,
monasteries, ikons, and religious processions, the sound of liturgical music and
the ringing of church bells.

The link between state and religion derived from the belief that Or-
thodoxy (Pravoslavie) was the national faith of Russia and that only its adher-
ents were true Russians. A Pole or a Jew, no matter how assimilated and
patriotic, remained in the eyes of the authorities as well as the Orthodox
population an outsider. Membership in the Orthodox Church was a lifelong
bond from which there was no escape:

Everybody is free to remain true to the religion of their fathers, but forbidden
to make new proselytes. That privilege is reserved for the Orthodox Church
alone; it is explicitly so stated in the text of the law. Everybody may enter that
church; nobody may leave it. Russian Orthodoxy has doors which open only
one way. The confessional laws fill out several chapters of vols. x., xiv., and xv.
of the voluminous collection known as “the Code.” Every child born of Ortho-
dox parents is perforce Orthodox; so is every child born of a mixed marriage.
Indeed, such a marriage is possible only on this condition. . . . One article of
the Code forbids Orthodox Russians to change their religion; another states the
penalties incurred for such offences. The stray sheep is, in the first instance,
paternally exhorted by his parish clergy, then made over to the consistory, then
to the Synod. A term of penance in a convent can be inflicted. The apostate
forfeits all civic rights; he cannot legally own or inherit anything. His kindred
may seize on his property or step into his inheritance. . . . It is a crime to advise
anybody to abandon the Orthodox religion; it is a crime to advise anybody
against entering it.*

The Imperial Government did not interfere with the religious observances
of the other faiths, but as if to underscore the indissoluble link between
Orthodoxy and Russianness, it classified all the other religions as “foreign
confessions.”

The Russian regime was not ‘““‘Caesaropapist,”” in the sense of combining
secular and spiritual authority, for the Tsar had no say in matters of dogma
or ritual: his power was confined to the administration of the Church. Never-
theless, it is true that since the time of Peter the Great, the Russian Orthodox



88 THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION

Church was to an extreme degree dependent on the state. By abolishing the
Patriarchate and confiscating Church properties (a task completed by Cather-
ine IT) Peter made the Church beholden to the monarchy administratively as
well as financially. The highest body regulating its affairs, the Holy Synod, was
since Peter’s day chaired by a secular person, often a retired general, who
functioned as a de facto Minister of Religion. The administrative structure of
the Church paralleled that of the civil administration, in that the boundaries
of the dioceses coincided with those of the provinces (gubernii). As was true
of the bureaucracy, clergymen could be promoted, in this case from bishop to
archbishop and then to metropolitan, without regard to the responsibilities
entrusted to them, clerical title being treated like chin—that is, as a personal
distinction rather than as an attribute of office.”® The clergy were duty-bound
to report to the police any information of conspiracies against the Emperor or
the government, including that obtained during confession. They also had to
denounce the appearance of suspicious strangers in their parishes.

The Orthodox Church was financially dependent on the government for
salaries and subsidies, but derived most of its revenues independently.®* All
bishops and higher ecclesiastical dignitaries received generous salaries as well
as living allowances, which they supplemented with incomes from Church and
monastic properties. The parish clergy, too, was on state pay. In 1900, state
appropriations to the Church amounted to 23 million rubles. This sum pro-
vided approximately one-fifth of the Church’s income—a respectable amount
but hardly an explanation why the clergy stood by the monarchy in the 1905
Revolution.”

The principal political responsibility of the Church was indoctrination.
The Imperial Government eschewed in schools and the military establishment
anything resembling national or ideological propaganda from fear that argu-
ments used to justify the status quo would invite counterarguments. The fact
that the country was a multinational empire also inhibited appeals to national-
ism. The government preferred to act as if the existing political and social
arrangement were a given. Only religious indoctrination was permitted, and
that was the function the Orthodox clergy, especially in the classroom.

The Orthodox Church became first heavily engaged in popular education
in the 1880s, after a decade of revolutionary turmoil. To counteract the influ-
ence of both radical propagandists and secular teachers on the rural popula-
tion, the government charged the Church with operating a network of primary
schools. At the turn of the century, slightly more than one-half of the grade
schools in the Empire, with approximately one-third of the pupils, were under
Church supervision.”® Heavy stress was placed on ethics as well as language
training (Church Slavonic and Russian). Their teachers, however, were so
miserably paid compared with those employed by secular schools that they
had difficulty competing and kept losing pupils to their rivals.

Students of the Orthodox faith in all primary and secondary schools were
required to take courses in religion, usually taught by clergymen. (Pupils of
other faiths had the option of having religion taught by their own teachers.)
The instruction stressed, along with moral precepts, loyalty to and respect for
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the Tsar. These feeble efforts were the best that the Imperial Government had
to offer in the realm of political indoctrination.

In times of internal unrest, the Church played its part in support of law
and order through sermons and publications. The Church depicted the Tsar
as the vicar of God and condemned disobedience to him as a sin. In this
connection, the Orthodox Church frequently resorted to anti-Semitic appeals.
The most anti-Semitic of all the Christian churches, it played a major part in
excluding Jews from Russia prior to the partitions of Poland in the eighteenth
century and keeping them confined to the provinces of what had been Poland
(the ““Pale of Settlement’’) afterward. The clergy blamed Jews for the crucifix-
ion of Christ, and without endorsing pogroms, did not condemn them either.
In 1914, the Synod authorized the construction of a church to commemorate
the victim of Beilis’s alleged ‘“‘ritual murder.”””” In 1905 and after, Orthodox
publications placed on Jews responsibility for the revolutionary ferment, ac-
cusing them of conspiring to destroy Christianity and take over the world.

The last decade of the Imperial regime saw developments within the
Church that from the government’s point of view augured ill for the future.

The formal monopoly of the Established Church on the dogmas.and
rituals of the Orthodox religion had long been challenged by two heresies, that
of the Old Believers and those known collectively as Dissenters or Sectarians.
The Old Believers (staroobriadtsy as they called themselves or raskol’niki—
“splitters”’—as they were labeled by the official Church) descended from those
Russians who in the seventeenth century had rejected the ritualistic changes
introduced by Patriarch Nikon. Although persecuted and discriminated.
against, they held their own and even managed, surreptitiously, to make
converts. They developed a strong spirit of cohesion and, as is often the case
with persecuted minorities, became successful at business. The Sectarians
divided into numerous branches, some of which resembled Protestant sects,
others of which reverted to pre-Christian practices, accompanied by all kinds
of sexual excesses. Official censuses placed the number of Old Believers and
Sectarians at 2 million (1897), approximately one-half of them Old Believers,
but their actual number was certainly much higher, for the government,
treating adherents of these groups as apostates, did not hesitate to falsify
statistics. Some estimates place their memberships as high as 20 million. If
correct, this would mean that at the turn of the century approximately one out
of four Great Russians, Belorussians, and Ukrainians was outside the official
Church. Not surprisingly, the Church was in the forefront of those urging the
persecution of the Old Believers and Dissenters, who were making serious
inroads on its membership.

There also developed within the Church, especially among the parish
clergy, dangerous oppositional trends. Enlightened clergymen pressed for re-
forms in the status of the Church: worried about too close an identification
with the monarchy, they demanded greater independence. After 1905, the
government was disturbed to see some clergymen elected to the Duma take
their seats alongside liberal and even radical deputies and join in criticizing the
regime.
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But the clerical hierarchy remained staunchly conservative, as became
evident every time lay Christians wanted the Church to pay less attention to
ritual and more to good works. In 1901, the Synod excommunicated Leo
Tolstoy, the most influential religious writer in Russia, on the grounds that he
incited the population against social distinctions and patriotism.

The close identification of the Orthodox Church with the state proved a
mixed blessing. While it gave the clerical Establishment all kinds of benefits,
it linked its destiny too closely to that of the monarchy. In 191617, when the
Crown would come under assault, the Church could do very little to help: and
when the monarchy sank, it went down with it.

In the eyes of foreign observers Russia of 1900 was a mixture of contradic-
tions. A French commentator compared her to “one of those castles, con-
structed at different epochs, where the most discordant styles are seen side by
side, or else those houses, built piecemeal and at intervals, which never have
either the unity or convenience of dwellings erected on one plan and at one
rush.”’® The Revolution of 1905 was an explosion of these contradictions. The
fundamental question facing Russia after the October Manifesto was whether
the settlement offered by the Crown would suffice to calm passions and resolve
social and political conflicts. To understand why the prospect for such a
compromise was poor, it is necessary to know the condition and mentality of
the two main protagonists, the peasantry and the intelligentsia.



3

Rural Russia

In the early 1900s, Russia was overwhelmingly rural. The peasantry
constituted four-fifths of her inhabitants by legal status and three-quarters by
occupation: the same proportion as in France on the eve of her revolution.
Agriculture was far and away the largest source of national wealth. Russia’s
exports consisted primarily of foodstuffs. The small industrial working class
issued directly from the village and maintained close links with it. In terms
of her social and economic structure, therefore, Imperial Russia resembled
more an Asiatic country like China than Western Europe, though she consid-
ered herself a part of Europe, in whose politics she actively participated as one
of the great powers.

To an extent inconceivable either in the West or in countries untouched
by Westernization, Russia’s rural population was a world unto itself. Its
relationship to the officialdom and the educated class was in all respects but
the racial like that of the natives of Africa or Asia to their colonial rulers. The
peasantry was hardly affected by the Westernization which had transformed
Russia’s elite into Europeans, and in its culture remained loyal to Muscovite
Russia. Russian peasants spoke their own dialect, followed their own logic,
pursued their own interests, and viewed their betters as aliens to whom they
had to pay taxes and deliver recruits but with whom they had nothing in
common. The Russian peasant of 1900 owed loyalty only to his village and
canton; at most he was conscious of some vague allegiance to his province. His
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sense of national identity was confined to respect for the Tsar and suspicion
of foreigners.

Under assault from the Westernized intelligentsia, the monarchy came to
regard the peasant as the bearer of “true” Russianness and it went to great
lengths to protect him from the corrupting influence of the city. It institution-
alized the cultural isolation of the peasantry by tying it to the village commune
and subjecting it to special laws and taxes. It offered peasants few educational
opportunities, and such little schooling as it provided it preferred to entrust
to the clergy. It placed obstacles to the entry of outsiders into villages and
forbade Jews to settle in them. At the turn of the century, the conservative
establishment saw in the alliance of the Crown and the village the cornerstone
of the country’s stability. As events were to show, this was a profound miscon-
ception. As conservative as the muzhik indeed was, his world outlook, his
values, and his interests made him exceedingly volatile. Unlikely to initiate a
revolution, he was certain to respond to urban disorders with a revolution of
his own.

The life of the Russian peasantry revolved around three institutions: the
household (dvor), the village (derevnia or selo), and the commune (mir or
obshchina). All three were distinguished by a low degree of continuity, struc-
tural fluidity, poorly developed hierarchies, and the prevalence of personal
rather than functional relations. In these respects, Russian rural conditions
differed sharply from those found in Western societies and certain Oriental
ones (notably Japan’s), a fact which was to have profound consequences for
Russia’s political development.

The peasant household was the basic unit of rural Russia. In 1900, the
Empire had 22 million such households, 12 million in European Russia. The
typical Great Russian dvor was a joint family, with the parents living under
the same roof with their sons, married and unmarried, and their respective
families, as well as unmarried daughters. This kind of family structure was
encouraged by Russia’s climatic conditions, under which the brevity of the
agricultural season (four to six months) called for coordinated seasonal work
by many hands in brief bursts of intense effort. Statistical evidence indicates
that the larger the household, the more efficiently it functioned and the richer
it was likely to be: a large dvor cultivated more land, owned more livestock,
and earned more money per head. Small households, with one or two adults,
either merged with others or died.! At the turn of the century, the largest
number of Russian rural households (40.2 percent) had between six and ten
members.? Despite their proven economic advantages, the proportion of large
households kept on declining: to escape quarrels common in joint families,
many peasant couples preferred to leave and set up their own households. The
disintegration of large joint family households would accelerate in the twen-
tieth century for economic reasons which will be described in due course.
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15. Russian peasants: late nineteenth century.

Although the typical household was based on kinship relations and its
members were most commonly connected by blood or marriage, the determin-
ing criterion was economic—namely, work. The dvor owed its cohesion to the
fact that it engaged in disciplined field work under the direction of a headman.
A son who left the village to make his living elsewhere ceased to be a member
of the household and forfeited his claim to its property. Conversely, strangers
(e.g., sons-in-law, stepsons, and adopted children) admitted into the household
as regular workers acquired the rights of family members.* Occasionally,
households were formed entirely on such a voluntary basis by peasants who
were not related either by blood or marriage.

The Russian peasant household was organized on a simple authoritarian
model, under which full authority over the members and their belongings was
entrusted to one person, known as bol’shak or khoziain. This family patriarch
was usually the father, but the post could also be assigned, by common
consent, to another adult male. The elder’s functions were many: he assigned
farm and household duties, he disposed of property, he adjudicated domestic
disputes, and he represented the household in its dealings with the outside
world. Customary peasant law endowed him with unquestioned authority over
his dvor: in many ways, he was heir to the authority of the serf owner. Since
the Emancipation Edict of 1861, the bo/’shak was also authorized by the
government to turn over members of his household to administrative organs
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for punishment. He was the paterfamilias in the most archaic sense of the
word, a replica in miniature of the Tsar.

The political and economic attitudes of Russian peasants had been formed
in the first five hundred years of the current millennium, when no government
inhibited their movement across the Eurasian plain and land was available in
unlimited quantities. The collective memory of this era lay at the root of the
peasantry’s primitive anarchism. It also determined the practices of inheri-
tance followed by Russian peasants into modern times. It has been observed
that in regions of the world where land is in short supply, landowners, both
nobles and peasants, are likely to practice primogeniture, under which the bulk
of the property is left to the eldest son. Where it is available in abundance, the
tendency is to adopt “partible” inheritance, dividing the land and other be-
longings equally among the male heirs.* Even after agricultural land had
become scarce, Russians continued to adhere to the old practices. Until 1917—
18, when inheritance was outlawed, Russian landlords and peasants divided
their properties in equal shares among male descendants. So entrenched was
the custom that the monarchy’s attempts, launched under Peter I, to have the
upper class keep its estates intact by bequeathing them to a single heir proved
unenforceable.

The muzhik held most of his land as a communal allotment (nadel) to
which he held no title: when the household died out or moved away, it reverted
to the commune. But any land held by the peasant in private property outside
the commune, as well as all his movable wealth (money, implements, livestock,
seed grain, etc.), customary law allowed his heirs to distribute among
themselves.

The practice of partible inheritance had profound effects on Russian rural
conditions and, indeed, on many other seemingly unrelated aspects of Russian
life. For as has been pointed out, the

transmission mortis causa [by reason of death] is not only the means by which
the reproduction of the social system is carried out . . . it is also the way in
which interpersonal relationships are structured.*

After the passing of its head, the household’s belongings were divided, where-
upon the household dissolved and the brothers parted to set up households of
their own. As a result, the dvor did not outlast the life span of its head, which
made this basic institution of the Russian countryside exceedingly transient.
In every generation—that is, three or four times a century—households
throughout Russia broke apart and subdivided, much as do amoebas or other
rudimentary biological organisms. Russian rural life perpetuated itself by a
ceaseless process of fission, which inhibited the development of higher, more
complex forms of social and economic organization. One dvor begat other

*Jack Goody in Jack Goody et al, eds., Family and Inheritance (Cambridge, 1976), 117.

Another factor affecting inheritance practices is the proximity of cities: Wilhelm Abel, Agrarpolitik,
2nd ed. (Gottingen, 1958), 154.
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dvory, which, in turn, multiplied in the same manner, like producing like and
nothing new and different being given an opportunity to emerge.

The consequences of this custom become apparent when examined in the
light of societies where the peasantry practiced indivisibility of property. Pri-
mogeniture makes possible a high degree of rural stability and gives the state
a firm base of support in rural institutions. A Japanese sociologist thus com-
pares the situation in Chinese and Indian villages, where primogeniture was
unknown, with that in his own country, where it was prevalent:

Because the principle of primogeniture succession held in Japan, the ruling
stratum of a village tended to be comparatively stable over the generations. This
stability was lacking in China and India. . . . The Chinese rule of equal sharing
[of inheritance] prevents the maintenance of family status, and the status
changes from generation to generation. As a result, the village power center
shifts, the leaders’ authority wanes, and no village-wide domination or status-
subordination develops. . . . In Japan, lineally determined familism permeates
the entire village structure; the main, or parent, house can easily perpetuate
itself through the family inheritance system, and thereby acquire traditional
authority. The family, clan, and village function together and promote unity.
Thus, in Japanese rural society, the main-branch family, parent-child, or mas-

ter-servant relationship influences to some degree all aspects of village social
life.’

The observations here made about China apply to Russia: in both cases rural
institutions were underdeveloped and ephemeral.

Several features of the peasant dvor call for emphasis. The household
allowed no room for individuality: it was a collective which submerged the
individual in the group. Second, given that the will of the bo!’shak was abso-
lute and his orders binding, life in the dvor accustomed the peasant to authori-
tarian government and the absence of norms (laws) to regulate personal rela-
tions. Third, the household made no allowance for private property: all
belongings were held in common. Male members acquired outright ownership
of the household’s movable property only at its dissolution, at which time it
once again turned into the collective property of the new household. Finally,
there was no continuity between households, and consequently neither pride
in ancestry nor family status in the village, such as characterized Western
European and Japanese rural societies. In sum, the Great Russian peasant,
living in his natural environment, had no opportunity to acquire a sense of
individual identity, respect for law and property, or social status in the vil-
lage—qualities indispensable for the evolution of more advanced forms of
political and economic organization. Enlightened Russian statesmen became
painfully aware of this reality in the early years of the twentieth century and
tried to do something to integrate the peasant into society at large, but it was
late.

Russian peasants lived in villages, called derevni, after derevo, meaning
wood, of which they were constructed. Large villages were known as sela.
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16. Village assembly.

Individual farmsteads (khutora) located on their land were practically un-
known in central Russia: they existed mainly in the western and southern
provinces of the Empire which had been under Polish rule until the eighteenth
century. The number of households per village varied greatly from region to
region, depending on natural conditions, of which the availability of water was
the most important. In the north, where water was abundant, the villages
tended to be small; they increased in size as one proceeded southward. In the
central industrial regions of European Russia villages averaged 34.8 house-
holds, and in the central black-earth region, 103.5.° Whereas in the case of
individual households size meant prosperity, in the case of villages the opposite
held true: smaller villages were likely to be better off. The explanation lies in
the practice of strip farming. For reasons which will be spelled out below,
Russian communes divided the land into narrow strips, scattered at varying
distances from the village. In a large village, peasants had to waste a great deal
of time moving with their equipment from strip to strip, often many kilometers
apart, which presented special difficulties at harvest time. When villages grew
too large to cultivate the land efficiently, the inhabitants either “hived off”
to form new ones or else abandoned agriculture and turned to industrial
occupations.

At the turn of the century, central Russia consisted of tens of thousands
of such villages, usually five to ten kilometers apart.

Compared with rural settlements in other parts of the world, the Russian
village was loosely structured and fluid, with few institutions to provide conti-
nuity. It was the household rather than the village that served as the building
block of Russian rural society. The principal village official, the starosta, was
chosen, often against his will, at the insistence of the bureaucracy, which
wanted a village representative with whom to deal. Since he could be removed
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by the same bureaucrats, he represented not so much the population as the
government.’

The all-male village assembly, or sel’skii skhod, was connected with the
commune rather than the village—institutions which, as will be pointed out
below, were not identical. Composed of household elders, it met periodically
to decide on matters of common concern and then dispersed: it had no other
responsibilities and no standing organization. The absence in the village of
institutional forms bears emphasis because it explains the extreme paucity of
political experience in the life of Russian peasants. The Russian village could
display great cohesion when threatened from the outside. But within its own
confines, it never developed organs of self-government able to provide the
peasants with political practice—that is, teach them to translate the habits of
personal relations acquired within the walls of the household into more formal
social relations.

The critical factor in the underdevelopment in Russia of a durable and
functional village structure, the reason for the village’s fluidity, was, as in the
case of the dvor, the absence of traditions of primogeniture. Compared with
an English or Japanese village, the Russian village resembled a nomadic
encampment: the peasant’s log cabin (izba), constructed in a few days and
frequently destroyed by fire, was not much more durable than a tent.

The third peasant institution, the commune (obshchina), usually over-
lapped with the village but was not identical with it. Whereas the village was
a physical entity—cottages in close proximity—the commune was a legal
institution, a collective arrangement for the distribution among its members
of land and taxes. Residence in a given village did not automatically confer
membership: peasants without land allotments as well as non-peasants (e.g.,
the priest or schoolteacher) did not belong and could not take part in commu-
nal decisions. Furthermore, although the great majority of Russian communes
were of the ‘“‘single’ type, which embraced one village, this was not universal
practice. In the north, where villages were small, several of them sometimes
combined to form one commune; in the central regions and even more often
in the south, large villages would divide into two or more communes.

The commune was an association of peasants holding communal land
allotments. This land, divided into strips, it periodically redistributed among
members. Redistributions (peredely), which took place at regular intervals—
ten, twelve, fifteen years or so, according to local custom—were carried out
to allow for changes in the size of households brought about by deaths, births,
and departures. They were a main function of the commune and its distin-
guishing characteristic. The commune divided its land into strips in order to
assure each member of allotments of equal quality and distance from the
village. By 1900, approximately one-third of the communes, mostly in the
western and southern borderlands, had ceased the practice of repartitioning
even though formally they were still treated as “‘repartitional communes.”
In the Great Russian provinces, the practice of repartition was virtually
universal.
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Through the village assembly, the commune resolved issues of concern to
its members, including the calendar of field work, the distribution of taxes and
other fiscal obligations (for which its members were held collectively responsi-
ble), and disputes among households. It could expel troublesome members and
have them exiled to Siberia; it had the power to authorize passports, without
which peasants could not leave the village, and even to compel an entire
community to change its religious allegiance from the official church to one of
the sects. The assembly reached its decisions by acclamation: it did not tolerate
dissent from the will of the majority, viewing it as antisocial behavior.*

The commune was largely confined to central Russia. On the periphery
of the Empire—in what had been the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, the
Ukraine, and the Cossack regions—most of the peasants tilled individually, by
households, under a system known as podvornoe zemlevladenie. Here, each
household held, either in ownership or under lease, a parcel of land which it
cultivated as it pleased. By contrast, in northern and central Russia, the
peasants held the bulk of their land in strips and cultivated it under communal
discipline. They did not own the land, the title to which was held by the
commune. At the beginning of the twentieth century, 77.2 percent of the rural
households in the fifty provinces of European Russia tilled the land commu-
nally; in the thirty or so Great Russian provinces, communal ownership was
virtually universal (97-100 percent).® Membership in a commune and access
to a communal allotment did not preclude peasants from buying land for
private use from landlords or other owners. In the more prosperous regions
it was not uncommon for peasants to till both communal allotments and their
private land. In 1910, the peasants of European Russia held communally 151
million hectares and 14 million hectares in outright ownership.¥

The origins of the Russian commune are obscure and a subject of contro-
versy. Some see in it the spontaneous expression of an alleged Russian sense
of social justice, while others view it as the product of state pressures to ensure
collective responsibility for the fulfillment of obligations to the Crown and
landlord. Recent studies indicate that the repartitional commune first ap-
peared toward the end of the fifteenth century, became common in the six-
teenth, and prevalent in the seventeenth. It served a variety of functions, as
useful to officials and landlords as to peasants. The former it guaranteed,
through the institution of collective responsibility, the payment of taxes and
delivery of recruits; the latter it enabled to present a united front in dealings
with external authority.” The principle of periodic redistribution of land en-
sured (at any rate, in theory) that every peasant had enough to provide for his
family and, at the same time, to meet his obligations to the landlord and state.
Such considerations moved the Imperial Government at the time of Emanci-
pation to retain the commune and extend it to some areas where it had been

*Aversion to dissent seems to be universal among peasants: Robert Redfield notes that
“villages do not like factions” (Little Community, Uppsala-Stockholm, 1955, 44).
TCalculated on the basis of figures in Ezhegodnik Rossii, 1910 g. (St. Petersburg, 1911), 258-63.
}I:/Iost of that private land was owned by associations and villages rather than by individual house-
olds.
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unknown. It was expected that once the villages had redeemed their land by
repaying the state the moneys it had advanced the landlords on their behalf,
the communes would dissolve and the peasants assume title to their allot-
ments. However, during the conservative reign of Alexander III legislation
was passed which made it virtually impossible for peasants to withdraw. This
policy was inspired by the belief that the commune was a stabilizing force
which strengthened the authority of the bol’shak, curbed peasant anarchism,
and inhibited the formation of a volatile landless proletariat.

17. Peasants in winter clothing.

By 1900, many Russians had grown disenchanted with the commune.
Government officials and liberals noted that while the commune did not
prevent the emergence of a landless proletariat it did keep down the enterpris-
ing peasant. Social-Democrats saw it as doomed to disintegrate under the
pressure of intensifying ‘“‘class differentiation’”” among poor, middle, and rich
peasants. A conference on rural problems convened in 1902, in the wake of
recent peasant disturbances, concluded that the commune was the main cause
of the backwardness of Russian peasant farming.*

But the peasantry itself held fast to communal forms of agriculture be-
cause it promised access to a fair and adequate share of arable land and helped
maintain the cohesion of the household. If land allotments had shrunk consid-
erably by 1900, the peasant could console himself with the hope that sooner
or later all privately held land in the country would be confiscated and trans-
ferred to the communes for repartitioning.

The three rural institutions—the household, the village, and the com-
mune—provided the environment which shaped the muzhik’s social habits.
They were well adapted to the harsh geographic and climatic conditions in
which Russian agriculture had to be carried out. But nearly everything the

*A. A. Kofod, Russkoe zemleustroistvo, 2nd. ed. (St. Petersburg, 1914), 23. As early as the

1880s, Leroy-Beaulieu says that he met with universal disenchantment with the commune: Anatole
Leroy-Beaulieu, The Empire of the Tsars and the Russians, 11 (New York-London, 1898), 45-46.
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peasant learned in his familiar environment proved to be useless and some-
times positively harmful when applied elsewhere. Living in a small commu-
nity, the Russian peasant was unequipped for the transition to a complex
society, composed of individuals rather than households and regulated by
impersonal relations, into which he would be thrust by the upheavals of the
twentieth century.

There exists a widespread impression that before 1917 Russia was a
“feudal” country in which the Imperial Court, the Church, and a small
minority of wealthy nobles owned the bulk of the land, while the peasants either
cultivated minuscule plots or worked as tenant farmers. This condition is
believed to have been a prime cause of the Revolution. In fact, nothing could be
further from the truth: the image derives from conditions in pre-1789 France,
where, indeed, the vast majority of peasants tilled the land of others. It was in
such Western countries as England, Ireland, Spain, and Italy (all of which
happened to avoid revolution) that ownership of agricultural land was concen-
trated in the hands of the wealthy, sometimes to an extreme degree. (In England
in 1873, for example, four-fifths of the acreage was the property of fewer than
7,000 persons; in 1895, only 14 percent of Britain’s cultivated land, exclusive of
Ireland, was tilled by its owners, the rest being leased.) Russia, by contrast, was
a classic land of small peasant cultivators. Latifundia here existed primarily in
the borderlands, in regions taken from Poland and Sweden. At the time of their
Emancipation, the ex-serfs received approximately one-half of the land which
they had previously tilled. In the decades that followed, with the help of the
Land Bank, which offered them credit on easy terms, they bought additional
properties, mainly from landlords. By 1905, peasant cultivators owned, either
communally or privately, 61.8 percent of the land in private possession in
Russia.'” As we shall see, after the Revolution of 1905 the exodus of non-peasant
landowners from the countryside accelerated, and in 1916, on the eve of the
Revolution, peasant cultivators in European Russia owned nine-tenths of the
arable land.

Notwithstanding their intent, by 1900 Russia’s communes could no longer
assure their members of equitable allotments: over time, larger, stronger
households had managed to accumulate more of them as well as to acquire
most of the land bought by peasants for private use. In 1893, 7.3 percent of the
communal households had no land." These landless peasants, called batraki,
were one of the four identifiable categories of peasants. The others consisted
of peasants whose allotments were entirely communal (the great majority),
those who had land both inside and outside the commune, and those (very few
in number) who cultivated their own.* Peasants in the two last-named catego-
ries were sometimes labeled “‘kulaks” (“fists’’). This term, beloved of radical

*Under a last-minute provision inserted into the Emancipation Edict, a peasant who did not
want to pay could take a fraction of the allotment due to him free of charge. Such allotments were
called otrezki.
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intellectuals, had no precise economic meaning for the peasants themselves,
being applied sometimes to the rich, those who employed hired labor, traded,
and lent money, sometimes to the hardworking, thrifty, and sober."

The physical distribution of land in the villages was exceedingly compli-
cated, due partly to communal practices, partly to the legacy of serfdom. The
pre-1861 Russian estate was not a plantation. The custom was for the landlord
to divide his arable acreage in two parts, one of which the serf household
cultivated for him, the other for itself. The halves were, as a rule, commingled.
Under serfdom, the typical Russian village, especially in the northern and
western provinces, consisted of a mosaic of long, narrow strips: the strips
which the serfs cultivated for the landlord and those which they cultivated for
themselves lay side by side. This arrangement, known as cherespolositsa, con-
tinued after Emancipation. Frequently, the land which the landlord retained
as a result of the Emancipation settlement and now exploited with the help
of hired labor remained wedged among the communal holdings. The land
which the landlords subsequently sold to peasants, therefore, continued to be
held and tilled alongside communal allotments, to the intense annoyance of
communal peasants, who hated these private lots, which they called “baby-
lons” (vavilony) and wanted for communal distribution.’

Serfdom bequeathed yet another painful legacy. While allotting the eman-
cipated serf generous quantities of arable land (about five hectares per adult
male), the Emancipation Edict left pasture and woodland in the landlord’s
possession. Under serfdom, the peasant had enjoyed the rights of grazing cattle
and gathering firewood and lumber. These rights he lost once property lines
had been drawn. Some landlords began to charge for the use of pasture; others
collected tolls for letting peasants’ cattle cross their properties. At the turn of
the century, one of the loudest peasant complaints concerned the shortage of
grazing land. The peasant had to have access to adequate pasture—ideally, at
a ratio of one hectare of pasture to two of arable, but at a very minimum one
to five, below which he could not feed his cattle and draft horses.!* Much
unhappiness was also caused by the lack of access to forest. In 1905 the most
prevalent form of rural violence took the form of cutting lumber.

Russia was widely believed to suffer from an acute shortage of agricul-
tural land. At first sight it may appear surprising that a country as large as
Russia should have experienced land shortages (or rural overpopulation,
which is the same). And, indeed, Russia had a long way to go to match the
population densities of Western Europe. With 130 million inhabitants and 22
million square kilometers of territory, the Empire in 1900 had an overall
population density of 6 persons per square kilometer. Even such a young
country as the United States had at that time a higher population density (8
per square kilometer). And yet, while the United States suffered endemic labor
shortages, which it met by opening its doors to millions of European immi-
grants, Russia suffocated from rural overcrowding.

The explanation of this seeming paradox lies in the fact that in agricul-
tural countries population densities acquire meaning only by relating the
number of inhabitants to that share of the territory which is suitable for
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farming. Viewed in these terms, Russia was hardly a country of boundless
expanses. Of the 15 million square kilometers of European Russia and Siberia,
only 2 million could be cultivated and another 1 million used for pasture. In
other words, in the homeland of the Great Russians, only one square kilometer
out of five was suitable for agriculture. Once allowance is made for this fact,
the figures for Russian population densities change dramatically. In Siberia,
the average density in 1900 was 0.5 per square kilometer, a negligible figure.
In the fifty provinces of European Russia, it rose to 23.7 per square kilometer,
which exceeded slightly the figure estimated by economic geographers to be
optimal for the region.* But even this figure misleads because it includes the
sparsely populated provinces of northern Russia. The regions which really
mattered, because they held the great mass of Russian peasants, were the
central provinces, and here the population density ranged from 50 to 8o. This
figure matches that of contemporary France and exceeds that of Ireland and
Scotland. In other words, had St. Petersburg given up Siberia and the northern
provinces, its population densities would have equaled those of Western
Europe.

Densities of this magnitude might have proven tolerable were it not for
pre-revolutionary Russia’s extraordinary population growth. With an annual
excess of births over deaths on the order of 15 per 1,000, Russia had the highest
rate of natural increase in Europe.t The implications of such a rapid popula-
tion growth for agriculture can be demonstrated statistically. In the Empire
of 1900, three-quarters of the population was employed on the land. With an
increase of 15 per 1,000 each year and a population of 130 million, 1,950,000
new inhabitants were added annually, 1,500,000 of them in the countryside.
Allowing for the very high infant mortality rate, we are left with a million or
so additional mouths which the countryside had to feed each year. Given that
an average Great Russian household had five members and tilled ten hectares,
these figures mean that Russia required annually an additional 2 million
hectares of arable land.]

In Western Europe, the pressures generated by a somewhat smaller but
still rapid population growth from the middle of the eighteenth century on-
ward was solved in part by overseas migration and in part by industrialization.
During the nineteenth century and the early years of the twentieth, the agrar-

*Friedrich Ratzel, Anthropogeographie, 11 (Stuttgart, 1891), 257-65. If one recalculates Rat-
zel’s figures, given in leagues, a country with Russia’s climate should support 23 inhabitants per
square kilometer.

TRecent researches indicate that the population growth in pre-revolutionary Russia may have
been even higher than believed at the time. The current estimate places the excess of births over
deaths in 1900 at 16.5 per 1,000 and rising. In European Russia it is estimated to have been 18.4
(1897-1916) and in the Lower Volga region was high as 20: S. 1. Bruk and V. M. Kabuzan in ISSSR,
No. 3 (1980), 81. H. J. Habakkuk believes that partible (or “equal division”) inheritance promotes
population growth in that it encourages marriage: Journal of Economic History, XV (1955), 5-6.

{The government estimated that between 1861 and 1901 the rural population in the Empire
grew from 52 to 86.6 million and that the annual accretion of rural inhabitants in the closing years
of the nineteenth century came to 1.5 million: Alexander Kornilov in Josef Melnik, Russen iiber
Russland (Frankfurt, 1906), 404. This was the figure used by Stolypin in 1907: see below, Chapter
5. The margin of error in all Russian statistics, however, is wide and these figures do not make
allowance either for non-rural inhabitants or for infant mortality.
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18. Strip farming as practiced in Central Russia, c. 1900.
The strips in black are cultivated by one household.

1an countries of Europe (e.g., Italy, Ireland, Austria-Hungary) sent much of
their excess rural population to the Americas. The net outflow of overseas
migrants from Western Europe between 1870 and 1914 is estimated at 25
million, which took care of approximately one-half of the continent’s excess
rural population. Much of the remainder found employment in industry.
Industrialization permits unprecedented levels of population density. For in-
stance, Germany, which in the first half of the nineteenth century had been
a major source of overseas migration, in the second half of the century, in
consequence of industrial development, not only ceased to send people abroad
but had to import labor. Some industrial countries attained staggering popula-
tion densities: England and the Low Countries accommodated 250—270 inhab-
itants a square kilometer, or several times that of the most crowded areas of
central Russia, without suffering from overpopulation. There can be little
doubt that the ability of the Western countries, through emigration and indus-
trialization, to relieve population pressures played a major role in enabling
them to avoid social revolution.
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Russia had neither safety valve. Her citizens did not migrate abroad: they
preferred to colonize their own country. The only significant groups to leave
Russia were non-Russians from the Western provinces: of the 3,026,000 sub-
jects of the Tsar who emigrated between 1897 and 1916, more than 70 percent
were Jews and Poles.”* But as Jews did not engage in agriculture and Poles
engaged in it in their own homeland, their departure did nothing to ease
pressures on the Russian village. Why Russians did not emigrate is far from
clear, but several explanations suggest themselves. Perhaps the most important
cause was the practice of cultivating by joint families and in communes.
Russian peasants were not accustomed to pulling up stakes and leaving for the
unknown, except in groups. Although peasants were always on the lookout for
fresh land, they never moved by families, as was common in the American
West, but only with enough fellow peasants to set up a new commune, usually
by villages or parts of villages.'® Second, living in a largely self-sufficient
economy, they lacked money to pay the shipping fare. Third, they were
convinced that before long there would occur a general repartition of non-
peasant land in Russia and did not want to be excluded from it. Finally, living
in a self-contained universe of Orthodox Slavs, on land hallowed as Holy Rus,
little exposed to foreign cultures, Russian peasants found life among infidels
hard to conceive.

Nor could Russian industry absorb significant numbers of excess peas-
ants. In the 1880s and even more so in the 1890s, rapid industrial growth led
to a rise in industrial employment: in 1860, Russia had 565,000 industrially
employed, and in 1900, 2.2 million (of the latter, about one-half were factory
workers)."” Using the same figures for households as above, this means that
during the closing four decades of the nineteenth century, the number of
Russians freed from dependence on agriculture grew from 3 to perhaps as
much as 12 million. But with an annual accretion of 1 million rural inhabitants,
it also meant that industry at best absorbed from the land one-third of the new
population.*

Population growth without a commensurate expansion of arable land or
emigration meant that the quantity of land available for distribution in the
communes shrank steadily: the average allotment per male “soul,” which in
1861 had been 5.24 hectares, decreased in 1880 to 3.83 and in 1900 to 2.84
hectares. The peasants compensated for this by leasing land. Around 1900,
more than one-third of landlord land was rented by peasants.'®* Even so, many
peasants had access neither to land nor to regular employment.

*There were also 7 to 8 million persons occupied in household industries (kustarnaia promysh-
lennost’), which operated largely to supply the peasants with consumer durables: P. A. Khromov,
Ekonomika Rossii perioda promyshlennogo kapitalizma (Moscow, 1963), 105. The majority of the
persons who worked in these industries did so at times free from field work and they continued to
rely primarily on agricultural income.

TThe reliability of these figures has been questioned, however, on the grounds that they make
no allowance for peasants who had left the land for the cities and industrial centers although
nominally still counted as members of the commune: A. S. Ermolov, Nash zemel’nyi vopros
(St. Petersburg, 1906), 62.
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Many of the landless or land-poor peasants found employment as farm-
hands: they usually spent the winter in the village and at sowing and harvest
time hired themselves out to richer peasants or landlords, often far away from
home. These workers provided the bulk of the labor force on private estates
and privately held peasant land. Others took occasional work in industry,
while retaining their rural connections. In the villages, landless peasants had
no status. Excluded from the commune, they took part in no organized life.

Many peasants whom the commune could not accommodate went to the
cities on temporary permits in search of work. It is estimated that in the early
twentieth century, each year some 300,000 peasants, most of them males,
moved into Russia’s cities, looking for casual jobs, peddling products of cot-
tage industries, or simply milling around for lack of anything better to do.
Their presence significantly altered the character of the cities. The 1897 census
revealed that 38.8 percent of the Empire’s urban inhabitants were peasants and
that they represented the fastest-growing element in the urban population.'’
In the large cities, their proportion was still higher. Thus, at the turn of the
century in St. Petersburg and Moscow, respectively, 63.3 and 67.2 percent of
the residents (actual, not those legally registered) were peasants.”® In the
smaller cities, these unwelcome guests were known as inogorodnye or “out-of-
towners.” They were especially attracted to towns in the prosperous agrarian
regions where agriculture was carried out by households rather than commu-
nally, such as the Cossack settlements on the Don and Terek rivers and
southwestern Siberia.’ Here gathered multitudes of batraki, who cast avari-
cious eyes on the large, prosperous farms, awaiting the signal announcing the
onset of the grand repartition.

In striking contrast to Western Europe, Russian cities did not urbanize
the rural newcomers: it has been said that the only discernible difference
between the peasant in the village and his brethren in the city was that the
former wore the shirt outside and the latter inside his trousers.?> The peasants
who flooded the cities, lacking in institutional attachments of any sort, without
steady employment, their families usually left behind, represented an unas-
similable and potentially disruptive element.

This was the essence of the “land problem” which greatly exercised
Russians in and out of government: there was a widespread feeling that unless
something drastic was done, and done soon, the countryside would explode.
It was axiomatic among the peasants, as well as among socialist and liberal
intellectuals, that the crux of the problem was land shortage, and that this
difficulty could be resolved only by expropriating all privately held (non-
communal) land. The liberals wanted large properties to be taken with com-
pensation. The socialists preferred either the ‘“‘socialization’ of land which
would place the arable at the disposal of the cultivators or its “nationalization”
on behalf of the state.

But historians and agrarian specialists have cast doubts on the evidence
of a severe agrarian crisis and the remedies proposed for it.

One of the principal arguments of those who held that the Russian village
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was in a state of deep and worsening crisis was the fact that it was constantly
falling into arrears on the redemption payments (mortgage money owed the
government for its help in procuring land for the peasants in the 1861 Emanci-
pation settlement). The question has recently been raised whether these arrears
really prove the impoverishment of the village.” Instead of making mortgage
payments, the peasant steadily increased purchases of consumer goods, as
shown by the rise in government revenues from sales taxes, which more than
doubled in the decade 1890-1900. Citing this evidence, an American historian
concludes:

If the peasants were the primary source of indirect tax income, then they must
have been the major consumer of the goods taxed, that is, sugar, matches, and
so forth. Therefore, since they could purchase nonagricultural goods, one can
hardly depict the rural sector as ravaged by a ruthless tax system . . . Peasant
land redemption arrears grew not because of an inability to pay, but because
of an unwillingness to pay.*

This argument is reinforced with evidence of a rise in peasant savings and an
increase in farm work wages. It raises doubts whether the Russian village was
indeed suffering from severe undernourishment as claimed by liberal and
socialist politicians.*

Well-informed contemporaries, while conceding that the country faced
serious agrarian problems, questioned whether these were caused by land
shortages and whether the transfer of privately held, non-peasant land into
peasant hands would significantly improve things. One such observer, A. S.
‘Ermolov, a onetime Minister of Agriculture, formulated a cogent counterargu-
ment to conventional wisdom, the soundness of which subsequent events
amply confirmed.” Ermolov held that one could not reduce all of Russia’s
agrarian difficulties to the inadequacy of peasant allotments: the problem was
much more complex and had to do mainly with the way the peasant tilled his
allotments. The peasants deluded themselves, and were encouraged in their
delusion by intellectuals, that seizing landlord properties would greatly im-
prove their economic situation. In fact, there was not enough private land to
go around: even if all privately held arable land were distributed among
peasants, the resulting increase, which Ermolov estimated at 0.8 hectare per
male peasant, would not make much of a difference. Second, even if adequate
land reserves could be found, their distribution would be counterproductive
because it would only serve to perpetuate outmoded and inefficient modes of
cultivation. The problem with Russian agriculture was not the shortage of land
but the antiquated manner of cultivating it—a legacy of the times when it had

*Ivan Oserow (Ozerov) in Melnik, Russen, 21m-12. From the statistics provided by A. S.
Nifontov (Zernovoe proizvodstvo Rossii vo vtoroi polovine XIX veka, Moscow, 1974, 310), it transpires
that even after rising grain exports are taken into account, the amount of grain domestical-
ly available per capita in the 1890s was larger than it had been twenty years earlier; in other
words, food production outpaced population growth. Cf. James Y. Simms, Jr., in SR, XXXVI, No. 3
(1977), 310.
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been available in unlimited quantities: “In the vast majority of cases, the
problem lies not in the absolute land shortage, but in the inadequacy of land
for the pursuit of the traditional forms of extensive agriculture.” The peasant
had to abandon the habits of superficial cultivation and adopt more intensive
forms: if he could increase cereal yields by no more than one grain per grain
sown, Russia would overflow with bread.* To prove his point, Ermolov noted
the paradox that in Russia the prosperity of peasants stood in inverse ratio to
the quality and size of their land allotments, a fact which he ascribed to the
need of land-poor peasants to pursue more intensive forms of agriculture. In
central Russia, at any rate, he saw no correlation between the size of commu-
nal allotments and the well-being of peasants. Furthermore, the elimination
of landlord estates would deprive the peasantry of wages earned from farm
work, an important source of additional income. Ermolov concluded that
“nationalization” or *“‘socialization’ of land, by encouraging the peasant in his
traditional ways of cultivation, would spell disaster and force Russia to import
grain. The author suggested a variety of measures resembling those that would
be introduced in 1906-11 by Peter Stolypin.

Such voices of experience, however, were ignored by intellectuals who
preferred simplistic solutions that appealed to the muzhik’s preconceived
ideas.

At the turn of the century, Russian industrial workers were, with minor
exceptions, a branch of the peasantry rather than a distinct social group.
Because of the long winters during which there was no field work, many
Russian peasants engaged in non-agrarian pursuits known as promysly. Such
cottage industries produced farm implements, kitchenware, hardware, and
textiles. The custom of combining agriculture with manufacture blurred the
distinction between the two occupations. Peasants engaged in promysly fur-
nished a pool of semi-skilled labor for Russian industry. The availability of
cheap labor in the countryside, which, if not needed, could fall back on
farming, explains why the majority (70 percent) of Russian workers held jobs
in industrial enterprises located in rural areas.* It also explains why Russian
workers failed to develop until very late the professional mentality of their
Western counterparts, many of whom were descendants of urban artisans.

Russia’s first full-time industrial workers were serfs whom Peter I had
bonded to state-owned manufactures and mines. To this group, known as
“possessional peasants’ (possessionnye krest’iane), were subsequently added
all kinds of people who could not be fitted into the estate system, such as wives
and children of army recruits, convicts, prisoners of war, and prostitutes.

The German economist Schulze-Gavernitz divided the 2.4 million full-

*A. S. Ermolov, Nash zemel’nyi vopros (St. Petersburg, 1906), 2, 5. Russia, in fact, lagged far
behind all European countries in agricultural yields. “Intensive” agriculture also meant adoption
of technical crops, for instance, hemp and flax, which brought in more income.
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time industrial employees in Russia at the end of the nineteenth century into
four subgroups:”’

1. Peasants seasonally employed in local industries, usually in time free
from agricultural work; they slept under the open sky in the summer and in
the shops, near the machines, in the winter.

2. Workers banded in cooperatives (arteli) who hired themselves out and
distributed among members the cooperative’s earnings. Housed in barracks
furnished by the employer, they usually left their families behind. Because they
did not lead a normal family life, workers in this group regarded their status
as transient and usually returned to the village to help out with the harvest.
Russia’s largest industry, textile manufacture, relied heavily on such labor.

These two groups constituted the majority of Russians classified by the
1897 census as industrial workers. They consisted mostly of peasants. The next
two categories had severed ties with the village.

3. Workers who lived with their families. Because wages were low, their
wives usually also sought full-time employment. They often resided in commu-
nal quarters provided by the employers, the living spaces of which were
separated by curtains, with kitchens used communally. The employers also
often provided them with factory shops and schools. This arrangement would
be adopted by the Soviet Government during its industrialization drive in the
1930S.

4. Skilled workers who no longer depended on their employers for any-
thing but wages. They found their own lodgings, bought provisions on the
open market, and if laid off, no longer had a village to which to return. It is
only in this category that the dependence of the worker on the employer,
reminiscent of serf conditions, came to an end. Workers in this category were
to be found mainly in the technically advanced industries, such as machine-
building, centered in St. Petersburg.

As this classification indicates, industrial employment, in and of itself, did
not lead to urbanization. The majority of industrially employed Russians
continued to reside in the countryside, where most of the factories were
located, and retained close connections with their villages. It comes as no
surprise, therefore, that they also retained a rural outlook: Schulze-Gavernitz
concluded that the principal differences between Russian and Western Euro-
pean industrial workers derived from the fact that the former had not yet
broken ties to the land.?® The only significant departure from this pattern could
be found among skilled workers (Group Four) who as early as the 1880s began
to display ‘“‘proletarian” attitudes. They developed an interest in mutual aid
associations and trade unions, about which they had learned from foreign
sources, as well as in education. The illegal Central Labor Circle, formed by
a group of skilled St. Petersburg workers in 1889, was Russia’s first rudimen-
tary trade union. The strikes of textile workers in St. Petersburg in 1896-97
to protest working conditions were the earliest overt manifestations of this new
spirit.? “

Despite the rural origins and outlook of the majority of industrial work-
ers, the government eyed them with suspicion, fearing that their concentration
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and proximity to cities made them susceptible to corrupting influences. And,
indeed, there was cause for concern. In the early 1900s, industrial workers in
St. Petersburg and Moscow were 80 to 9o percent literate, which made them
an inviting target for the propaganda and agitation of radicals, to which the
rural population was quite immune.

The most difficult aspect of rural Russia to understand is peasant mental-
ity, a subject on which the scholarly literature is quite unhelpful. There exist
many works on the economic conditions of the pre-revolutionary peasantry,
on its folklore and customs, but virtually no scholarly studies that explain what
the muzhik believed and how he reasoned.* It is as if Russian intellectuals
regarded the peasant mind as an immature specimen of the progressive mind
(their own) and hence undeserving of serious attention. To understand the
peasant mentality, one must have recourse to other than scholarly sources,
mainly belles lettres.*! These can be supplemented with information gathered
by students of peasant customary law, which provides an oblique insight into
the peasant mind as revealed by the way he coped with problems of daily life,
especially property disputes.’? Familiarity with this material leaves little doubt
that the culture of the Russian peasant, as that of the peasantry of other
countries, was not a lower, less developed stage of civilization but a civilization
in its own right.

As has been pointed out, the world of the Russian peasant was largely
self-contained and self-sufficient. It is no accident that in the Russian language
the same word—mir—is used for the peasant commune, the world, and peace.
The peasant’s experiences and concerns did not extend beyond his own and
neighboring villages. A sociological inquiry into peasant attitudes carried out
in the 1920s indicated that even after a decade of war, civil war, and revolution
which had dragged the Russian peasantry into the vortex of national and
international affairs, the muzhik had no interest in anything outside the con-
fines of his canton. He was willing to let the world go its own way as long as
it left him alone.* Pre-revolutionary literary sources similarly stress the ab-
sence among the peasantry of a sense of belonging to the state or nation. They
depict it as insulated from influences external to the village and lacking in
awareness of national identity. Tolstoy emphatically denied the peasant a sense
of patriotism:

I have never heard any expression of patriotic sentiments from the people, but
I have, on the contrary, frequently heard the most serious and respectable men
from among the masses giving utterance to the most absolute indifference or
even contempt for all kinds of manifestations of patriotism.*

The truth of this observation was demonstrated during World War I, when
the Russian peasant soldier, even while performing courageously under diffi-
cult conditions (shortages of weapons and ammunition), did not understand
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why he was fighting since the enemy did not threaten his home province. He
fought from the habit of obeying: “They order, we go.”** Inevitably, once the
voice of authority grew faint, he stopped obeying and deserted. Equal to the
Western soldier in physical courage, he lacked the latter’s sense of citizenship,
of belonging to a wider community. General Denikin, who observed this
behavior at close quarters, blamed it on the total absence of nationalist indoc-
trination in the armed forces.>® But it is questionable whether indoctrination
by itself would have made much difference. Judging by Western experience,
to bring the peasant out of his isolation it was necessary to develop institutions
capable of involving him in the country’s political, economic, and cultural life:
in other words, making him a citizen.

The majority of French and German citizens in the early 1900s were also
either peasants or urban dwellers a mere generation or two removed from the
peasantry. Until quite recent times the Western European peasant had not
been culturally superior to the Russian muzhik. Speaking of nineteenth-cen-
tury France, Eugen Weber draws a picture familiar to the student of Russia:
large parts of the country populated by ‘“‘savages” living in hovels, isolated
from the rest of the nation, brutalized and xenophobic.* The situation was not
much better in other rural areas of Western Europe. If by 1900 the European
peasant had become something different, the reason is that in the course of the
nineteenth century institutions had been created that pulled him out of rural
isolation.

Using Norway as a model, several such institutions can be identified: the
church, the school, the political party, the market, and the manor.T To these
we must add private property, which Western scholars take so much for
granted that they ignore its immense socializing role. All were weakly devel-
oped in late Imperial Russia.

Observers of pre-revolutionary Russia concur that the Orthodox Church,
represented in the village by the priest (pop), exerted little cultural influence
on the parishioners. The priest’s primary function was ritualistic-magic, and
his main duty to ensure the flock’s safe passage into the next world. A. S.
Ermolov, in discussing with Nicholas II the revolutionary unrest, disabused
him of the notion that the government could rely on the priests to keep the
villages in line: “the clergy in Russia has no influence on the population.”
The cultural role of the Church in the rural districts was confined to elemen-
tary schooling, which taught children to read and write, with bits of religious
didacticism thrown in. Higher values—theology, ethics, philosophy—were the
preserve of the monastic or “black” clergy, which alone had access to Church
careers but was not directly involved in parish life. Because, unlike his Western

*Peasants into Frenchmen (Stanford, Calif., 1982), 3, 5, 48, 155-56. “La patrie,” the author
quotes a French priest, “a fine word . . . that thrills everyone except the peasant”: Ibid., 100. On
this subject, see further Theodore Zeldin, France: 1848-1945 (Oxford, 1977), I, 3.

tRobert Redfield, Peasant Society and Culture (Chicago-London, 1956), 42—64. In his study
of the acculturation of the French peasantry, Weber lists as “agencies of change” roads, participa-
tion in the political process (‘“‘politization’”), migration, military service, schools, and the church.
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counterpart, the village priest received little if any financial support from the
Church and had no hope of making a career in the clerical hierarchy—this was
reserved for unmarried, monastic priests—the vocation did not attract the best
elements. The peasant is said to have treated priests “not as guides and
advisers, but as a class of tradesmen, who have wholesale and retail dealings
in sacraments.”’*

Before 1917, Russia had no system of compulsory education, even on the
elementary level, such as France had introduced in 1833 and most of Western
Europe adopted by the 1870s. The need for such a system was often discussed
in government circles but it was never realized, partly for lack of money, partly
from fear of the influence that secular teachers, mostly intellectuals with
left-of-center political ideas, would have on peasant youths. (Conservatives
complained that schools taught disrespect for parents and old people and made
pupils dream of ‘““far-off rivers flowing with milk and honey.””)** In 1901, Russia
had 84,544 elementary schools with an enrollment of 4.5 million pupils, the
administration of which was divided between the Ministry of Education (47.5
percent) and the Holy Synod (42.5 percent). In terms of pupils enrolled, the
ministry enjoyed a clear advantage (63 percent and 35.1 percent).”” This was
hardly adequate for a country with 23 million children of school age (seven
to fourteen years). Literacy, promoted by the zemstva and volunteer organiza-
tions, did make rapid progress, especially among males, largely because re-
cruits with a certificate attesting to the completion of primary school served
shorter terms of military service (four years instead of six): in 1913, nearly 68
percent of the recruits were said to be literate, but it is doubtful whether many
of them could do more than sign their name. Approximately only one in five
of these recruits had a school certificate qualifying him for shorter service.*
Neither the schools nor the private associations dedicated to the spread of
literacy inculcated national values, because in the eyes of the government,
nationalism, a doctrine that considers the “nation” or ‘““people” to be the
ultimate sovereign, was a threat to autocracy.*

Until 1905, Russia had no legal political institutions outside the bureau-
cratic chain of command. Political parties were forbidden. Peasants could vote
in elections to zemstva, but even in this case their choice was narrowly circum-
scribed by bureaucrats and government-appointed officials. In any event, these
organs of self-government dealt with local, not national issues. Peasants could
not even aspire to a career in the Imperial civil service, since its ranks were
for all practical purposes closed to them. In other words, peasants, even more
than the members of the other non-noble estates, were excluded from the
country’s political life.

Peasants in Russia were not entirely insulated from the commercial mar-
ketplace, but the latter played a marginal role in their lives. For one, they did
not care to eat food that they did not grow themselves.** They bought little,
mainly household and farm implements, much of it from other peasants. Nor
did they have much to sell: most of the grain that reached the market came
from landlord estates or large properties owned by merchants. The ups and
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downs of the national and international commodity markets, which directly
affected the well-being of American, Argentinian, or English farmers, had little
bearing on the condition of the muzhik.

The manor was viewed by conservative Russians as the outpost of culture
in the countryside, and some well-meaning agrarian specialists opposed the
expropriation of landlord properties for distribution among peasants from fear
of the cultural consequences. This fear may have been justified in the economic
sense of the word “culture,” in that landlord estates were indeed operated
more efficiently and yielded consistently better crops: according to official
statistics 12—18 percent more, but in fact possibly as much as 50 percent.* The
cultural influence of the manor on the countryside in the spiritual and intellec-
tual sense of the word, however, was insignificant. For one, there were not
enough gentry in the countryside: as we have noted, seven out of ten dvoriane
resided in the cities. Second, an unbridgeable psychological gulf separated the
two classes: the peasant insisted on treating the landlord as an interloper and
felt he had nothing to learn from him. Tolstoy’s “A Landlord’s Morning”
(“Utro pomeshchika”) and Chekhov’s village tales show the manor and the
hut talking at cross-purposes, without a common language of communication:
and where such a language was absent, there could be no transmission of ideas
or values. A Frenchman who visited Russia in the 1880s saw the Russian
landlord ““isolated in the midst of his quondam serfs, outside of the commune,
outside even of the volost’ in which he usually resides: the chain of serfdom
broken, nothing else binds him to his former subjects.’’*

Private property is arguably the single most important institution of social
and political integration. Ownership of property creates a commitment to the
political and legal order since the latter guarantees property rights: it makes
the citizen into a co-sovereign, as it were. As such, property is the principal
vehicle for inculcating in the mass of the population respect for law and an
interest in the preservation of the status quo. Historical evidence indicates that
societies with a wide distribution of property, notably in land and residential
housing, are more conservative and stabler, and for that reason more resilient
to upheavals of all sorts. Thus the French peasant, who in the eighteenth
century was a source of instability, became in the nineteenth, as a result of the
gains of the French Revolution, a pillar of conservatism.

From this point of view, Russia’s experience left a great deal to be desired.
Under serfdom, the peasant had, legally speaking, no property rights: the land
was the landlord’s, and even his movable belongings, although safeguarded by
custom, enjoyed no legal protection. The Emancipation Act entrusted his
allotment to the commune. And although after 1861 the peasant avidly ac-
cumulated real estate, he failed clearly to distinguish it from his communal
allotment, which he held only in temporary possession. In his mind, ownership
of land, the principal form of wealth, was indissolubly bound up with personal

*Ermolov, Zemel’nyi vopros, 25. The discrepancy is due to the fact that official statistics
counted as landlords’ property the land which they leased to peasants.
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cultivation and he had no respect for the property rights of non-peasants
merely because they held a piece of paper granting them title. In contrast to
the peasantry of Western Europe, the muzhik lacked a developed sense of
property and law, which made him poor material for citizenship.

Thus, there were few bridges connecting the Russian village with the
outside world. The officials, the gentry, the middle classes, the intelligentsia
lived their lives and the peasants theirs: physical proximity did not make for
the flow of ideas. The appearance (in 1910) of Ivan Bunin’s novel The Village,
with its devastating picture of the peasantry, struck the reading public as
something from the darkest ages. The book, writes a contemporary critic, ‘“‘had
a shattering effect’’:

Russian literature knows many unvarnished depictions of the Russian village,
but the Russian reading public had never before confronted such a vast canvas,
which with such pitiless truth revealed the very innards of peasant and peasant-
like existence in all its spiritual ugliness and impotence. What stunned the
Russian reader in this book was not the depiction of the material, cultural, legal
poverty—to this he had been accustomed from the writings of talented Russian
Populists—but the awareness of precisely the spiritual impoverishment of Rus-
sian peasant reality; and, more than that, the awareness that there was no
escape from it. Instead of the image of the almost saintly peasant from which
one should learn life’s wisdom, on the pages of Bunin’s Village the reader
confronted a pitiful and savage creature, incapable of overcoming its savagery
through either material prosperity . . . or education. . . . The maximum that
the Russian peasant, as depicted by Bunin, was capable of achieving, even in
the person of those who rose above the “normal” level of peasant savagery, was
only the awareness of his hopeless savagery, of being doomed . . .*°

The peasant, who knew how to survive under the most trying circum-
stances in his native countryside, was utterly disoriented when separated from
it. The instant he left the village, his mir or world, ruled by custom and
dominated by nature, for the city, run by men and their seemingly arbitrary
laws, he was lost. The Populist writer Gleb Uspenskii, who rather idealized
rural Russia, thus described the effects of the uprooting on the muzhik:

the vast majority of the Russian people is patient and majestic in bearing
misfortunes, youthful in spirit, manly in strength, and childishly simple . . . as
long as it is subjected to the power of the earth, as long as at the root of its
existence lies the impossibility of flaunting its commands, as long as these
commands dominate its mind [and] conscience and fill its being . . . Our people
will remain what it is for as long . . . as it is permeated with and illuminated
. . . by the warmth and glow of the mother raw earth . . . Remove the peasant
from the land, from the anxieties it brings him, the interests with which it
agitates him, make him forget his ‘“peasantness”’—and you no longer have the
same people, the same ethos, the same warmth which emanates from it. There
remains nothing but the vacuous apparatus of the vacuous human organism.
The result is a spiritual void—*“unrestrained freedom,” that is, boundless,
empty distance, boundless, empty breadth, the dreadful sense of “go wherever
your legs will carry” . . .*
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The outstanding qualities of the peasant’s mind, especially of one inhab-
iting an environment as harsh as Russia’s, derived from the fact that he lived
at the mercy of nature. To him nature was not the rational abstraction of
philosophers and scientists, but a capricious force that assumed the shape of
floods and droughts, of extremes of heat and cold, of destructive insects. Being
willful, it was beyond comprehension and, of course, beyond mastery. This
outlook bred in the peasant a mood of acquiescence and fatalism: his religion
consisted of magic incantations designed to propitiate the elements. The notion
of a supreme order permeating alike the realms of nature and law had for the
peasant no meaning. He thought rather in the archaic terms of Homeric epics
in which the whims of gods decide human destiny.

Although he had nothing resembling the concept of natural law, the
muzhik had a sense of legality rooted in custom. Some students of the subject
believed that the Russian village had a system of legal practices that fully
equaled that embodied in formal jurisprudence.®” Others denied that Russian
peasant custom had the necessary characteristics of a genuine legal system,
such as cohesion and uniform applicability.*® The latter view seems the more
convincing. Russian peasants knew law (lex) but not justice (jus). This is
hardly surprising. Self-contained and largely isolated communities have no
need to distinguish between custom and law. The distinction first arose in the
third century B.C.E. as a result of practical problems raised by Macedonian
conquests which for the first time brought under one scepter scattered commu-
nities with the most diverse legal customs. It was in response to this situation
that Stoic philosophers formulated the concept of the law of nature as a
universal set of values binding mankind. To the extent that Russian rural
communities continued to lead isolated existences they had no need for a
comprehensive system of legal norms and were content with a mixture of
common sense and precedent, settling their disagreements informally, much
as do families.

This is seen in the fact that the rural courts run by peasants for peasants
could show wild swings in their verdicts without revealing patterns. One
student of the subject concluded that peasants viewed law ‘“‘subjectively”
rather than objectively, which really meant they knew no law.** Others con-
veyed the same idea by claiming that the muzhik acknowledged only “living
law” (zhivoe pravo), judging each case on its own merits, with ‘“‘conscience”
as the decisive factor.”® Whether or not one is justified in regarding such
practice as falling within the definition of law, it is certain that the Russian
peasant treated ukazy issued by the government not as laws but as one-time
ordinances, which had the effect of forcing the authorities to issue repeatedly
the same orders, or else the peasant paid no heed:

Without a fresh ordinance, no [peasant] will carry out [a previous directive]:
everyone thinks that this directive had been given “for that time only.” An
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order is issued forbidding the cutting of birch trees for the construction of May
huts. Where the order had been received, that year no birches were cut. The
following year no order came out and the people everywhere proceeded to build
May huts. A “strict” instruction is issued to plant birches along the streets. It
is done. The birches dry up. The next year there is no directive, and therefore
no one replants them: the district officials themselves forget all about it. The
district official . . . reasons like the peasants that the directive had been given
for that one occasion only. . . . It is time to pay taxes. One might expect
everyone to know from experience that they must be paid when due, that they
will not be omitted. And still, without a special and, moreover, stern directive
no one, no rich peasant, will pay. Perhaps [it is thought] they will manage
without taxes . . .*!

This attitude toward law, as directives issued for no discernible reason and,
therefore, binding only insofar as they are imposed by force, prevented the
peasant from developing one of the basic attributes of citizenship.

The notion advanced by Slavophile and Populist writers that the muzhik
had a system of law and, moreover, one based on superior moral principles
was challenged by jurists and practicing lawyers. There are interesting remarks
on this subject by an attorney who had much professional experience before
the Revolution with peasant legal practices.

Liberal minds in Russia were infected with Romanticism and saw in customary
law some sort of peculiarity of Russian life which, allegedly, distinguished
Russia favorably from other countries. . . . Many people collected materials on
customary law; attempts were made to analyze it and efforts of a rather feeble
kind were undertaken to ascertain its norms.

All these attempts came to naught for a simple reason: there was in Russia
no customary law, as there was in general no law for the peasants. Here it must
be stated that . . . every volost’ and volost’ court had its own customary law.
. . . As proprietor of an estate, I had . . . occasion to establish close contact
with the rural population, which turned to me, as a specialist, with requests
to resolve all kinds of disputes and misunderstandings in the realm of land
ownership and property rights in general. I was commonly appealed to in
matters involving divisions of family property. I had in my hands many deci-
sions of volost’ courts, and notwithstanding the habit of making juridical gener-
alizations, I was never able to detect the existence of some kind of general
formula which even the given volost’ court would apply to concrete, frequently
recurring questions. Everything was based on arbitrariness, and, moreover, not
the arbitrariness of the court’s members, consisting of peasants, but that of the
volost’ clerk, who awarded verdicts at his whim, even though the members of
the court affixed their signatures to it. The people had no faith in the court.
The verdict of a volost’ court was invariably seen as the result of pressures from
one of the parties or of hospitality in the form of a bottle or two of vodka.
... And when the case reached a higher instance, that is, the [volost’] assembly,
and subsequently the guberniia office . . . then the scanty juridical knowledge
which the members of the higher instances had at their command was power-
less to cope with the arbitrariness, inasmuch as reference to customary law
sanctified every lawless act. If this customary law could not be ascertained by
specialists with professional training and determined to derive general norms
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from the practice of customary law—i.e., the decisions of the volost’ courts—
then one can imagine what ignorance of laws and obligations prevailed among
the population itself in all property matters and all those conflicts which had
to and did arise every hour of the day.

Our one hundred million peasants lived, in their everyday life, without
law.>

One of the consequences of a poorly developed legal sense was the absence
of the concept of human rights. There is no indication that the peasant re-
garded serfdom, which so appalled intellectuals, as an intolerable injustice:
indeed, his often quoted statement to the master—‘“We are yours but the land
is ours”’—suggests the opposite. The peasant held “freedom” of no account.
Under serfdom, bonded peasants not only did not feel inferior to freemen but
identified with and were proud of their masters. The Slavophile Iurii Samarin
observed that serfs treated free peasants with contempt as footloose and un-
protected creatures. Some of them even viewed the Emancipation as a rejection
by their masters.>*

Given a weakly developed sense of rights in general, the muzhik had no
notion of property rights in the Roman sense of absolute dominion over things.
According to one authority, Russian peasants did not even have a word for
landed property (zemel’naia sobstvennost’): they only spoke of possession
(vladenie), which in their mind was indissolubly bound up with physical labor.
Indeed, the muzhik was not even able clearly to distinguish the land to which
he held legal title by virtue of purchase from his communal allotment and from
the land which he leased, all of which he called “our land’’:

The expression “our land” in the mouth of the peasant includes indiscrimi-
nately the whole land he occupies for the time being, the land which is his
private property . . ., the land held in common by the village (which is therefore
only in temporary possession of each household), and also the land rented by
the village from the neighboring landlords.*

The muzhik’s whole attitude toward landed property derived from a collective
memory of centuries of nomadic agriculture, when land was as abundant as
water in the sea and available to all. The ““slash-and-burn” method of cultivat-
ing virgin forest had gone out of use in most of Russia in the late Middle Ages,
but the recollection of the time when peasants roamed the forest, felling trees
and cultivating the ash-covered clearings, remained very much alive. Labor
and labor alone transformed res nullius into possession: because virgin soil was
not touched by labor, it could not be owned. To the peasant’s mind, appropria-
tion of lumber was a crime, because it was the product of labor, whereas felling
trees was not. Similarly, peasants believed that ‘“he who cuts down a tree with
a beehive in it is a thief, because he appropriates human labor; he who cuts
down a forest which no one has planted benefits from God’s gift, which is as
free as water and air.”* Such a viewpoint, of course, had nothing in common
with the rights of property as upheld in Russia’s courts. No wonder that a high
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proportion of the criminal offenses for which peasants were convicted had to
do with illegal cutting of trees. This attitude was not motivated by class
antagonism: it applied as much to land and forest owned by fellow peasants.
The belief that the expenditure of manual labor alone justified wealth was a
fundamental article of faith of the Russian peasantry, and for this reason it
despised landlords, bureaucrats, industrial workers, priests, and intellectuals
as “idlers.”’* Radical intellectuals exploited this attitude to denigrate business-
men and officials.

Such thinking underlay the universal belief of the Russian peasantry after
Emancipation in the inevitable advent of a nationwide repartition of private
land. In 1861, the liberated serfs could not understand why approximately
one-half of the land which they had previously tilled was given to the land-
lords. At first, they refused to believe in the genuineness of such an absurd law.
Later, after they had reconciled themselves to it, they decided that it was a
temporary arrangement, soon to be annulled by a new law that would turn
over to them, for communal distribution, all privately held land, including that
of other peasants. Legends circulating in the villages had as one of their
recurrent themes the prediction of the imminent appearance of a ““‘Savior” who
would make all of Russia into a land of communes.’” “The peasants believe,”
according to A. N. Engelgardt, who spent many years living in their midst and
wrote what is possibly the best book on their habits and mentality,

that after the passage of some time, in the course of census-taking, there will
take place a general leveling of all the land throughout Russia, just as presently,
in every commune, at certain intervals, there takes place a repartitioning of the
land among its members, each being allotted as much as he can manage. This
completely 1diosyncratic conception derives directly from the totality of peas-
ant agrarian relations. In the communes, after a lapse of time, there takes place
a redistribution of land, an equalization among its members. Under the [antici-
pated] general repartition, all the land will be repartitioned, and the communes
will be equalized. The issue here is not simply the seizure of landlord land, as
the journalists would have it, but the equalization of a/l the land, including that
which belongs to peasants. Peasants who have purchased land as property, or,
as they put it, “for eternity,” talk exactly as do all the other peasants, and have
no doubt whatever that the “lands to which they hold legal title” can be taken
away from their rightful owners and given to others.**

The soundness of this insight would be demonstrated in 1917-18.

Peasants expected the national repartition of land to occur any day and
to bring them vast increments: five, ten, twenty, and even forty hectares per
household. It was a faith that kept the central Russian village in a state of
permanent tension:

In 1879 [following the war with Turkey] all expected that a “new decree’ would
be issued concerning land. At the time, every small occurrence gave rise to
rumors of a “new decree.” Should a local village official . . . deliver the landlord
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a paper requiring some sort of statistical information about land, cattle, struc-
tures, etc., the village would at once call a meeting, and there it would be said
that a paper had come to the landlord about the land, that soon a “new decree”
would be issued, that in the spring surveyors would come to divide the land.
Should the police prohibit the landlord of a mortgaged estate to cut lumber for
sale, it was said that the prohibition was due to the fact that the Treasury would
soon take over the forest, and then it would be available to all: pay one ruble
and cut all you want. Should anyone take out a loan on his estate, it was said
that the landlords had gotten wind that the land would be equalized, and so
they hurried to turn their properties over to the Treasury for cash.”

Such thinking meant that the Russian village was forever poised to attack
private (non-communal) properties: it was kept in check only by fear. This
produced a most unhealthy situation. The revolutionary potential was an
ever-present reality, in spite of the peasant’s anti-revolutionary, pro-monarchist
sentiments. But then his radicalism was not inspired by political or even class
animus. (When asked what should happen to the landlords who had been
evicted from their lands in consequence of the “Black Repartition,” some
peasants would suggest they be placed on a government salary.*’) Tolstoy put
his finger on the crux of the problem when shortly after Emancipation he
wrote: “The Russian revolution will be not against the Tsar and despotism but
against landed property. It will say: from me, from the human being, take what
you want, but leave us all the land.”*

In the late nineteenth century, the peasant assumed that the nationwide
repartition would be ordered by the Tsar: in peasant legends of the time, the
“Savior,” the “Great Leveler,” was invariably the “true tsar.” The belief
fortified the peasantry’s instinctive monarchism. Accustomed to the authority
of the bo!’shak in the household, by analogy it viewed the Tsar as the bol’shak
or master (khoziain) of the country. The peasant “‘saw in the Tsar the actual
owner and father of Russia, who directly managed his immense house-
hold”%>—a primitive version of the patrimonial principle underlying Russian
political culture. The reason why the peasant felt so confident that the Tsar
would sooner or later order a general repartition of the land was that, as he
saw it, it lay in the monarch’s interest to have all the lands justly distributed
and properly cultivated.®

Such attitudes provide the background to the peasant’s political philoso-
phy, which, for all its apparent contradictions, had a certain logic. To the
peasant, government was a power that compelled obedience: its main attribute
was the ability to coerce people to do things which, left to themselves, they
would never do, such as pay taxes, serve in the army, and respect private
property in land. By this definition, a weak government was no government.
The epithet Groznyi applied to the mentally unbalanced and sadistic Ivan IV,
usually rendered in English as “Terrible,” actually meant “Awesome” and
carried no pejorative meaning. Persons who possessed viast’ (authority) and
did not exercise it in an “awe-inspiring”’ manner could be ignored. Observance
of laws for the peasant invariably represented submission to a force majeure,
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to the will of someone stronger, not the recognition of some commonly shared
principle or interest. ‘“Today, as in the days of serfdom,” wrote the Slavophile
Iurit Samarin, “the peasant knows no other sure pledge of the genuineness of
imperial commands than the display of armed force: a round of musketry still
is to him the only authentic confirmation of the imperial commands.”’** In this
conception, moral judgment of governments or their actions was as irrelevant
as approval or condemnation of the vagaries of nature. There were no “good”
or “bad” governments: there were only strong and weak ones, and strong ones
were always preferable to weak ones. (Similarly, serfs used to prefer cruel but
efficient masters to kindly but ineffective ones.**) Weak rulers made it possible
to return to primitive freedom or volia, understood as license to do whatever
one wanted, unrestrained by man-made law. Russian governments took ac-
count of these attitudes and went to great lengths to impress on the country
the image of boundless power. Experienced bureaucrats opposed freedom of
the press and parliamentary government in good part because they feared that
the existence of an overt, legitimized opposition would be interpreted by the
peasantry as a sign of weakness and a signal to rebel.

The overall effect of these peasant attitudes was very deleterious for
Russia’s political evolution. They encouraged the conservative proclivities of
the monarchy, inhibiting the democratization which the country’s economic
and cultural development demanded. At the same time, they made it possible
for demagogues to play on the peasantry’s resentments and unrealistic expecta-
tions to incite a rural revolution.

At the turn of the century, observers noted subtle changes in the atti-
tudes of the peasantry, particularly the younger generation. They were reli-
giously less observant, less respectful of tradition and authority, restless, and
somehow disaffected not only over land but over life in general.

The authorities were especially perturbed by the behavior of those who
moved into the cities and industrial centers. Such peasants were no longer
intimidated by uniformed representatives of authority and were said to act
“insolently.” When they returned to the village, permanently or to help out
with the field work, they spread the virus of discontent. The Ministry of the
Interior, observing this development, objected, on security grounds, to further
industrialization and excessive rural mobility, but, for reasons previously
stated, it had little success.

One of the causes of changes in the mood of the peasantry seems to have
been the spread of literacy, actively promoted by the authorities. The 1897
census revealed a very low level of literacy for the Russian Empire as a whole:
only one in five (21 percent) of the inhabitants could read and write. But
disaggregated the statistics looked considerably better. As a result of the
combined efforts of rural schools and private associations, literacy showed a
dramatic spurt among the young, especially males: in 1897, 45 percent of the
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Empire’s male inhabitants aged ten to twenty-nine were recorded as literate. *
At this rate, the population of the Empire could have been expected to attain
universal literacy by 1925.

Literate peasants and workers read most of all religious books (the gospels
and lives of saints), followed by cheap escapist literature, the Russian equiva-
lent of “penny dreadfuls”’**—a situation not unlike that observed in England
half a century earlier. Yellow journalism emerged to meet the demand for the
printed word. Access to publications, however, did not bring the mass reader
into closer contact with the urban culture: “the vast majority of the lower-class
readers in the countryside and in the cities . . . remained estranged, in their
cultural sensibilities and in their daily lives, from the milieu of the intelligentsia
and the intellectual world of modernist creativity.”?’

Growing literacy, unaccompanied by proportionately expanding oppor-
tunities to apply the knowledge acquired from reading, probably contributed
to the restlessness of the lower classes. It has been noted in other regions of
the world that schooling and the spread of literacy often produce unsettling
effects. African natives educated in missionary schools, as compared with
untutored ones, have been observed to develop a different mentality, expressed
in an unwillingness to perform monotonous work and in lower levels of
honesty and truthfulness.® Similar trends were noted among young Russian
peasants exposed to urban culture, who also seemed less ready to acquiesce to
the routine of rural work and lived in a state of powerful, if unfocused expecta-
tions aroused by reading about unfamiliar worlds.®

All of which gave more thoughtful Russians cause for anxiety. Sergei
Witte, having familiarized himself with rural conditions as chairman of a
special commission to study peasant needs, felt deeply apprehensive about the
future. Russia, he wrote in 1905,

in one respect represents an exception to all the countries in the world. . . . The
exception consists in this, that the people have been systematically, over two
generations, brought up without a sense of property and legality. . . . What
historical consequences will result from this, I hesitate now to say, but I feel
they will be very serious. . . . Scholarship says that communal land belongs to
the village commune, as a juridical person, but in the eyes of the peasants
.. . 1t belongs to the state which gives it to them for temporary use. . . . [Legal
relations amongsithe peasants] are regulated not by precise, written laws, but
by custom, WhiClj') often “no one knows.” . . . Under these conditions, I see one
gigantic question mark: what is an empire with one hundred million peasants
who have been educated neither in the concept of landed property nor that of
the firmness of law in general?”

*Pervaia Vseobshchaia Perepis’ Naseleniia Rossiiskoi Imperii 1897 g., Obshchii Svod, 1

(St. Petersburg, 1905), 56. Among females in the same age group, the proportion of literates was
not quite 21 percent.
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The Intelligentsia

Nothing presents less of an obstacle than the
perfecting of the imaginary.
—Hippolyte Taine

Whether the conflicts and resentments that exist in every society are
peacefully resolved or explode in revolution is largely determined by two
factors: the existence of democratic institutions able to redress grievances
through legislation and the ability of intellectuals to fan the flames of social
discontent for the purpose of gaining power. For it is intellectuals who trans-
mute specific, and therefore remediable, grievances into a wholesale rejection
of the status quo. Rebellions happen; revolutions are made:

Initially, a rebellion is without thought: it is visceral, immediate. A revolution
implies a doctrine, a project, a program. . . . A revolution under one aspect or
another has intellectual lines of force which rebellions lack. Moreover, a revolu-
tion seeks to institutionalize itself. . . . That which characterizes the transforma-
tion of a rebellion into a revolution is the effort to initiate a new organization
(in the absence of society!) and this . . . implies the existence . . . of “managers”
of the revolution.'

In the words of Joseph Schumpeter, social discontent is not enough to produce
a revolution:

Neither the opportunity to attack nor real or fancied grievances are in them-
selves sufficient to produce, however strongly they may favor, the emergence
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of active hostility against a social order. For such an atmosphere to develop
it is necessary that there be groups to whose interest it is to work up and
organize resentment, to nurse it, to voice it and to lead it.?

These groups, these ‘“managers,” are the intelligentsia, who may be de-
fined as intellectuals craving for political power.

Nothing in early-twentieth-century Russia inexorably pushed the country
toward revolution, except the presence of an unusually large and fanatical
body of professional revolutionaries. It is they who with their well-organized
agitational campaigns in 1917 transformed a local fire, the mutiny of Petro-
grad’s military garrison, into a nationwide conflagration. A class in permanent
opposition, hostile to all reforms and compromises, convinced that for any-
thing to change everything had to change, it was the catalytic agent that
precipitated the Russian Revolution.

For an intelligentsia to emerge two conditions are required:

I. An ideology based on the conviction that man is not a unique creature
endowed with an immortal soul, but a material compound shaped entirely by
his environment: from which premise it follows that by reordering man’s
social, economic, and political environment in accord with “‘rational” pre-
cepts, it is possible to turn out a new race of perfectly rational human beings.
This belief elevates intellectuals, as bearers of rationality, to the status of social
engineers and justifies their ambition to displace the ruling elite.

2. Opportunities for intellectuals to gain social and occupational status to
advance their group interests—that is, the dissolution of estates and castes and
the emergence of free professions which make them independent of the Estab-
lishment: law, journalism, secular institutions of higher learning, an industrial
economy in need of experts, an educated reading public. These opportunities,
accompanied by freedom of speech and of association, make it possible for
intellectuals to secure a hold on public opinion.

The word ““intelligentsia” entered the English vocabulary in the 1920s
from the Russian. The Russians, in turn, adopted it from France and Ger-
many, where “intelligence’ and ““Intelligenz” had gained currency in the 1830s
and 1840s to designate educated and “progressive” citizens.* It soon went out
of fashion in the West, but in Russia it acquired great popularity in the second
half of the nineteenth century to describe not so much the educated elite as
those who spoke and acted on behalf of the country’s silent majority—a
counterpart of the patrimonial establishment (bureaucracy, police, the mili-
tary, the gentry, and the clergy). In a country in which “society” was given

*The history of this term in Western Europe and Russia is recounted by Otto Wilhelm Miiller
in Intelligencija: Untersuchungen zur Geschichte eines politischen Schlagwortes (Frankfurt, 1971).
According to the author (p. 98n.), the word “‘intelligent” was applied in France to experts as early
as the fifteenth century.
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no political outlets, the emergence of such a group was inevitable. The term
was never precisely defined, and pre-revolutionary literature is filled with
disputes over what it meant and to whom it applied. Although in fact most
of those regarded as intelligenty had a superior education, education in itself
was not a criterion: thus, a businessman or a bureaucrat with a university
degree did not qualify as a member of the intelligentsia, the former because
he worked for his own profit, the latter because he worked for the profit of the
Tsar. Only those qualified who committed themselves to the public good, even
if they were semi-literate workers or peasants. In practice, this meant men of
letters—journalists, academics, writers—and professional revolutionaries. To
belong, one also had to subscribe to certain philosophical assumptions about
man and society derived from the doctrines of materialism, utilitarianism, and
positivism. The popularity of the word derived from the fact that it made it
possible to distinguish social “activists’” from passive “intellectuals.” How-
ever, we shall use the two terms interchangeably since in Western languages
the distinction has not been established.

As a self-appointed spokesman for all those not members of the establish-
ment—that 1s, more than nine-tenths of the population—the Russian intelli-
gentsia saw itself and was seen by its rivals as the principal threat to the status
quo. The battle lines in the last decades of Imperial Russia were drawn
between official Russia and the intelligentsia, and it was eminently clear that
the victory of the latter would result in the destruction of the former. The
conflict grew so bitter that anyone advocating conciliation and compromise
was liable to find himself caught in a deadly cross fire. While the establishment
counted mainly on its repressive apparatus to keep the intelligentsia at bay,
the latter used, as a lever, popular discontent, which it aggravated with all the
means at its disposal, mostly by persistent discrediting of tsarism and its
supporters.

Although circumstances caused the intelligentsia to be especially impor-
tant in Russia, it was, of course, not unique to that country. Tonnies, in his
seminal distinction between “communities” and ‘‘societies,” allowed that in
addition to communities linked by territorial proximity and ties of blood there
existed “communities of mind” whose bond was ideas.’ Pareto identified a
“non-governing elite” which closely resembles the Russian intelligentsia.* Be-
cause these groups are international, it is necessary at this point to engage in
a digression from Russian history: neither the emergence of the Russian
intelligentsia nor the impact of the Russian Revolution on the rest of the world
can be properly appreciated without an understanding of the intellectual
underpinnings of modern radicalism.

Intellectuals first appeared in Europe as a distinct group in the sixteenth
century in connection with the emergence of secular society and the concur-
rent advances of science. They were lay thinkers, often men of independent
means, who approached the traditional questions of philosophy outside the
framework of theology and the clerical establishment, which had previously
enjoyed a monopoly on such speculation. Montaigne was a classic representa-
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tive of the type which at the beginning of the seventeenth century came to be
referred to as “intellectualist.”” He reflected on life and human nature without
giving any thought to the possibility that either could be changed. To human-
ists like him, man and the world in which he lived were givens. The task of
philosophy was to help man acquire wisdom by coming to terms with that
changeless reality. The supreme wisdom was to be true to one’s nature and so
restrain one’s desires as to gain immunity to adversity, especially the inevitable
prospect of death: in the words of Seneca, “to have the weaknesses of a man
and the serenity of a god” (“habere imbecillitatem hominis, securitatem dei”).
The task of philosophy, as stated in the title of the book by the sixth-century
writer Boethius, was ‘“‘consolation.” In its more extreme forms, such as Chi-
nese Taoism, philosophy counseled complete inactivity: “Do nothing and
everything will be done.” Until the seventeenth century, the immutability of
man’s “being” was an unquestioned postulate of all philosophic thought, both
in the West and in the East. It was considered a mark of folly to believe
otherwise.

It was in the early seventeenth century that a contrary trend emerged in
European thought. Its stimulus came from the dramatic findings of astronomy
and the other sciences. The discovery that it was possible to uncover nature’s
secrets, and to use this knowledge to harness nature in the service of man,
inevitably affected the way man came to view himself. The Copernican revolu-
tion displaced him and his world from the center of the universe. In one
respect, this was a blow to man’s self-esteem; in another, it greatly enhanced
it. By laying bare the laws governing the motions of celestial bodies, science
elevated man to the status of a creature capable of penetrating the deepest
mysteries of nature: the very same scientific knowledge which toppled him
from the center of the universe gave him the power to become nature’s master.
Francis Bacon was the earliest intellectual to grasp these implications of the
scientific method and to treat knowledge—knowledge acquired through scien-
tific observation and induction—as a means not only of gaining an understand-
ing of the world but also of acting upon it. In his Novum Organum he asserted
that the principles of physical science were applicable to human affairs. By
establishing the methods through which true knowledge was acquired—that
is, by rejecting classical and scholastic models in favor of the empirical and
inductive methodology employed in the natural sciences—Bacon believed
himself to be laying the foundations of man’s mastery over both nature and
himself: he 1s said to have “epitomize[d] the boundless ambition to dominate
and to exploit the material resources of nature placed by God at the disposal
of man.”* That he was aware of the implications of the theory he advanced
is indicated by the subtitle of his treatise on scientific methodology: De Regno
Hominis (Of Man’s Dominion).

Although scientific methodology progressively came to dominate West-
ern thought, it took some time for man to view himself as an object of scientific
inquiry. Seventeenth-century thought continued to adhere to the view inher-
ited from antiquity and the Middle Ages, that man was composed of two
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discrete parts, body (soma) and soul (psyche), the one material and perishable,
the other metaphysical and immortal and hence beyond the reach of empirical
investigation. This conception, expressed by Socrates in Plato’s Phaedo to
explain his equanimity in the face of impending death, entered the mainstream
of Western thought through the writings of St. Augustine. Related was a
theory of knowledge based on the concept of “innate ideas,” that is, ideas
believed to have been implanted in the soul at birth, including the notions of
God, good and evil, the sense of time and space, and the principles of logic.
The theory of innate ideas dominated European thought in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries.® The political implications of this theory were distinctly
conservative: the immutability of human nature posited the immutability of
man’s behavior and the permanence of his political and social institutions.

Bacon already had expressed doubts about innate ideas, since they did not
fit his empirical methodology, and hinted that knowledge derived from the
senses. But the principal assault on the theory of innate ideas was undertaken
by John Locke in 1690 in his Essay on Human Understanding. Locke dismissed
the whole concept and argued that all ideas without exception derived from
sensory experience. The human mind was like a “dark room” into which the
sensations of sight, smell, touch, and hearing threw the only shafts of light.
By reflecting on these sensations, the mind formed ideas. According to Locke,
thinking was an entirely involuntary process: man could no more reject or
change the ideas which the senses generated in his mind than a mirror can
“refuse, alter, or obliterate the images or ideas which objects set before it do
therein produce.” The denial of free will, which followed from Locke’s theory
of cognition, was to be a major factor in its popularity, since it is only by
eliminating free will that man could be made the subject of scientific inquiry.

For several decades after its appearance, the influence of Locke’s Essay
was confined to academic circles. It was the French philosophe Claude Hel-
vétius who, in his anonymously published De [’Esprit (1758), first drew political
consequences from Locke’s theory of knowledge, with results that have never
been adequately recognized.

It is known that Helvétius studied intensely the philosophical writings of
Locke and was deeply affected by them.” He accepted as proven Locke’s
contention that all ideas were the product of sensations and all knowledge the
result of man’s ability, through reflection on sensory data, to grasp the differ-
ences and similarities that are the basis of thought. He denied as categorically
as did Locke man’s ability to direct thinking or the actions resulting from it:
for Helvétius, his biographer says, “a philosophical treatise on liberty [was] a
treatise on effects without a cause.””® Moral notions derived exclusively from
man’s experience with the sensations of pain and pleasure. People thus were
neither “good” nor “bad”: they merely acted, involuntarily and mechanically,
in their self-interest, which dictated the avoidance of pain and the enhance-
ment of pleasure.

Up to this point Helvétius said nothing that had not been said previously
by Locke and his French followers. But then he made a startling leap from
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philosophy into politics. From the premise that all knowledge and all values
were by-products of sensory experience he drew the inference that by control-
ling the data that the senses fed to the mind—that is, by appropriately shaping
man’s environment—it was possible to determine what he thought and how
he behaved. Since, according to Locke, the formulation of ideas was wholly
involuntary and entirely shaped by physical sensations, it followed that if man
were subjected to impressions that made for virtue, he could be made virtuous
through no act of his own will.?

This idea provides the key to the creation of perfectly virtuous human
beings—required are only appropriate external influences. Helvétius called the
process of molding men ‘“‘education,” by which he meant much more than
formal schooling. When he wrote “I’éducation peut tout”— *“‘education can do
anything”’—he meant by education everything that surrounds man and affects
his thinking, everything which furnishes his mind with sensations and gener-
ates ideas. First and foremost, it meant legislation: “It is . . . only by good laws
that we can form virtuous men.”’*®* From which it followed that morality and
legislation were ‘“one and the same science.”" In the concluding chapter of
L’Esprit, Helvétius spoke of the desirability of reforming society through
legislation for the purpose of making men “virtuous.”*

This is one of the most revolutionary ideas in the history of political
thought: by extrapolation from an esoteric theory of knowledge, a new politi-
cal theory is born with the most momentous practical implications. Its central
thesis holds that the task of politics i1s to make man “virtuous,” and that the
means to that end is the manipulation of man’s social and political environ-
ment, to be accomplished mainly by means of legislation, that is, by the state.
Helvétius elevates the legislator to the status of the supreme moralist. He must
have been aware of the implications of his theory for he spoke of the “art of
forming man” as intimately connected with the “form of government.” Man
no longer is God’s creation: he is his own product. Society, too, is a “product”
rather than a given or “datum.”' Good government not only ensures “‘the
greatest happiness of the greatest number” (a formula which Helvétius seems
to have devised), but it literally refashions man. The logic of Helvétius’s ideas
inexorably leads to the conclusion that in the course of learning about human
nature man “acquires an unlimited power of transforming and reshaping
man.”" This unprecedented proposition constitutes the premise of both liberal
and radical ideologies of modern times. It provides the theoretical justification
for using politics to create a “new order.”

Such ideas, whether in their pure or diluted version, hold an irresistible
attraction for intellectuals. If, indeed, human existence in all its manifestations
obeys mechanical laws that reason can lay bare and direct into desirable
channels, then it follows that intellectuals, as the custodians of rational knowl-

*The notion that the task of politics is to inculcate virtue and that virtue is attained by laws
and education is as old as political theory, since it goes back to Plato. But the innovation of Helvétius
is that to him politics, by creating a propitious environment, not only enables man to act virtuously
but compels him to do so by remaking his personality.
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edge, are man’s natural leaders. Progress consists of either the instantaneous
or the gradual subordination of life to “reason,” or, as it used to be said in
Russia, the replacement of “‘spontaneity’’ by “consciousness.” “Spontaneous”
existence, as shaped by millennia of experience and embodied in tradition,
custom, and historic institutions, is, in this conception, “irrational.”

A life ruled by “‘reason” is a life ruled by intellectuals: it is not surprising,
therefore, that intellectuals want to change the world in accord with the
requirements of “rationality.”* A market economy, with its wasteful competi-
tion and swings between overproduction and shortages, is not “rational” and
hence it does not find favor with intellectuals. They prefer socialism, which
1s another word for the rationalization of economic activity. Democracy is, of
course, mandatory, but preferably interpreted to mean the ‘“‘rational’’ rather
than the actual will of the people: Rousseau’s ““general will”’ instead of the will
made manifest through elections or referenda.

The theories of Locke and Helvétius permit intellectuals to claim status
as mankind’s “educators’ in the broadest sense of that word. They are the
repository of reason, which they believe to be always superior to experience.
While mankind gropes in darkness, they, the “illuminati,” know the path to
virtue and, through virtue, to happiness. This whole conception puts intellec-
tuals at odds with the rest of humanity. Ordinary people, in pursuit of their
livelihood, acquire specific knowledge relevant to their particular occupation
under the specific conditions in which they have to practice it. Their intelli-
gence (reasoning) expresses itself in the ability to cope with such problems as
they happen personally to confront: in the words of William James, in attain-
ing “some particular conclusion or . . . gratify[ing] some special curiosity

. which it is the reasoner’s temporary interest to attain.” The farmer
understands the climatic and other requirements for his crops: knowledge that
may be of little use in another place and useless in another occupation. The
real estate agent knows the value of properties in his area. The politician has
a sense of the aspirations and worries of his constituents. Societies function
thanks to the immense variety of the concrete kinds of knowledge accumulated
from experience by the individuals and groups that constitute them.

Intellectuals and intellectuals alone claim to know things ““in general.” By
creating “sciences’ of human affairs—economic science, political science, soci-
ology—they establish principles said to be validated by the very ‘“‘nature” of
things. This claim entitles them to demand that existing practices be aban-
doned and existing institutions destroyed. It was the genius of Burke to grasp
the premises and consequences of this kind of thinking, as expressed in the
slogans and actions of the French Revolution, and to insist, in response to this
experience, that where human affairs are concerned, things never exist in
‘“general’ but only in particular (“Nothing is good, but in proportion, and with
Reference”’*), and abstract thinking is the worst possible guide to conduct.

*Francis G. Wilson has noted that even in early modern times, before the influence of science
had made itself fully felt, intellectuals favored centralized authority and a powerful state: American
Political Science Review, XLVIII, No. 2 (1954), 325, 335-38.
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Helvétius’s theory can be applied in two ways. One may interpret it to
mean that the change in man’s social and political environment ought to be
accomplished peacefully and gradually, through the reform of institutions and
enlightenment. One can also conclude from it that this end is best attained by
a violent destruction of the existing order.

Which approach—the evolutionary or revolutionary—prevails seems to
be in large measure determined by a country’s political system and the oppor-
tunities it provides for intellectuals to participate in public life.

In societies which make it possible through democratic institutions and
freedom of speech to influence policy, intellectuals are likely to follow the more
moderate alternative. In eighteenth- and nineteenth-century England and the
United States, intellectuals were deeply involved in political life. The men who
shaped the American republic and those who led Victorian England along the
path of reform were men of affairs with deep intellectual interests: of some of
them it would be difficult to say whether they were philosophers engaged in
statesmanship or statesmen whose true vocation was philosophy. Even the
pragmatists among them kept their minds open to the ideas of the age. This
interplay of ideas and politics lent political life in Anglo-Saxon countries their
well-known spirit of compromise. Here the intellectuals had no need to with-
draw and form an isolated caste. They acted on public opinion, which, through
democratic institutions, sooner or later affected legislation.

In England and, through England, in the United States, the ideas of
Helvétius gained popularity mainly from the writings of Jeremy Bentham
and the utilitarians. It was to Helvétius that Bentham owed the ideas that
morality and legislation were “one and the same science,” that man could
attain virtue only through “good laws,” and that, consequently, legislation
had a “pedagogic” function.”” On these foundations, Bentham constructed
his theory of philosophical radicalism, which greatly affected the movement
for parliamentary reform and liberal economics. The preoccupation of mod-
ern Anglo-Saxon countries with legislation as a device for human betterment
is directly traceable to Bentham and, through him, to Helvétius. In the
speculations of Bentham and the English liberals, there was no place for
violence: the transformation of man and society was to be accomplished en-
tirely by laws and enlightenment. But even under this reform-minded theory
lay the tacit premise that man could and ought to be remade. This premise
links liberalism and radicalism and helps explain why, for all their rejection
of the violent methods employed by revolutionaries, when forced to choose
between them and their conservative opponents, liberals can be counted on
to throw their lot in with the revolutionaries. For what separates liberals
from the extreme left is disagreement over the means employed, whereas
they differ from the right in the fundamental perception of what man is and
what society ought to be.
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In countries which excluded intellectuals from participation in public
life—of which old regime France and Russia were prime examples—intellectu-
als were prone to form castes committed to extreme ideologies. The fact was
noted by Tocqueville:

In England, writers on the theory of government and those who actually
governed cooperated with each other, the former setting forth their theories,
the latter amending or circumscribing these in the light of practical experience.
In France, however, precept and practice were kept quite distinct and remained
in the hands of two quite distinct groups. One of these carried on the actual
administration while the other set forth the abstract principles on which good
government should, they said, be based; one took the routine measures appro-
priate to the needs of the moment, the other propounded general laws without
a thought for their practical application; one group shaped the course of public
affairs, the other that of public opinion. Thus, alongside the traditional and
confused, not to say chaotic, social system of the day there was gradually built
up in man’s minds an imaginary ideal society in which all was simple, uniform,
coherent, equitable, and rational in the full sense of the term.'¢

It is always dangerous to seek in historical analogies explanations for
historical events: the model of the French Revolution employed by Russian
radicals brought no end of grief to them and many others. However, in at least
one respect the example of eighteenth-century France is applicable to twen-
tieth-century Russia—namely, in the realm of ideas, which are less affected by
concrete historic circumstances than are political and social conditions. The
intellectual atmosphere of late Imperial Russia closely resembled that of an-
cien régime France on the eve of the Revolution, and the circles of philosophes
anticipated those of the Russian intelligentsia. The analogy emphasizes to
what extent intellectual trends can be self-generated: it reinforces the impres-
sion that the behavior of the Russian intelligentsia was influenced less by
Russian reality than by preconceived ideas.

A brilliant if little-known French historian, Augustin Cochin, first
showed the peculiarly destructive intellectual atmosphere that had prevailed
in France in the decades immediately preceding the Revolution. He began his
inquiries with a study of Jacobinism.* Seeking its antecedents, he was led to
the social and cultural circles formed in France in the 1760s and 1770s to
promote “advanced” ideas. These circles, which he called sociétés de pensée,
were made up of literary associations, Masonic lodges, academies, as well as
various ‘‘patriotic”’ and cultural clubs. According to Cochin, the sociétés de
pensée insinuated themselves into a society in which the traditional estates

*Cochin fell in battle in 1916. His principal works are La Crise de I’Histoire Révolutionnaire

(Paris, 1909) and the posthumously published Les Sociétés de pensée et la Démocratie (Paris, 1921).
His ideas are summarized in Francois Furet’s Penser la Révolution Francaise (Paris, 1983).
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were in the process of disintegration. T¢ join them required severing connec-
tions with one’s social group and dissolving one’s class (estate) identity in a
community bound exclusively by a commitment to common ideas. Jacobinism
was a natural product of this phenomenon: in France, unlike England, the
movement for change emanated not from parliamentary institutions but from
literary and philosophical clubs.

These circles, in which the historian of Russia recognizes many of the
features of the Russian intelligentsia of a century later, had as their main
mission the forging of a consensus: they achieved cohesion not through shared
interests but through shared ideas, ruthlessly imposed on their members and
accompanied by vicious attacks on all who thought differently:

Prior to the bloody terror of ’93, there existed, between 1765 and 1780, a dry
terror in the republic of letters, of which the Encyclopedia was the Committee
of Public Safety and d’Alembert was Robespierre. It mowed down reputations
as the other did heads: its guillotine was defamation . . ."

For intellectuals of this kind, the criterion of truth was not life: they
created their own reality, or rather, sur-reality, subject to verification only with
reference to opinions of which they approved. Contradictory evidence was
ignored: anyone inclined to heed such evidence was ruthlessly cast out.

This kind of thinking led to a progressive estrangement from life. Co-
chin’s description of the atmosphere in the French sociétés de pensée of the late
eighteenth century perfectly fits that prevailing in intelligentsia circles in
Russia a century later:

Whereas in the real world the arbiter of all thought is proof and its issue is the
effect, in this world the arbiter is the opinion of others, and the aim their
approbation. . . . All thought, all intellectual effort here exists only by way of
concurrence. It is opinion that makes for existence. That is real which others
see, that true which they say, that good of which they approve. Thus the natural
order is reversed: opinion here is the cause, and not, as in real life, the effect.
Appearance takes the place of being, speaking, doing. . . . And the goal
.. . of that passive work is destruction. It consists, in sum, of eliminating, of
reducing. Thought which submits to this initially loses the concern for the real,
and then, little by little, the sense of the real. And it is precisely to this
deprivation that it owes its freedom. It does not gain in freedom, orderliness,
clarity except to the extent that it sheds its real content, its hold on that which
exists.'®

It is only with the help of this insight that we can understand the seeming
paradoxes in the mentality of the genus intelligentsia, and especially its more
extreme species, the Russian intelligentsia. Theories and programs, on which
Russian intellectuals spent their waking hours, were indeed evaluated in rela-
tion not to life but to other theories and programs: the criterion of their validity
was consistency and conformity. Live reality was treated as a perversion or
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caricature of “‘genuine” reality, believed to lurk invisible behind appearances
and waiting to be set free by the Revolution. This attitude would enable the
intelligentsia to accept as true propositions at total variance with demonstrable
fact as well as common sense—for example, that the living standards of
European workers in the nineteenth century were steadily declining, that the
Russian peasant in 1900 was on the verge of starvation, that it was legitimate,
in the name of democracy, to disperse in January 1918 the democratically
elected Constituent Assembly, or that, more generally, freedom meant bowing
to necessity. To understand the behavior of the intelligentsia it is imperative
to keep in mind at all times its deliberate detachment from reality: for while
the revolutionaries can be ruthlessly pragmatic in exploiting, for tactical pur-
poses, the people’s grievances, their notion of what the people desire is the
product of sheer abstraction. Not surprisingly, when they come to power,
revolutionary intellectuals immediately seize control of the means of informa-
tion and institute a tight censorship: for it is only by suppressing free speech
that they can impose their “sur-reality” on ordinary people bogged down in
the quagmire of facts.*

The habit calls for the creation of a special language by means of which
initiates of the movement can communicate with one another and, when in
power, impose their fantasy on the population at large. This language, with
its own vocabulary, phraseology, and even syntax, which reached its apogee
in the stultified jargon of the Stalinist era, “describes not reality but an ideal
conception of it.”” It is severely ritualized and surrounded by lexical taboos."
Long before 1917, Russian revolutionary polemics were carried out in this
medium.

Nowhere is this penchant for creating one’s own reality more apparent—
and pernicious—than in the intelligentsia’s conception of the “people.” Radi-
cals insist on speaking for and on acting on behalf of the “people” (sometimes
described as ‘“‘the popular masses’’) against the allegedly self-seeking elite in
control of the state and the nation’s wealth. In their view, the establishment
of a just and free society requires the destruction of the status quo. But contact
with the people of flesh and blood quickly reveals that few if any of them want
their familiar world to be destroyed: what they desire is satisfaction of specific
grievances—that is, partial reform, with everything else remaining in place. It
has been observed that spontaneous rebellions are conservative rather than
revolutionary, in that those involved usually clamor for the restitution of rights
of which they feel they have been unjustly deprived: they look backward.*® In
order to promote its ideal of comprehensive change, the intelligentsia must,
therefore, create an abstraction called ‘“‘the people” to whom it can attribute
its own wishes. According to Cochin, the essence of Jacobinism lay not in
terror but in the striving of the intellectual elite to establish dictatorial power

*Eric Hoffer sees in imperviousness to reality an essential feature of all fanaticism: “‘the
effectiveness of a doctrine should not be judged by its profundity, sublimity or the validity of the
truths it embodies, but by how thoroughly it insulates the individual from his self and the world
as it is”’ (The True Believer, New York, 1951, 79).
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over the people in the name of the people. The justification for such procedure
was found in Rousseau’s concept of “general will,” which defined the will of
the people as what enlightened “opinion” declared it to be:

For the doctrinaires of the [French revolutionary] regime, the philosophes and
politicians, from Rousseau and Mably to Brissot and Robespierre, the true
people is an ideal being. The general will, the will of the citizenry, transcends
the actual will, such as it is, of the greatest number, as in Christian life grace
dominates and transcends nature. Rousseau has said it: the general will is not
the will of numbers and it has reason against it; the liberty of the citizen is not
the independence of the individual, and suppresses it. In 1789, the true people
did not exist except potentially, in the consciousness or imagination of “free
people,” of “patriots,” as they used to be called . . . that is to say, a small
number of initiates, recruited in their youth, trained without respite, shaped all
their lives in societies of philosophes . . . in the discipline of liberty.*!

It is only by reducing people of flesh and blood to a mere idea that one can
ignore the will of the majority in the name of democracy and institute a
dictatorship in the name of freedom.

This whole ideology and the behavior to which it gave rise—a mélange
of ideas formulated by Helvétius and Rousseau—was historically new, the
creation of the French Revolution. It legitimized the most savage social experi-
ments. Although for personal reasons Robespierre despised Helvétius (he
believed him to have persecuted his idol, Rousseau), his entire thinking was
deeply influenced by him. For Robespierre, the mission of politics was the
“reign of virtue.” Society was divided into ‘“good” and “bad” citizens, from
which premise he concluded that “all those who do not think as we do must
be eliminated from the city.”’

Tocqueville was perplexed by this whole phenomenon when late in life
he turned his attention to the history of the French Revolution. A year before
his death, he confided to a friend:

There is something special about the sickness of the French Revolution which
I sense without being able to describe it or analyze its causes. It is a virus of
a new and unfamiliar kind. The world has known violent revolution: but the
boundless, violent, radical, perplexed, bold, almost insane but still strong and
successful personality of these revolutionaries appears to me to have no parallel
in the great social upheavals of the past. From whence comes this new race?
Who created it? Who made it so successful? Who kept it alive? Because we still
have the same men confronting us, although the circumstances differ, and they
have left progeny in the whole civilized world. My spirit flags from the effort
to gain a clear picture of this object and to find the means of describing it fairly.
Independently of everything that is comprehensible in the French Revolution,
in its spirit and in its deeds, there is something that remains inexplicable. I sense
where the unknown is to be found but no matter how hard I try, I cannot lift

the veil that conceals it. I feel it through a strange body which prevents me from
really touching or seeing it.?
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Had he lived into the twentieth century, Toqueville might have found it easier
to identify the “virus,” because its peculiar blend of ideas and group interests
has become commonplace since his day.

Intellectuals can acquire influence only in an egalitarian and open society,
in which estate barriers have broken down and politics are shaped by opinion.
In such a society they assume the role of opinion-makers, to which end they
employ the printed word and other media as well as educational institutions.
Although the intelligentsia likes to see itself as selflessly dedicated to the public
good, and hence a moral force rather than a social group, the fact of its
members sharing common values and goals inevitably means that they also
share common interests—interests which may well clash with their professed
ideals. The intelligentsia has difficulty admitting this. Its profound aversion for
sociological self-analysis—in such contrast to its penchant for analyzing all
other social groups and classes, especially its main obstacle to power, the
“bourgeoisie”’—has resulted in a striking paucity of works on the subject. The
sparse literature on the intelligentsia as a social and historic phenomenon is
entirely disproportionate to that group’s importance.*

Although they can flourish only in societies free of estate privileges, with
egalitarian citizenship, such as have arisen in the West in modern times, such
societies place intellectuals in an ambivalent position. While they enjoy im-
mense influence on public opinion, they constitute socially a marginal element,
since they control neither wealth nor political power. A good part of them
make up an intellectual proletariat which barely manages to eke out a living:
even the more fortunate representatives of this group are economically and
politically insignificant, often forced to serve as paid spokesmen of the nation’s
elite. This is a painful position to be in, especially for those who regard
themselves as far more deserving of the prerogatives of power than those who
actually wield it by virtue of accident of birth or economic exploitation.

Capitalism benefits the intelligentsia by increasing the demand for its
services and giving its members opportunity to practice the profession of
opiniori-molding:

The cheaper book, the cheap newspaper or pamphlet, together with the widen-
ing of the public that was in part their product but partly an independent
phenomenon due to the access of wealth and weight which came to the indus-
trial bourgeoisie and to the incident increase in the political importance of an
anonymous public opinion—all these boons, as well as increasing freedom from
restraint, are by-products of the capitalist engine.?

“Every society of the past,” writes Raymond Araon,

has had its scribes . . . its artists or men of letters . . . and its experts. . . . None
of these three species belongs strictly to our modern civilisation, but the latter
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has nonetheless its own special characteristics which affect the numbers and
status of the intellectuals. The distribution of manpower among the different
professions alters with the progress of economic development: the percentage
of manpower employed in industry grows, the proportion employed in agricul-
ture decreases, while the size of the so-called tertiary sector, which includes a
multitude of professions of varying degrees of prestige—from the quill-driver
in his office to the research worker in his laboratory—is enormously inflated.
Modern industrial societies comprise a greater number of non-manual workers,
absolutely and relatively, than any society of the past. . . . The three categories
of non-manual workers—scribes, experts, and men of letters—develop simulta-
neously, if not at the same rate. Bureaucracies offer outlets to scribes with
inferior qualifications; the management of labor and the organization of indus-
try require more and more specialized experts; schools, universities, and vari-
ous mediums of entertainment or communication employ men of letters, art-
ists, or mere technicians of speech and writing, hacks and popularizers. . . .
Though its significance is not always fully recognized, the growth in the num-
ber of jobs remains a crucial fact . . .*

By filling the ranks of the “tertiary sector” of the modern economy, intellectu-
als turn into a social group with its own interests, the most important of which
calls for the increase in the number and prestige of white-collar jobs—an
objective best promoted by centralization and bureaucratization. Their inter-
ests further require untrammeled freedom of speech, and intellectuals, even
while helping put in power regimes which suppress liberties, have always and
everywhere opposed restraints on free expression: they often are the first
victims of their own triumphs.

Paradoxically, therefore, capitalism and democracy, while enhancing the
role of intellectuals, also increase their discontent. Their status in a capitalist
society is far beneath that of politicians and businessmen, whom they scorn
as amateurs in the art of social management. They envy their wealth, author-
ity, and prestige. In some respects it was easier for intellectuals to accommo-
date to pre-modern society, in which status was fixed by tradition and law,
than to the fluctuating world of capitalism and democracy, in which they feel
humiliated by lack of money and status: Ludwig von Mises thought that
intellectuals gravitate to anti-capitalist philosophies “in order to render inau-
dible the inner voice that tells them that their failure is entirely their own
fault.”?

As previously pointed out, intellectuals can avoid these humiliations and
rise to the top only under one condition: if society becomes “‘rationalized”’—
that is, intellectualized—and “reason’ replaces the free play of economic and
political forces. This means socialism. The main enemy of the socialists, in
their peaceful (“‘utopian”) as well as violent (revolutionary) guise, has always
been “‘spontaneity,” by which is meant laissez-faire in its economic as well as
political manifestations. The call for the abolition of private property in the
means of production on behalf of ““society,” common to all socialist programs,
makes it theoretically possible to rationalize the production of goods and to
equalize their distribution. It also happens to place those who claim to know
what is “rational”’—intellectuals—in a commanding position. As in the case
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of other class movements, interest and ideology coincide: just as the bourgeoi-
sie’s demands for the abolition of restraints on manufacture and trade in the
name of public welfare served its own interests, so the radical intellectuals’ call
for the nationalization of manufacture and trade, advanced for the sake of the
masses, happens to work to its own advantage.

The anarchist leader, and Marx’s contemporary, Michael Bakunin, was
the first to note this coincidence and insist that behind the intellectuals’ yearn-
ing for socialism lay ordinary class interests. He opposed Marx’s vision of the
socialist state on the grounds that it would result in Communist domination
of the masses:

According to Mr. Marx, the people should not only not abolish [the state], but,
on the contrary, fortify and strengthen it, and in this form turn it over to the
full disposal of their benefactors, guardians, and teachers, the chiefs of the
Communist Party—in other words, to Mr. Marx and his friends, who will then
proceed to liberate [them] in their own fashion. They will concentrate the reins
of government in a strong hand, because the ignorant people are in need of
strong guardianship. They will create a central state bank, which will concen-
trate in its hands all commercial-industrial, agricultural, and even scientific
production. They will divide the mass of the people into two armies, the
industrial and the agricultural, under the direct command of state engineers,
who will form the new privileged political-scientific class.?®

Another anarchist, the Pole Jan Machajski, depicted socialism as an ideology
formulated in the interest of the intelligentsia, ‘““an emergent privileged class,”
whose capital consisted of higher education. In a socialist state they would
achieve dominance by replacing the old class of capitalists as administrators
and experts. “Scientific socialism” promises the “slaves of bourgeois society
happiness after they are dead: it guarantees the socialist paradise to their
descendants.”*

This was not a message likely to appeal to intellectuals. And so it was no
accident that Marx defeated Bakunin and had him expelled from the First
International, and that in the modern world anarchism is but a faint shadow
of socialism. Historical experience indicates that any movement that questions
the ideology and interests of intellectuals dooms itself to defeat, and that any
intellectual who challenges his class condemns himself to obscurity.

Socialism is commonly thought of as a theory which aims at a fairer
distribution of wealth for the ultimate purpose of creating a free and just

*A. Volskii (Machajski), Umstvennyi rabochii (New York-Baltimore, 1968), 328. (Originally
published in 1904-5.) In the preface (p. 14), Albert Parry notes that this work aroused the “fierce
opposition” of virtually all revolutionary intellectuals of the time: ‘“They at once mobilized the entire
corps of their theoretical publicists, orators, and agitators. The whole propaganda apparatus of the
Socialist movement, be it Bolshevik, Menshevik, or Socialist-Revolutionary, went into action against
this new common enemy. The virulence of their attack was unprecedented.” Machajski’s writings
have been placed on the Soviet Index Librorum Prohibitorum.
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society. Indisputably this is the stated program of socialists. But behind this
program lurks an even more ambitious goal, which is creating a new type of
human being. The underlying premise is the idea of Helvétius that by establish-
ing an environment which makes social behavior a natural instinct, socialism
will enable man to realize his potential to the fullest. This, in turn, will make
it possible, ultimately, to dispense with the state and the compulsion which is
said to be its principal attribute. All socialist doctrines, from the most moder-
ate to the most extreme, assume that human beings are infinitely malleable
because their personality is the product of the economic environment: a change
in that environment must, therefore, alter them as well as their behavior.
Marx pursued philosophical studies mainly in his youth. When, as a
twenty-six-year-old émigré in Paris, he immersed himself in philosophy, he at
once grasped the political implications of the ideas of Helvétius and his French
contemporaries. In The Holy Family (1844—45), the book which marked his
and Engels’s break with idealistic radicalism, he took his philosophical and
psychological premises directly from Locke and Helvétius: “The whole devel-
opment of man . . . ,” he wrote, “depends on education and environment.”

If man draws all his knowledge, sensations, etc., from the world of the senses
and the experience gained in it, the empirical world must be arranged so that
in it man experiences and gets used to what is really human. . . . If man i1s
shaped by his surroundings, his surroundings must be made human.?

This, the locus classicus of Marxist philosophy, justifies a total change in
the way society is organized—that is, revolution. According to this way of
thinking, which indeed inexorably flows from the philosophical premises for-
mulated by Locke and Helvétius, man and society do not come into existence
by a natural process but are “made.” This “radical behaviorism,” as it has been
called, inspired Marx in 1845 to coin what is probably his most celebrated
aphorism: ‘““The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways:
the point, however, is to change it.””*° Of course, the moment a thinker begins
to conceive his mission to be not “only” observing the world and adapting to
it, but changing it, he ceases to be a philosopher and turns into a politician
with his own political agenda and interests.

Now, the world can conceivably be “changed” gradually, by means of
education and legislation. And such a gradual change is, indeed, what all
intellectuals would advocate if their exclusive concern were with improving
the human condition, since evolution allows for trial and error, the only
proven road to progress. But many of those who want to change the world
regard human discontent as something not to be remedied but exploited.
Exploitation of resentment, not its satisfaction, has been at the center of
socialist politics since the 1840s: it is what distinguished the self-styled “scien-
tific” socialists from their “utopian” forerunners. This attitude has led to the
emergence of what Anatole Leroy-Beaulieu called in 1902, in a remarkably
prescient book, the “politics of hatred.” Socialism, he noted, elevates “hatred
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to the heights of principle,” sharing with its mortal enemies, nationalism and
anti-Semitism, the need ‘‘chirurgically’”’ to isolate and destroy the alleged
enemy.’' Committed radicals fear reform because it deprives them of leverage
and establishes the ruling elite more solidly in power: they prefer the most
savage repression. The slogan of Russian revolutionaries— “‘chem khuzhe, tem
luchshe” (“the worse, the better’”’)—spelled out this kind of thinking.

There are, of course, many varieties of socialists, from the most demo-
cratic and humane to the most despotic and cruel, but they differ over means,
not ends. In tracing the attitude of Russian and foreign socialists toward the
brutal experiments of the Bolsheviks, we will have occasion to see their incon-
sistencies: revulsion at Bolshevik atrocities combined with admiration for their
undeviating commitment to the common cause and support for them when-
ever they were threatened. As we will show, the Bolsheviks could neither have
seized power nor have kept it were it not for the support, active and passive,
given them by the democratic, nonviolent socialists.

We have it on the authority of Leon Trotsky that the architects of the
October 1917 coup d’état looked far beyond correcting the inequities of capital-
ism. Describing the future in the early 1920s, he predicted:

Communist life will not be formed blindly, like coral reefs, but it will be built
consciously, it will be tested by thought, it will be directed and corrected.
Having ceased to be spontaneous, life will cease to be stagnant.

Having dismissed all of human history until October 1917 as an era of “‘stag-
nancy,” Trotsky proceeded to depict the human being whom the new regime
would create:

Man will, at last, begin to harmonize himself in earnest. . . . He will want to
master first the semi-conscious and then also the unconscious processes of his
own organism: breathing, the circulation of blood, digestion, reproduction,
and, within the necessary limits, will subordinate them to the control of reason
and will. Even purely physiological life will become collectively experimental.
The human species, the sluggish Homo sapiens, will once again enter the state
of radical reconstruction and will become in its own hands the object of the
most complex methods of artificial selection and psychophysical training.
... Man will make it his goal to master his own emotions, to elevate his instincts
to the heights of consciousness, to make them transparent . . . to create a higher
sociobiological type, a superman, if you will. . . . Man will become incompara-
bly stronger, wiser, subtler. His body will become more harmonious, his move-
ments more rhythmic, his voice more melodious. The forms of life will acquire
a dynamic theatricality. The average human type will rise to the heights of an
Aristotle, Goethe, Marx. And beyond this ridge, other peaks will emerge.*

These reflections, not of an adolescent daydreamer but of the organizer
of Bolshevik victories in October 1917 and in the Civil War, provide an insight
into the psyche of those who made the greatest revolution of modern times.
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They and those who emulated them aimed at nothing less than reenacting the
Sixth Day of Creation.and perfecting its flawed product: man was to remake
himself “with his own hands.” We can now understand what Nicholas Cher-
nyshevskii, a prominent Russian radical of the 1860s and a major influence on
Lenin, had in mind when he defined his “anthropomorphic principle” to mean
“Homo homini deus” (“Man is god to man”).

The Russian intelligentsia made its appearance in the 1860s in connection
with the Great Reforms of Alexander II. After its humiliating defeat in the
Crimean War, the tsarist government decided it had to activate Russian soci-
ety and involve it more in public life. But society proved difficult to stir: ““The
country, patiently trained to inertia, lost all power of initiative and when
... informed that it was expected to act for itself, to settle its own local affairs,
scarcely knew how to respond to the invitation, having lost the habit of action,
lost interest in public life, especially in the provinces.””** This inertia gave
Russian intellectuals the opportunity to step forward as spokesmen for society,
which in any event had no opportunities to express itself through elections.

Several policies which the government initiated at this time created favor-
able conditions for the growth of the intelligentsia. Censorship was eased.
During the preceding reign of Nicholas I, it had attained a level of mindless
severity which made it increasingly difficult to communicate by means of the
printed word. Under the new reign, preliminary censorship was abolished and
the rules governing publication sufficiently relaxed to permit the spread of the
most radical ideas by means of a coded (““Aesopian’’) language. The periodical
press became the principal vehicle through which opinion-makers in Moscow
and St. Petersburg influenced thinking in the provinces. The Russian press in
the second half of the nineteenth century had surprising latitude to criticize
the authorities: by 1900, most dailies and monthlies upheld oppositional views.

In 1863, universities received autonomy, which made their faculties self-
governing. Admission to the institutions of higher learning was opened to
commoners, who under Nicholas I had been virtually excluded. They quickly
turned into centers of political ferment. A high proportion of the Russian
intelligentsia became radicalized during their student years.

The introduction in 1864-1870 of organs of self-government—the zemstva
and Municipal Councils—offered intellectuals opportunities for professional
public employment. Together with rural schoolteachers, agronomists, physi-
cians, statisticians, and other experts hired by the zemstva, known collectively
as the “Third Element,” they formed an active body with a radical, if nonrevo-
lutionary, bent which gave the tsarist bureaucracy cause for much anxiety.*
Professional revolutionaries scorned this kind of work on the grounds that it
helped to solidify the existing regime. The elected zemstvo deputies, on the
other hand, held liberal or liberal-conservative views.

Lastly, the growth of the Russian economy created a demand for profes-
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sional specialists of all sorts: lawyers, engineers, scientists, managers. Indepen-
dent of the government, these experts formed professional associations or
“unions” (soiuzy), which were in varying degrees permeated with an anti-
autocratic, pro-Western spirit. As we have seen, in 1900—5 these associations
played a major role in unleashing revolutionary unrest.

Thus, between 1860 and 1900, one precondition for the emergence of an
intelligentsia was met: opportunities emerged for economic independence from
the government along with the instruments for the spread of unconventional
ideas. Under these favorable conditions, an ideology binding the intelligentsia
into a cohesive group was not slow to emerge.

The Russian intelligentsia was prone to the wildest excesses of thought,
to bickering and theoretical hair-splitting, but these quarrels should not ob-
scure the fact that its members held a body of philosophical ideas in common.
These ideas were in no wise original: in nearly all cases they were adopted from
the Enlightenment and brought up to date in the light of modern science. From
the eighteenth-century French materialists and their nineteenth-century Ger-
man followers, Russian intellectuals adopted the ‘“monistic’’ conception of
man as a creature made up exclusively of material substances in which there
was no room for a “soul.” Ideas which failed to meet materialist criteria,
beginning with God, were treated as figments of the imagination. Applying the
utilitarian principle, the usual corollary of materialism, they rejected customs
and institutions that did not satisfy the criterion of bringing the ‘‘greatest
happiness to the greatest number.” The early exponents of this ideology in
Russia were called ““nihilists,” a term often misunderstood to mean that they
believed in nothing; in fact, they had very strong beliefs but held nothing
sacred and insisted on the universal validity of materialism and utilitarianism.

Positivism, the doctrine of August Comte, influenced Russian intellectu-
als in two ways. As a methodology for the study of human society (for which
Comte coined the word “sociology”’), it reinforced materialism and utilitarian-
ism in that it taught that human behavior follows laws, which, if studied
scientifically, make it fully predictable. Mankind can be scientifically managed
with the help of the science of society, or sociology, which is to society what
physics is to inert matter and energy and biology to living organisms. This
proposition gained the status of an axiom in Russian intelligentsia circles from
the 1860s onward. Positivism also exerted a more short-lived influence with its
theory of progress as the advance of enlightenment, revealed in the gradual
displacement of ‘“‘theological” and ‘““metaphysical” modes of thought by the
scientific or ‘“positivistic”’ one.

Materialism, utilitarianism, and positivism became the ideology of the
Russian intelligentsia and the test which determined qualifications for mem-
bership. No one who believed in God and the immortality of the soul, no
matter how otherwise ‘“‘enlightened’ and “progressive,” could lay claim to
being an intelligent. Nor was there place in the intelligentsia for those who
allowed accident a role in human affairs or believed either in the immutability
of “human nature” or in transcendental moral values. Russian intellectual
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history is replete with examples of intelligenty who, having developed doubts
about one or more aspects of this ideology, suffered expulsion from its ranks.
The “dry terror”” which Cochin found in pre-revolutionary France was much
in evidence in pre-revolutionary Russia: here, too, defamation of deviants and
outsiders served to preserve group cohesion. Inasmuch as the survival of the
intelligentsia depended on its members adhering to an ideological consensus,
the consensus was ruthlessly enforced. This made the intelligentsia incapable
of adjusting to changing reality, causing Peter Struve to describe it as ““perhaps
the most conservative breed of human beings in the world.”’*

The intelligentsia had tenuous relations with the creators of Russian
culture—the novelists, poets, and artists. The latter intensely disliked attempts
of political activists to impose restraints on their work. These restraints were
much more onerous in their way than the government’s official censorship: for
while the government exercised negative censorship, forbidding certain
themes, the intelligentsia practiced it in a positive form by demanding that art
and literature serve the cause of social progress, as they defined it. Relations
between the two groups worsened further in the 189os when Russia came under
the influence of Modernist art and literature with their commitment to “art
for art’s sake.” The control that radical intellectuals sought to exercise over
culture, to have it serve utilitarian rather than aesthetic goals, had little effect
on genuine talent: no Russian writer or artist of distinction submitted to this
kind of tyranny. Its main effect was to cut off the intelligentsia from the most
vital sources of contemporary culture. Once in a while the simmering conflict
became explicit, as when Chekhov confessed to a friend in what for him was
an unusual outburst of anger:

I do not believe in our intelligentsia—hypocritical, false, hysterical, unedu-
cated, lazy. I do not believe in it even when it suffers and complains, because
its oppressors come from its own inner depths.*

Dissent in Russia first became open and endemic at the universities.
Although the 1863 statutes gave them considerable autonomy, its main benefi-
ciaries were the faculty: the students continued to be treated as minors, subject
to strict discipline. They chafed under it and from time to time gave vent to
their frustration by staging protests. The pretexts were often minor and usually
not political. Under a more tolerant regime they would have been allowed to
dissipate. But the Russian authorities knew only one way of dealing with
“insubordination” and that was by repression. Students guilty of nothing
worse than rowdyism or breaches of regulations were arrested and expelled,

‘*Letter to Aleksei Suvorin, in Anton Chekhov, Pis’ma, V (Moscow, 1915), 352. Bernard De
Voto in The Literary Fallacy (Boston, 1944) voices similar complaints about American writers of

the interwar period, which indicates to what extent the problem that afflicted Imperial Russia had
become international.
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sometimes permanently. Such severity radicalized student bodies and helped
transform institutions of higher learning into centers of opposition.

In the latter part of the 1860s, students formed circles to discuss public
questions and their role in society. These circles initially showed no political,
let alone revolutionary, inclinations. Influenced by French positivism, they
identified progress with science and enlightenment, and saw their mission as
spreading the gospels of materialism and utilitarianism. At this time, thou-
sands of Russian youths who had neither interest in nor talent for science
enrolled at the scientific faculties in the belief that by peering into microscopes
or dissecting frogs they were advancing the cause of human happiness.

This naive scientism soon ran its course: it was only the first of the
enthusiasms a French visitor found characteristic of Russian intellectuals,
who were quickly captivated by new ideas and just as quickly grew bored
with them.** The fresh ideas that penetrated the universities in the early
1870s already had activist and, in the Russian context of the time, revolution-
ary implications. The emancipation of the serfs, the centerpiece of the Great
Reforms, had transformed twenty million Russians from chattel into sub-
jects. This gave the students a mission: to carry the message of positivism
and materialism to the rural masses. In the spring of 1874, hundreds of stu-
dents left the lecture rooms and dispersed in the countryside. The majority
were ‘‘propagandists,” followers of Peter Lavrov, who took it upon them-
selves to enlighten the peasants about the injustices of the regime, in the
expectation that this knowledge would stir them into action. The smaller
body of “agitators,” followers of Bakunin, believed the peasants were instinc-
tive rebels and would turn to violence once they were told they had large
company. For the major part, the young “‘socialists-revolutionaries’ who
participated in this first “going to the people” crusade were still committed
to the idea of change through enlightenment. But the persecution to which
the authorities, frightened of peasant unrest, subjected them turned many
into full-time revolutionaries. By 1877, when the second ‘“going to the peo-
ple” movement took place, Russia had several hundred experienced radical
activists. Supporting them were thousands of sympathizers at the universities
and in society at large.

Face-to-face contact with the “people’ proved to be a bewildering experi-
ence for the radical youths. The muzhik turned out to be a very different
creature from the one they had imagined: a “noble savage” steeped in commu-
nal life, an egalitarian, and a born anarchist who required only encouragement
to rise against the Tsar, landlords, and capitalists. The following excerpt from
the recollections of a “propagandist” of the 1870s reflects this bewilderment.
A peasant i1s speaking:

Acs far as land goes, we’ve got little. No place to put a chicken. But the Tsar
will give. Absolutely. There is nothing doing without land. Who will pay taxes?
How fill the treasury? And without the treasury, how can one rule? We will
get the land! Ab-so-lute-ly! You will see.
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The author noted with dismay the effects of radical propaganda on the peas-
ants:

How curiously our speeches, our concepts were interpreted by the peasant
mind! . . . their conclusions and comparisons utterly astonished me. “We have
it better under the Tsar.”” Something struck me in the head, as if a nail had been
driven into it. . . . There, I said, are the fruits of propaganda! We do not destroy
illusions but reinforce them. We reinforce the old faith of the people in the
Tsar.”’

The disillusionment with the people pushed the most determined radicals
to terrorism. While many of the disappointed Socialists-Revolutionaries aban-
doned the movement and a handful adopted the doctrines of German Social-
Democracy, a dedicated minority decided to carry on by different means. In
the fall of 1879 this minority formed a secret organization called the People’s
Will (Narodnaia Volia). The mission of its thirty full-time members, banded
in an Executive Committee, was to fight the tsarist regime by means of system-
atic terror: on its founding, it passed a “sentence” of death on Alexander II.
It was the first political terrorist organization in history and the model for all
subsequent organizations of this kind in Russia and elsewhere. Resort to terror
was an admission of 1solation: as one of the leaders of the People’s Will would
later concede, terror

requires neither the support nor the sympathy of the country. It is enough to
have one’s convictions, to feel one’s despair, to be determined to perish. The
less a country wants revolution, the more naturally will they turn to terror who
want, no matter what, to remain revolutionaries, to cling to their cult of
revolutionary destruction.®®

The stated mission of the People’s Will was to assassinate government
officials, for the twin goal of demoralizing the government and breaking down
the awe in which the masses held the Tsar. In the words of the Executive
Committee:

Terrorist activity . . . has as its objective undermining the fascination with the
government’s might, providing an uninterrupted demonstration of the possibil-
ity of struggling against the government, in this manner lifting the revolution-
ary spirit of the people and its faith in the success of the cause, and, finally,
organizing the forces capable of combat.*

The ultimate political goal of the People’s Will was the convocation of a
National Assembly through which the nation would express its wishes. The
People’s Will was a highly centralized organization, the decisions of the Execu-
tive Committee being binding on all followers, known as ‘‘vassals.” Members
were expected to dedicate themselves totally to the revolutionary cause, and
if called upon, to sacrifice to it their properties and even their lives.
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The emergence of the People’s Will marked a watershed in the history of
the Russian Revolution. For one, it established violence as a legitimate instru-
ment of politics: enlightenment and persuasion were rejected as futile and even
counterproductive. But even more important was the arrogation by the revolu-
tionary intelligentsia of the right to decide what was good for the people: the
name People’s Will was a deceptive misnomer, since the “people” not only did
not authorize an organization of thirty intellectuals to act on their behalf but
had made it unmistakably clear that they would have no truck with anti-tsarist
ideology. When the terrorists defined as one of their tasks “lifting the revolu-
tionary spirit of the people,” they were well aware that the real people, those
tilling the fields and working in the factories, had no revolutionary spirit to
lift. This attitude had decisive implications for the future. Henceforth all
Russian revolutionaries, whether favoring terrorism or opposed to it, whether
belonging to the Socialist-Revolutionary or the Social-Democratic Party, as-
sumed the authority to speak in the name of the “people”—an abstraction
without equivalent in the real world.

The terrorist campaign launched by the People’s Will against a govern-
ment entirely unprepared for it—the Third Department, in charge of state
security, had about as many personnel as the Executive Committee—suc-
ceeded 1n its immediate objective: on March 1, 1881, Alexander II fell victim
to a terrorist bomb. The political benefits of this outrage were nil. The public
reacted with horror and the radical cause lost a great deal of popular support.
The government responded with a variety of repressive measures and counter-
intelligence operations which made it increasingly difficult for the revolution-
aries to function. And the “people” did not stir, unshaken in the belief that
the land which they desired would be given them by the next Tsar.

There followed a decade of revolutionary quiescence. Russians who
wanted to work for the common good now adopted the doctrine of ‘“‘small
deeds”—that is, pragmatic, unspectacular activities to raise the cultural and
material level of the population through the zemstva and private philanthropic
organizations.

Radicalism began to stir again in the early 1890s in connection with the
spurt of Russian industrialization and a severe famine. The Socialists-Revolu-
tionaries of the 1870s had believed that Russia would follow a path of economic
development different from the Western because she had neither the domestic
nor the foreign markets that capitalism required. The Russian peasantry, being
poor and heavily dependent on income from cottage industries (estimated at
one-third of the peasant total income), would be ruined by competition from
the mechanized factories and lose that little purchasing power it still possessed.
As for foreign markets, these had been preempted by the advanced countries
of the West.* Russia had to combine communal agriculture with rural (cot-

*This theory has recently received fresh support from a German scholar who argues that
because of the poverty of her rural population, pre-revolutionary Russia lacked the conditions for
the development of a market-based industrial economy: Jiirgen N6tzold, Wirtschaftspolitische Alter-
nativen der Entwicklung Russlands in der Ara Witte und Stolypin (Berlin, 1966), 193, 204.
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tage) industry. From these premises Socialist-Revolutionary theoreticians de-
veloped a “‘separate path” doctrine according to which Russia would proceed
directly from ““feudalism” to ‘“‘socialism,” without passing through a capitalist
phase.

This thesis was advanced with the help of arguments drawn from the
writings of Marx and Engels. Marx and Engels initially disowned such an
interpretation of their doctrine, but they eventually changed their minds,
conceding that there might be more than one model of economic development.
In 1877, in an exchange with a Russian, Marx rejected the notion that every
country had to repeat the economic experience of Western Europe. Should
Russia enter the path of capitalist development, he wrote, then, indeed, noth-
ing could save her from its “iron laws,” but this did not mean that Russia could
not avoid this path and the misfortunes it brought.*® A few years later Marx
stated that the “historical inevitability’’ of capitalism was confined to Western
Europe, and that because Russia had managed to preserve the peasant com-
mune into the era of capitalism, the commune could well become the “fulcrum
of Russia’s social rejuvenation.”* Marx and Engels admired the terrorists of
the People’s Will, and, as an exception to their general theory, Engels allowed
that in Russia a revolution could be made by a “handful of people.”*!

Thus, before a formal “Marxist” or Social-Democratic movement had
emerged in Russia, the theories of its founders were interpreted, with their
sanction, when applied to an autocratic regime in an agrarian country, to mean
a revolution brought about, not by the inevitable social consequences of
matured capitalism, but by terror and coup d’état.

A few Russians, led by George Plekhanov, dissented from this version of
Marxism. They broke with the People’s Will, moved to Switzerland, and there
immersed themselves in German Social-Democratic literature. From it they
concluded that Russia had no alternative but to go through full-blown capital-
ism. They rejected terrorism and a coup d’état on the grounds that even in the
unlikely event that such violence succeeded in bringing down the tsarist re-
gime, the outcome would be not socialism, for which backward Russia lacked
both the economic and cultural preconditions, but a “revived tsarism on a
Communist base.”

From the premises adopted by the Russian Social-Democrats there fol-
lowed certain political consequences. Capitalist development meant the rise of
a bourgeoisie committed, from economic self-interest, to liberalization. It
further meant the growth of the industrial “proletariat,” which would be
driven by its deteriorating economic situation to socialism, furnishing the
socialist movement with revolutionary cadres. The fact that Russian capital-
ism developed in a country with a pre-capitalist political system, however,
called for a particular revolutionary strategy. Socialism could not flourish in

*K. Marks, F. Engels’ i revoliutsionnaia Rossiia (Moscow, 1967), 443-44. According to N.
Valentinov, The Early Years of Lenin (Ann Arbor, Mich., 1969), 183, this letter was kept secret for
many years, presumably because it ran contrary to the views of the Russian Social-Democratic
establishment.
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19. L. Martov (on the left) and T. Dan, two
leading Mensheviks.

a country held in the iron grip of a police-bureaucratic regime: it required
freedom of speech to propagate its ideas and freedom of association to organize
its followers. In other words, unlike the German Social-Democrats, who, since
1890, were able to function in the open and run in national elections, Russian
Social-Democrats confronted the prior task of overthrowing autocracy.

The theory of a two-stage revolution, as formulated by Plekhanov’s asso-
ciate, Paul Akselrod, provided for the “proletariat™ (read: socialist intellectu-
als) collaborating with the bourgeoisie for the common objective of bringing
to Russia “bourgeois democracy.”” As soon as that objective had been attained,
the socialists would rally the working class for the second, socialist phase of
the revolution. From the point of view of this strategy, everything that pro-
moted in Russia the growth of capitalism and the interests of the bourgeoisie
was—up to a point—progressive and favorable to the cause of socialism.

The decade of the 1890s witnessed intense debates between the two radical
camps about the economic and, implicitly, the political future of Russia. One
group, which in 1902 would form the Party of Socialists-Revolutionaries (SRs
for short), adhered to the traditions of “‘separate path’ and “direct” struggle—
that 1s, terrorism.* Their Social-Democratic rivals believed in the inevitability
of capitalism and the political liberalization of Russia. The two groups had
many strategic and tactical disagreements, which we will describe below, but
they shared an equal commitment to revolution. In the early 1900s, each had
several thousand adherents, virtually all intellectuals, most of them university
students and dropouts, a minority of whom formed a cadre of professional
revolutionaries: persons whose sole occupation in life was promoting revolu-
tion. They diligently studied social and economic conditions favoring or hin-
dering their objective, and engaged in continuous polemics from their foreign

*In English, the adherents of this group are usually called either Social-Revolutionaries
or Socialist-Revolutionaries. Both renditions are inaccurate. They called themselves Sotsialisty-
Revoliutsionery—that is, Socialists- Revolutionaries.
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residences and even from prison and exile. The description of the professional
revolutionary by the French political writer Jacques Ellul well fits the Russian
representative of the genre. According to him, people of this type

spend their life on study, on formulating the theory of revolution, and, acciden-
tally, on agitation. They live off the revolution—intellectually, but also materi-
ally . . . Marx was a typical example of such professional revolutionaries,
perfect idlers, veritable rentiers of the revolution. They spend most of their lives
in libraries and clubs. They do not directly prepare the revolution. They ana-
lyze the disintegration of society, they classify the conditions favorable to it.
But when the revolution breaks out, then their preparation enables them to play
a decisive role in it: they turn into its managers, organizers. They are not men
who cause trouble, but men of order: once the disturbance is over, they reorga-
nize the structures, they are intellectually prepared for this, and, above all, their
names are known to the public as specialists in revolution. They thus naturally
come to power.* '

Russia’s political parties began to take shape at the turn of the century.

The Socialist-Revolutionary Party, formed in 19062, was, in word and
deed, the most radical, with a penchant for anarchism and syndicalism and
an abiding commitment to terrorism.** The Social-Democrats founded their
party at a clandestine congress in Minsk in 1898. The police, however, got wind
of the meeting and arrested the participants. The Russian Social-Democratic
Labor Party (Rossiiskaia Sotsial-Demokraticheskaia Rabochaia Partiia, or
RSDRP) came into existence five years later at its Second Congress, held in
Belgium and England.

The liberals formed their own Constitutional-Democratic Party (also
known as the Party of National Freedom) in October 190s5.

All these parties were led by intelligenty, and although the socialists
referred to the liberals as “bourgeois” and the Bolsheviks labeled their socialist
opponents “petty bourgeois,” there was no discernible difference in the social
background of the leaders of the three principal opposition parties. They
competed for much the same constituency, and even though the liberals
wanted to avoid the revolution which the socialists promoted, in their strategy
and tactics they were not averse to employing revolutionary methods and
benefiting from terrorism.

Russian liberalism was dominated by intellectuals with a pronounced
left-wing orientation: its complexion was radical-liberal. The Constitutional-
Democrats, or Kadets as they were popularly known, espoused the traditional
liberal values: democratic franchise, parliamentary rule, liberty and equality
ol all citizens, respect for law. But operating in a country in which the over-
whelming majority of the population had little understanding of these im-

*Jacques Ellul, Autopsie de la Révolution (Paris, 1969), 69. Ellul concedes that Lenin repre-
sented a new type of revolutionary activist.
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ported ideas and the socialists were busy inciting revolution, they felt it neces-
sary to adopt a more radical stance.

The Socialist-Revolutionary Party was the elder of the two leading social-
1st parties, since it could trace its origins to the People’s Will. Its platform had
three main planks: anti-capitalism, terrorism, and socialization of land. Fol-
lowing the Socialists-Revolutionaries of the 1870s and 1880s, the SRs espoused
the theory of “separate path.” They could not entirely ignore the spectacular
growth in Russia after 1890 of capitalism in its industrial and financial forms,
but they argued that this was an artificial and transient phenomenon, that by
its very success undermined itself, laying waste the rural economy, its
principal market. They allowed the ‘“bourgeoisie’”’ some role in the revolution-
ary process; on the whole, however, they considered it loyal to the autocracy.
Russia would be liberated by armed action of the masses in the cities and
villages.

Since they did not believe that the Russian bourgeoisie would lead or even
join in the political struggle, the task devolved on the intelligentsia. This
mission it could fulfill best by acts of political terrorism which had the same
objective as that formulated by the People’s Will—that 1s, undermining the
prestige of the government in the eyes of the population and encouraging it
to rebellion. Terror occupied the central plank in the SR program. To the SRs
it was not only a political tactic but a spiritual act, a quasi-religious ritual, in
which the terrorist took life but paid for it with his own. SR literature contains
curiously barbaric paeans to the “holy cause,” the “creative ecstasy,” and the
“highest peak of human spirit,” which found expression, it was said, in the
spilling of blood.* Terrorist operations were directed by the conspiratorial SR
Combat Organization (Boevaia Organizatsiia), which ‘“sentenced” govern-
ment officials to “execution.” But local SR cells and individual members also
engaged in assassinations on their own initiative. The first act of political terror
directed by the SRs was the murder in 1902 of the Minister of the Interior,
D. S. Sipiagin. Subsequently, until crushed in 1908-9, the SR Combat Organi-
zation perpetrated hundreds of political murders.

Its daring terrorist undertakings, which often ended with the death of the
terrorist, won the SRs much admiration in oppositional circles, including
those formally opposed to terrorism. The Social-Democrats, who rejected this
tactic, suffered serious defections to their rivals, reputed to be “real” revolu-
tionaries.**

The social program of the SRs centered on the “socialization” of land,
which called for the abolition of private property in land and the transfer of
its management to local organs of self-government: these were to ensure that
any citizen able and willing to cultivate the land received an adequate allot-
ment. The SRs adopted the peasant slogan of “Black Repartition”—that is,
the expropriation and distribution to the communes of all privately held land.
This program, which reflected the desires of the rural population of Orthodox
Russia, gained the SRs the support of nearly the entire peasantry. The much
more modest demands on behalf of the peasants in the SD program, and the
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general contempt in which the SDs held the muzhik, kept that party from
gaining any following in the countryside.

Although their main base of support lay in the village, the SRs did not
ignore industrial workers: in their program, they described the proletariat as
an essential element in the revolution and allowed for a transitional period of
“proletarian revolutionary dictatorship.”* Unlike the SDs, the SRs did not
treat the peasants and industrial workers as distinct and hostile classes. Their
theoreticians, of whom Victor Chernov was the most prominent, defined
classes not by the relationship to the means of production but by the source
of income. By this standard, societies had only two classes: the exploited or
“toilers” and the exploiters—those who earned their livelihood and those who
lived off the labor of others. In the latter category they placed landlords,
capitalists, officials, and clergy; in the former, peasants, workers, and them-
selves, the intelligentsia. A self-employed peasant was to them a “toiler”” and
a natural ally of the industrial worker. They were vague, however, on what
to do about industrial enterprises in a post-revolutionary society and had
difficulty attracting workers.

The SR Party, extremist as it was, had a still more extreme wing known
as Maximalists. This minority wanted to supplement political terror with
“economic terror,” by which they meant assassinations of landlords and fac-
tory owners. In practice, their strategy reduced itself to indiscriminate bomb-
ings, as illustrated by the attack on Prime Minister Stolypin’s villa in 1911 in
which dozens of bystanders lost their lives. To finance their operations, the
Maximalists carried out bank holdups, euphemistically called “expropria-
tions,” which brought them hundreds of thousands of rubles. (In these opera-
tions, as we shall see, they sometimes collaborated with the Bolsheviks.) The
movement had a maniacal quality, as is evident from the ideas of the Maximal-
ist I. Pavlov. In a pamphlet published legally in Moscow in 1907, The Purifica-
tion of Mankind (Ochistka chelovechestva), Pavlov argued that “exploiters”
were not only a social class but a ‘““degenerate race,” which inherited and
developed beyond anything known in the animal world the vilest characteris-
tics of the gorilla and the orangutan. Since they bequeathed these vicious traits
to their own offspring, all representatives of that “race,” including women and
children, had to be exterminated.*® The SR Party formally disowned the
Maximalists and the Union of Socialists-Revolutionaries Maximalists, formed
in October 1906, but in practice it managed to accommodate itself to their
outrages.

The SRs were loosely organized in good measure because the police, for
whom prevention of terrorist acts had the highest priority, kept on infiltrating
and decimating SR ranks. (According to G. A. Gershuni, the founder of the
SR terrorist apparatus, for the denunciation of a member of the SR Combat
Organization, the Okhrana paid a reward of 1,000 rubles, for an SR intellec-
tual, 100, and for an SR worker, 25, but for a Social-Democrat, at most 3.*7)
The party’s cells were filled with students: in Moscow they were said to
constitute at least 75 percent of SR activists.*® In the countryside, the most
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loyal supporters of the SRs were schoolteachers. Propaganda and agitation
among the peasantry, consisting mainly of a scattering of pamphlets and leaf-
lets, seems to have had little direct success in stimulating anti-governmental
disorders, since at least until 1905 the peasants remained loyal to the notion
that the land they craved would be provided by the Tsar.

We shall deal with the Social-Democratic Party at length elsewhere. Here
it will be sufficient to point out certain features of that party that were to have
political consequences in the early years of the century. Unlike the SRs, who
divided society into “‘exploiters” and ‘“exploited,” the SDs defined classes in
relation to the means of production, and regarded the industrial working class
(“proletariat’) as the only truly revolutionary class. The peasants, with the
possible exception of those without access to communal land, they considered
“petty bourgeois” and, as such, reactionary. On the other hand, to the SDs
the “bourgeoisie” was a temporary ally in the common struggle against the
autocracy, and capitalism was both inevitable and progressive. The SDs dis-
paraged terror on the grounds that it diverted attention from the main immedi-
ate task of the socialists, that of organizing workers, although they benefited
considerably from it. |

The social background of the leaders as well as the rank and file of the
two socialist parties showed no significant differences.*” Their leadership was
drawn from the gentry and the middle class—that is, from the same social
milieu as that of the liberal party. The SRs had in their top ranks a surprising
number of sons of millionaires, among them V. M. Zenzinov, Abraham Gots,
and I. I. Fundaminskii.*® For all their dedication to the peasantry, the SRs
admitted no peasants into their directing organs, and the SDs, the self-pro-
claimed party of the working class, allowed very few manual workers into their
top ranks.’’ In times of unrest (1905—6 and 1917), both parties relied heavily on
rural immigrants to the cities, uprooted peasants who had acquired only the
most superficial qualities of city dwellers. Psychologically and economically
insecure, some of these peasants flocked to the socialists, while others joined
the “Black Hundred” gangs that terrorized students and Jews. According to
the Social-Democrat P. P. Maslov:

Essentially the activity of local SR groups differed little from that of the SDs.
The organizations of both parties usually consisted of small groups of intelli-
genty, formed into committees, who had little connection with the masses and
viewed them mainly as material for political agitation.*

Russian liberals belonged only partly to the ranks of the intelligentsia.
They did not share the basic philosophical premise of the radicals—that is, the
belief in the perfectibility of man and society. Their stated objectives were not
different from those of Western liberals. In their strategy and tactics, however,
the Russian liberals drew very close to the radicals: as Paul Miliukov, their
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leader, liked to boast, their political program ‘“was the most leftist of all those
advanced by analogous groups in Western Europe.”* Ivan Petrunkevich,
another leading Kadet, thought that Russian “liberals, radicals, and revolu-
tionaries” were distinguished not by political objectives but by temperament.>

This left-wing tendency was dictated by two considerations. The liberals,
appealing to the mass electorate, had to compete with radical parties, which
also stood to the left of their Western European counterparts, making the most
extreme and utopian promises to the electorate. It was a challenge they had
to meet. To steal the thunder from the socialists, the liberals adopted a radical
social program, which included a demand for the expropriation of large landed
estates (with compensation at “fair’’ rather than market prices), as well as
Church and state properties, for distribution to the peasants.* Their platform
also called for a comprehensive program of social welfare. They would turn
a deaf ear to counsels of moderation, afraid of “compromising’ themselves in
the eyes of the masses and losing out to the socialists.

Even more compelling were tactical reasons. To wrest from the autocracy
first a constitution and a legislative parliament and then parliamentary democ-
racy, the liberals required leverage. This they found in the threat of revolution.
In 1905—7 and then again in 191517, they urged the monarchy to make political
concessions to them as a way of avoiding a much worse fate. The party
maintained discreet silence in regard to SR terror, which its liberal principles
should have caused it to condemn outright.

The political practice of the Kadets thus displayed a troublesome ambiva-
lence—dread of revolution and exploitation of the revolution—and proved a
gross miscalculation: playing with the revolutionary threat contributed not a
little to promoting the very thing the liberals most wished to avoid. But this
they would realize only after the event, when it was too late.

Although more moderate than the socialists, the liberals gave the Impe-
rial regime greater trouble, because they had in their ranks socially prominent
individuals who could engage in politics under the disguise of legitimate
professional activity. Socialist students were fair game for the police. But who
would dare to lay hands on a Prince Shakhovskoi or a Prince Dolgorukov,
even as they were busy organizing a subversive liberal party? And how could
one interfere with gatherings of physicians or jurists, although it was common
knowledge that the participants discussed forbidden subjects? This difference
in social status explains why the directing organizations of the liberals could
function inside Russia, virtually free of police interference, while the SRs and
SDs had to operate from abroad. It also explains why in both 1905 and 1917
the liberals were the first on the scene and in charge, weeks before their
socialist rivals made an appearance.

The Russian liberal movement had two main bases of support: the
zemstva and the intelligentsia.

*Ingeborg Fleischhauer (Cahiers du Monde Russe et Soviétique, XX, No. 2, 1979, 173-201)
draws attention to the close similarities between the agrarian programs of the Kadets and the
German Social-Democrats.



The Intelligentsia 51

The zemstva were elected on a franchise that ensured solid representation
of the landed gentry, then considered by the monarchy to be a staunch sup-
porter. They functioned on the district and provincial level, but the govern-
ment did not allow them to form a national organization, fearing that it would
arrogate to itself quasi-parliamentary functions. The elected deputies tended
to be either liberal-constitutionalists or Slavophile conservatives, both hostile
to the autocracy and bureaucratic rule, but opposed to revolution. The salaried
personnel hired by the zemstva (agronomists, physicians, teachers, etc.),
known as the Third Element, was more radical but also non-revolutionary.

Properly treated, the zemstva might have helped stabilize the monarchy.
But for the conservatives in the bureaucracy, and especially those in the
Ministry of the Interior, the zemtsy were an intolerable irritant: busybodies
who meddled in affairs that were none of their business and hindered the
efficient administration of the provinces. Under their influence, Alexander I11
in 1890 restricted the authority of the zemstva, giving the governors wide
latitude to interfere with their personnel and activities.

Harassed by the authorities, zemstvo leaders in the 189os held informal
national consultations, often disguised as professional and scientific meetings.
In 1899, they went further, organizing in Moscow a discussion group called
Beseda (Symposium). Its membership was sufficiently prominent socially and
professionally for the police to look at its meetings through their fingers: these
took place in the Moscow mansion of Princes Peter and Paul Dolgorukov.*

In June 1900, the government once again restricted the competence of the
zemstva, this time in the realm of taxation. It further ordered the dismissal of
zemstvo deputies who were especially active in promoting constitutional
causes. In response, Symposium, which until then had confined its delibera-
tions to zemstvo affairs, turned attention to political questions. To many
zemtsy, the government’s persecution raised the fundamental question
whether it made sense to pursue ‘“constructive,” apolitical work under a
regime dominated by bureaucracy and police bent on stifling every manifesta-
tion of public initiative. These doubts were heightened by the publication in
1901 in Germany of a confidential memorandum by Witte which urged the
total abolition of zemstva as institutions incompatible with autocracy.

The ranks of zemstvo constitutionalists were augmented in 1901 by a small
but influential group of intellectuals, defectors from Social-Democracy who
had found intolerable its partisanship and dogmatism. The most prominent
among them was Peter Struve, the author of the founding manifesto of the
Social-Democratic Party and one of its outstanding theoreticians. Struve and
his friends proposed to forge a national front, encompassing parties and group-
ings from the extreme left to the moderate right, under the slogan “Down with
the Autocracy.” Struve emigrated to Germany and with money provided by
zemstvo friends founded there in 1902 the journal Osvobozhdenie (Liberation).
The pericdical carried information not permitted in censored publications,
including secret government documents supplied by sympathizers within the
bureaucracy. Issues smuggled into Russia helped forge a community of “Lib-
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erationists” (Osvobozhdentsy) from which, in time, would emerge the Consti-
tutional-Democratic Party. In January 1904, its supporters founded in St.
Petersburg the Union of Liberation (Soiuz Osvobozhdeniia) to promote consti-
tutionalism and civil rights. Its branches in many towns attracted moderate
elements as well as socialists, especially Socialists-Revolutionaries. (The
Social-Democrats, insisting on their “hegemony” in the struggle against the
regime, refused to collaborate.) These circles, operating semi-legally, did much
to stimulate discontent with existing conditions.*

The rank and file of the liberal movement was highly diversified. The
Constitutional-Democratic Party, which in 1906 had 100,000 members—sev-
eral times the combined membership of the socialist parties—rested on a
broader social base than its rivals on the left, attracting many artisans, junior
officials, salesmen, and tradesmen. The liberal intelligentsia consisted mainly
of professionals, such as professors, lawyers, physicians, and editors, rather
than the students who filled socialist ranks.*’

At the beginning of the twentieth century, there were in Russia thou-
sands of men and women committed to fundamental change. A good part of
them were “‘professional revolutionaries,” a novel breed who dedicated their
lives to plotting political violence. They and their supporters might quarrel
among themselves about strategy and tactics—whether to engage in terror,
whether to “‘socialize” or ‘““nationalize” the land, whether to treat the peasant
as an ally or as an enemy of the worker. But they were at one on the central
issue: that there was to be no accommodation, no compromise with the exist-
ing social, economic and political regime, that it had to be destroyed, root and
branch, not only in Russia but throughout the world. So strong was the
influence of these extremists that even Russia’s liberals came under their spell.
Clearly, the limited political concessions spelled out in the October Manifesto
satisfied none of them.

The existence of such an intelligentsia created, in and of itself, a high risk
of permanent revolution. For just as lawyers make for litigation and bureau-
crats for paperwork, so revolutionaries make for revolution. In each case, a
profession emerges with an interest in promoting situations that demand its
particular expertise. The fact that the intelligentsia rejected any accommoda-
tion with official Russia, that it exacerbated discontent and opposed reform,
made it unlikely that Russia’s problems could be peacefully resolved.
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The Constitutional Experiment

The October Manifesto provided a framework within which the Rus-
sian state and Russian society should have found it possible to reduce the
tension dividing them. This it failed to accomplish. A constitutional regime
can function properly only if government and opposition accept the rules of
the game: in Russia, neither the monarchy nor the intelligentsia was prepared
to do so. Each regarded the new order as an obstacle, a deviation from the
country’s true system, which for the monarchy was autocracy and for the
intelligentsia, a democratic republic. As a result, the constitutional interlude,
while not without achievements, was largely wasted—a missed opportunity
that would not recur.

In affixing his signature to the manifesto, Nicholas vaguely realized that
it meant “constitution,” but neither he nor his advisers were intellectually or
psychologically ready to acknowledge that a constitution spelled an end to the
autocracy. Although the manifesto pledged that henceforth no law would go
into effect without the approval of a popularly elected legislature, the Court
seemed unaware that this pledge entailed a constitutional charter. According
to Witte, it was only two months later that Trepov broached the need for such
a document.! And when a constitutional charter was issued in April 1906, its
drafters studiously avoided the word ““‘constitution,” designating it as ““Funda-
mental Laws” (Osnovnye zakony), the name traditionally used for the first
volume of the Code of Laws.
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Nicholas did not regard either the October Manifesto or the new Funda-
mental Laws as affecting his autocratic prerogatives. In his mind, the Duma
was a consultative, not a legislative body (“I created the Duma, not to be
directed by it, but to be advised,” he told the Minister of War).>? He further
felt that in having “granted’” the Duma and the Fundamental Laws of his own
free will he was not bound by them: and since he had not sworn an oath to
uphold the new order, he could also revoke it at will.> The obvious contradic-
tion between the reality of a constitutional regime and the Court’s insistence
that nothing had changed had bewildering consequences. Thus, even Peter
Stolypin, the closest Russia had to a genuine parliamentary Prime Minister,
in private conversation insisted that Russia had no constitution because such
a document had to be the product of agreement between rulers and subjects
whereas the Fundamental Laws of 1906 had been granted by the Tsar. In his
view Russia’s government was not “constitutional’” but “representative” and
the only limitations on imperial authority were such as the Tsar saw fit to
impose on himself.* And what is one to make of Vladimir Kokovtsov, Stoly-
pin’s successor, who while addressing the parliament exclaimed, ‘“Thank God,
we have as yet no parliament!”* Maurice Baring, an English student of Russia,
concluded from personal observation in 1905—6 that ideally Russia’s bureauc-
racy wanted ‘“‘parliamentary institutions and autocratic government.”’ Rus-
sians similarly joked that “the Tsar was ready to give a constitution as long
as autocracy remained intact.”’® To the extent that such contradictory attitudes
lend themselves to rational explanation, this is best sought in the tradition of
Muscovite consultative bodies called Land Assemblies (Zemskie sobory), con-
vened from time to time to give tsars non-binding advice. But, of course, by
the terms of the October Manifesto and the Fundamental Laws of 1906 the
Duma was a legislative, not a consultative body, so that the analogy with the
past had no relevance except perhaps on the psychological level.

The behavior of the Crown under the constitutional regime cannot be
understood without reference to the various monarchist groups which treated
the October Manifesto as a trick played on the Tsar by the wily Witte and his
alleged Jewish backers. In their view, too, neither the manifesto nor the
Fundamental Laws were inviolate: what the Tsar had given, he could take
back. These groups, composed largely of landowners (many from the western
provinces), right-wing publicists, and Orthodox clergy, backed by lower-
middle-class groups, espoused a very simple ideology: autocracy and Russia
for the Russians. Increasingly, their outlook reduced itself to a rabid anti-
Semitism, which saw in Jews the source of all of Russia’s woes—enemies of
Christianity and a race bent on attaining world domination. The most influen-
tial of these bodies was the Union of the Russian People, which organized
patriotic demonstrations, published virulently anti-Semitic literature, and
from time to time arranged for Jewish pogroms, using gangs of urban thugs
called “Black Hundreds” (Chérnye sotni). These extreme right-wing group-
ings, which in many ways anticipated the German National Socialists of the
1920s, in democratic elections would have been unlikely to gain a single seat
in the Duma. They owed their disproportionate influence to the identity of
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their views and interests with those of the Crown and its more reactionary
officialdom. It was they who encouraged Nicholas and his wife in the belief
that the country remained staunchly loyal to the Romanov dynasty and the
ideals of autocracy.’

The more liberal bureaucrats were not averse to conceding limited power
to a representative body: according to a high official, the idea of a representa-
tive institution with which to divide responsibility (if not authority) for govern-
ing Russia “grew like grass’ in governmental circles.® The rationale behind
such sympathies was spelled out by Kaiser Wilhelm II in a letter to the Tsar
in August 1905 in connection with the announcement of the so-called Bulygin
Duma:

Your manifest directing the formation of the “Duma” made an excellent
impression in Europe . . . you get an excellent insight into the mind of your
People and make them carry a part of the responsibility for the future,
which it would have probably liked to saddle solely upon you, thereby mak-
ing a wholesale “‘critique’” and dissatisfaction with deeds done by you alone
impossible.’

But in the eyes of the bureaucracy these benefits could accrue only if parlia-
ment confined itself to largely ceremonial functions. Vasilii Maklakov thus
describes the attitude on the eve of the First Duma of Ivan Goremykin, the
Tsar’s favorite minister:

As concerned the Duma, it was for him exclusively a factor complicating
legislative procedures. This complication seemed to him, at bottom, unneces-
sary: but once it had been regrettably made, then it had to be reduced to a
minimum. This was not difficult. The government’s plan for the Duma was
simple. To begin with, it would be sufficient for the deputies to have the honor
of being received in audience by the Emperor: then their mandates would be
verified and the rules worked out. This would be followed by a recess, brought
about as quickly as possible: in this manner, the session would be prorogued
until autumn. Next would come the discussion of the budget. The practical
exigencies of life would assert themselves, turmoil calmed, order restored, and
everything would be as before."

Not all Crown ministers thought in these terms: Stolypin, in particular, would
try to bring the Duma into a genuine partnership. But Goremykin reflected
more accurately the attitudes prevalent at the Court and among its conserva-
tive supporters—attitudes which precluded effective parliamentary govern-
ment at a time when autocratic government had ceased to be feasible. As if
to demonstrate his feelings toward the Duma, Nicholas refused to cross its
threshold, preferring to receive the deputies in the Winter Palace.*

Later, after the Revolution, some officials of the tsarist regime justified the

*V. S. Diakin, Russkaia burzhuaziia i tsarizm v gody pervoi mirovoi voiny, 1914—17 (Leningrad,
1967), 169. Nicholas first made a personal appearance in the Duma in February 1916, ten years after
the parliament had been establishzd, in the midst of a grave political crisis brought about by Russia’s
defeats in World War 1.
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20. Ivan Goremykin.

monarchy’s unwillingness to share power with the Duma with the argument
that Russian ‘“‘society,” as represented by the intelligentsia, would have been
incapable of administering the country: introducing parliamentary govern-
ment in 1906 would merely have served to unleash the anarchy of 1917 that
much sooner.'' But these arguments, voiced in emigration, had the benefit of
hindsight: a conservative-liberal parliamentary coalition cooperating with the
monarchy and its officialdom would certainly have proven more effective than
the same coalition turned out to be in March 1917, after the monarchy had
abdicated, when it had no alternative but to seek support from the revolution-
ary intelligentsia.

Had the Russian intelligentsia been politically more mature—more pa-
tient, that is, and more understanding of the mentality of the monarchic
establishment—Russia might perhaps have succeeded in making an orderly
transition from a semi-constitutional to a genuinely constitutional regime. But
these qualities the educated classes sorely lacked. From the day the constitu-
tion went into force, they exploited every opportunity to wage war against the
monarchy. The radical intellectuals rejected the very principles of constitu-
tional monarchy and parliamentary government. Initially they boycotted the
Duma elections; later, after concluding that the boycott was a mistake, they
ran in the elections but only to disrupt parliamentary proceedings and incite
the population to rebellion. The Constitutional-Democratic Party was in this
respect only marginally more constructive. While the liberals accepted the
principle of constitutional monarchy, they regarded the Fundamental Laws of
1906 as a travesty and did all in their power to deprive the monarchy of
effective authority.*

*There is a striking difference between the deputies to the first two Russian Dumas and those
who in 1789~91 ran the French National Assembly. The Russians were overwhelmingly intellectuals
without practical experience. The Third Estate, which dominated the Estates-General and the
National Assembly, by contrast, consisted of practical lawyers and businessmen, “men of action and
men of affairs.” J. M. Thompson, The French Revolution (Oxford, 1947), 26—27.
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As a result, the traditional conflict between the authorities and the intelli-
gentsia grew more intense rather than less, since it now had a formal arena
where to play itself out. Struve, who observed this struggle with a sense of
alarm because he believed it was bound to end in catastrophe, wrote that “the
Russian Revolution and the Russian reaction somehow hopelessly claw at
each other, and from every fresh wound, every drop of blood which they draw,
grows the vengeful hatred and untruth of Russian life.”!?

The experts whom the government charged with drafting the new Fun-
damental Laws were told to produce a document that would fulfill the prom-
ises of the October Manifesto and still preserve most of the traditional preroga-
tives of the Russian monarchy.!* Between December 1905 and April 1906, when
the work was completed, they came up with several drafts, which were dis-
cussed and revised at cabinet meetings, sometimes chaired by the Tsar. The
final product was a conservative constitution—conservative in terms of both
the franchise and the powers reserved for the Crown.

The electoral law was worked out at meetings of officials and public
representatives. The principal question was whether to provide for an equal
and direct vote or a vote organized by estates and cast indirectly, through
electoral chambers.'* Following the recommendation of the bureaucracy, it
was decided to adopt a system of indirect voting by estates in order to reduce
the weight of constituencies regarded as more likely to elect radical deputies.
There were to be four electoral curiae: for the gentry (dvoriane), for burghers
(meshchane), for peasants, and for workers, the last-named group now given
the vote which the Bulygin project had denied it. The franchise was so con-
trived that one gentry vote carried the weight of three burgher, fifteen peasant,
and forty-five worker votes.”* Except in the large cities, the voters cast their
ballots for electors who, in turn, selected either other electors or the deputies
themselves. These electoral provisions rejected the democratic franchise ad-
vocated by Russian liberal and socialist parties which called for the “four-tail”
vote—universal, direct, equal, and secret. It was the government’s hope that
by reducing the urban vote it would ensure a tractable Duma.

While the experts worked on the constitution, the government published
laws implementing the pledges of civil rights in the October Manifesto.!* On
November 24, 1905, preliminary censorship of periodical publications was
abolished: henceforth newspapers and journals which published what the
authorities considered seditious or libelous material could be prosecuted only
in court. Although during World War I some preliminary censorship was
restored, after 1905 Russia enjoyed full press freedom, which made it possible
to criticize the authorities without restrictions. Laws issued on March 4, 1906,
guaranteed the rights of assembly and association. Citizens were allowed to
hold lawful assemblies, provided they notified the local chief of police seventy-
two hours in advance and observed certain provisions when meeting in the
open. Forming associations also required prior notification to the authorities:
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if no objections were raised within two weeks, the organizers were free to
proceed. This law made possible the formation of trade unions as well as
political parties, although, in practice, in both cases governmental permission
would frequently be withheld under one pretext or another.*

These rights and freedoms had no precedent in Russian history. Never-
theless, the bureaucracy found ways of circumventing them by recourse to the
provisions of the law of August 14, 1881, authorizing governors to place prov-
inces under “Safeguard,” which remained on the statute books until 1917.
Throughout the constitutional period, vast expanses of the Russian Empire
would be declared subject to this status, which resulted in the suspension for
their inhabitants of civil rights, including those of assembly and association."

The new Fundamental Laws, made public on April 26, while the elections
to the Duma were in progress, was a curious document. It had been composed
in such a way as to depart minimally from the traditional Fundamental Laws,
with the main emphasis placed, as before 1905, on the powers and prerogatives
of the Crown. The powers and prerogatives of the legislative branch were
inserted almost like an embarrassing afterthought. To compound the confu-
sion between the new and old orders, the monarch was still defined as an
“autocrat,” using a formula that dated to the reign of Peter the Great:

Article 4: To the Emperor of All the Russias belongs the Supreme Autocratic
power. God Himself commands that he be obeyed, not only from fear of God’s
wrath, but also for the sake of one’s conscience.!®

Traditionally, the corresponding article had described the Tsar’s powers as
both “unlimited” and “autocratic.” The former term was now omitted, but the
omission was of little consequence because in modern Russian usage ‘‘auto-
cratic,” which in Peter’s time had meant “‘sovereign”—that is, independent of
other powers—had also acquired the sense of authority subject to no limita-
tions.

Russia was given a two-chamber parliament. The lower, the State Duma
(Gosudarstvennaia Duma), was composed entirely of popularly elected repre-
sentatives, chosen according to the franchise outlined above. The upper cham-
ber, the State Council (Gosudarstvennyi Sovet), was the institution by the
same name which had been functioning since 1802 to translate imperial com-
mands into laws. It consisted of appointed officials augmented with representa-
tives of public bodies (the Church, zemstva, Noble Assemblies, and universi-
ties). Its purpose was to serve as a brake on the Duma. Because it had not been
mentioned in the October Manifesto, liberals saw in its creation a breach of
promise.

All bills, in addition to requiring the approval of the Crown, needed the
consent of both chambers: the State Council, along with the Tsar, could veto
legislative proposals emanating from the lower chamber. In addition, the two

*According to M. Szeftel, the tsarist government authorized no oppositional political parties

prior to its collapse in 1917 (The Russian Constitution of April 23, 1906, Brussels, 1976, 247). They
existed and functioned in a legal limbo.
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chambers had to pass annually on the state budget—a powerful prerogative
which in the Western democracies served to control the executive branch.
However, in Russia’s case the budgetary powers of the parliament were diluted
by a provision which exempted from its scrutiny payments on state debts,
expenses of the Imperial household, and ‘“‘extraordinary credits.”

The parliament enjoyed the right of ““interpellation” or formal question-
ing of ministers. If deputies raised questions about the legality of government
actions—and only then—the appropriate minister or ministers had to appear
in the Duma to answer questions. Although the legislature had no authority
to interrogate ministers on the general conduct of policy, since such a right
would have allowed it to pass a no-confidence vote, interpellation served as an
important device to keep the Crown and its officials in line.

In some respects, perhaps the single most important prerogative of the
new parliament was its members’ right to free speech and parliamentary
immunity. From April 1906 until February 1917, the Duma provided a forum
for unrestrained and often intemperate criticism of the regime. This probably
contributed more to undermining the prestige of the Russian Government in
the eyes of the population than all the revolutionary outrages, because it
stripped the establishment of the aura of omniscience and omnipotence which
it strove so hard to maintain.

To the disappointment of the opposition, the Crown retained the power
to appoint ministers. This provision intensely annoyed the liberals, who
wanted a parliamentary cabinet made up of their own people: it would prove
the most contentious issue in relations between the government and the oppo-
sition during the final decade of the monarchy. The liberals refused to compro-
mise on this issue: the government’s willingness in 1915-16 quietly to adopt the
American system of nominating ministers acceptable to the parliament met
with no response from them. Nicholas, for his part, adamantly refused to grant
the Duma the power to appoint ministers because he was certain that they
would make a mess of things and then wash their hands of it by resigning.

The Crown retained the right to declare war and make peace.

Last, but not least, the Crown did not fulfill the promise of the October
Manifesto to assure those elected by the nation of ‘“‘an effective opportunity
to supervise the legality of the actions” of the administration. Apart from the
right of interpellation, which could be used to embarrass the administration
but not to influence its policies, parliament had no control over the bureauc-
racy. Members of the bureaucratic establishment, the police included, re-
mained for all practical purposes immune to legal prosecution. The adminis-
trative corps of Imperial Russia remained, as before, a body outside
parliamentary supervision and above the law—a “‘meta-juridical’’ body, as it
were.

Two further provisions of the Fundamental Laws of 1906 call for com-
ment: for although they were also to be found in other European constitutions,
in Russia they would be particularly abused. As in Britain, the Duma had a
normal term of five years, but it could be dissolved earlier at the monarch’s
pleasure. The English Crown in modern times would not have dreamt of
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dissolving Parliament and calling for elections except on the advice of the
leader of the parliamentary majority. In Russia, it was different: the First
Duma lasted only 72 days and the Second 105 days, both sent home because
the Crown was unhappy with their conduct. Only after June 1907, when it
unilaterally and unconstitutionally altered the electoral law to ensure a more
tractable Duma, did the Crown allow the lower chamber its normal five-year
span.

Even more pernicious was the government’s recourse to Article 87 of the
Fundamental Laws, which authorized it to issue emergency laws when parlia-
ment was not in session. Under the terms of this article, such laws lapsed
unless approved by parliament within sixty days of reconvening. The authori-
ties made free use of this clause, not so much to deal with emergency situations
as to bypass normal legislative procedures, either because they were considered
too cumbersome or because parliament was unlikely to act favorably: occa-
sionally, the Duma was deliberately prorogued to enable the government to
legislate by decree. Such practices made a mockery of the legislative powers
of parliament and undermined respect for the constitution.

The existence of a legislature made it impractical to continue conducting
ministerial business in the traditional manner. The Council of Ministers (Sovet
Ministrov), previously a body without authority, was now made into a cabinet
under a Chairman who was in fact, if not in name, a Prime Minister. In its
new guise, it marked a departure from the patrimonial custom of having
ministers report individually to the Tsar. Under the new arrangement, deci-
sions taken by the Council were binding on all the ministers.*

Whether one regards the Fundamental Laws of 1906 as a major advance
in Russia’s political development or as a deceptive half measure, a “pseudo-
constitution” (Scheinkonstitution) as Max Weber called it, depends on one’s
criteria. Judged by standards of the advanced industrial democracies, the
Russian constitution certainly left a great deal to be desired. But in terms of
Russia’s own past, of five hundred years of autocracy, the 1906 charter marked
a giant step toward a democratic order. For the first time the government
allowed elected representatives of the nation to initiate and veto legislative
measures, to scrutinize the budget, to criticize the monarchy and to interrogate
its ministers. If the constitutional experiment ultimately failed to bring state
and society into partnership, the fault lay not so much in the shortcomings of
the constitution as in the unwillingness of Crown and parliament to accept the
new arrangement and function responsibly within its provisions.

Once the country had been given a parliament, it was virtually certain
that its leadership would fall to the liberals. The 1905 Revolution, of which the

*According to Witte (Vospominaniia, 11, Moscow, 1960, 545), this body was deliberately
called “Council of Ministers” rather than “‘cabinet” further to distinguish Russia from Western
constitutional states.
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October Manifesto had been the main fruit, had two distinct phases, the first
successful, the second not. The first phase had been initiated and managed by
the Union of Liberation, and reached its climax in the October Manifesto. The
second phase, which began the day after the Manifesto had been issued,
dissipated itself in brutal pogroms instigated by both the revolutionary and
reactionary parties. It was ultimately crushed by the forces of order. As the
organizers of the first, successful phase of the Revolution, the liberals were its
main beneficiaries. They intended to exploit this advantage to push Russia into
a full-fledged parliamentary democracy. The decision of the two principal
socialist parties, the Social-Democrats and Socialists-Revolutionaries, to boy-
cott the Duma elections ensured their victory.

The Constitutional-Democrats adopted an extremely aggressive parlia-
mentary strategy for they saw in the socialists’ boycott a unique opportunity
to capture the socialists’ constituency. They insisted on treating the new
Fundamental Laws as illegitimate: only the sovereign nation, through its
democratically elected representatives, had the right to draw up a constitution.
The conservative liberal Vasilii Maklakov thought that the leadership of his
party, spellbound by the vision of 1789, would settle for nothing less than a
Constituent Assembly:

I recall the indignation of the Congress [of the Kadet Party] over the promulga-
tion of a constitution on the eve of the Duma’s convocation. What made it
especially dangerous was the absence of pretense in this indignation. The
liberals should have understood that if the Emperor had convened a national
representative body without setting for it legal limits, he would have opened
the gates to a revolution. They did understand this now and were not frightened
by the prospect. On the contrary: they rebelled against the idea that the Duma
must work within the framework of rights set forth by the Constitution. Which
goes to prove that they did not take this Constitution seriously. According to
them, the “national representation’ was sovereign and had the right to demol-
ish all the walls which the Constitution had erected around it. One saw the
source of their mentality. Their spirits were fired by memories of the Great
Revolution. The Duma appeared to them as the Estates-General. Like it, it had
to turn into a National Assembly and give the country a true Constitution in
place of one which the vigilant Monarchy had surreptitiously granted."

To the Kadets, the Duma was a battleground: with appeals to the
“masses,”” they meant to force the Crown to give up all power. Such doubts
as sober-minded liberals may have entertained over the wisdom of a confronta-
tional strategy were stilled by the spectacular victory which the Kadets won
in the Duma elections. As the most radical party on the ballot, they attracted
much of the vote that would have otherwise gone to the SRs and SDs: this
created the illusion that they had become the principal national opposition
party. With 179 out of 478 deputies, they emerged as the strongest group in
the lower house: owing to the worker votes, they captured all the seats in
Moscow and St. Petersburg. Even so, they controlled only 37.4 percent of the
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seats; lacking an absolute majority, they needed allies. They could have sought
them on the right, among conservative liberals. But determined to maintain
a hold on the peasant and worker electorate, they turned leftward, to the
agrarian socialists who had been elected as individual candidates and came to
be collectively known as Laborites (Trudoviki).

Drunk with success, believing themselves to be on the eve of a second,
decisive Revolution, the Kadets went on the offensive. Under the leadership
of Miliukov, they expressed a willingness to join the cabinet but on one
condition: that the Tsar agree to convoke a Constituent Assembly. As has been
noted, Witte’s negotiations with liberal conservatives (Shipov, Guchkov, and
others) also had had no issue.?® The Crown would make several more attempts
to bring liberals and liberal-conservatives into the cabinet, to be rebuffed each
time. The stage was thus set for a parliamentary confrontation not over poli-
cies but over the very nature of Russia’s constitutional regime.

The Crown approached the opening of the Duma with trepidation but
without a program. What actually transpired when the Duma convened ex-
ceeded 1its worst fears.

Nicholas had been assured by liberal bureaucrats that elections presented
no threat to him because the provisions ensuring the preponderance of peas-
ants would produce a cooperative Duma: it was the same mistake the French
monarchy had committed in 1789 when it doubled the representation of the
Third Estate in the Estates-General. Not all shared this optimism: Durnovo,
the ex-Minister of the Interior and one of the most astute politicians in Russia,
had cautioned that the majority of the deputies would be drawn from the
radical rural *“‘semi-intelligentsia,”” who were eager to solidify their hold on the
peasantry.” Indeed, nearly one-half of the deputies to the First Duma were
peasants, many of them of this type. And they turned out to be very different
from the deferential muzhiki with whom the imagination of Slavophile conser-
vatives populated Russia. Kryzhanovskii thus describes the revulsion that
seized official circles at the sight of the hordes of peasant representatives who
descended on St. Petersburg in the spring of 1906:

It was enough to take a look at the motley mob of “deputies”’—and it was my
lot to spend among them entire days in the corridors and the garden of Taurida
Palace—to experience horror at the sight of Russia’s first representative body.
It was a gathering of savages. It seemed as if the Russian land had sent to St.
Petersburg everything that was barbarian in it, everything filled with envy and
malice. If one were to assume that these individuals really represented the
people and its ‘“‘innermost aspirations,” then one would have been forced to
concede that Russia could survive for at least one more century only by the
force of external constraint, not by that of inner cohesion, and that enlightened
absolutism was for her the sole salutary form of government. The attempt to
found the political system on the will of the people was obviously doomed to
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failure because in this mass any consciousness of statehood, let alone of shared
statehood, was totally submerged in social hostility and class envy: more cor-
rectly, such consciousness was entirely lacking. It was equally futile to place
one’s hope in the intelligentsia and its cultural influence. In the Duma the
intelligentsia was relatively weakly represented and it clearly yielded to the
seething energy of the dark masses. It believed in the power of good words, it
upheld ideals that were entirely alien and unnecessary for the masses, and its
only role was to serve as a springboard for the Revolution. It could not act
creatively. . . .

The attitude of the peasant Duma delegates toward their responsibilities
was curious in the extreme. They brought with them petitioners on various
matters: these they placed in the [deputies’] seats, from which Duma personnel
had no little trouble evicting them. On one occasion, the police detained on a
street adjacent to Taurida Palace two peasants who were selling entrance
tickets to it: both turned out to be Duma deputies, of which fact the Chairman
was duly apprised.

Some deputies immediately began to carry on revolutionary propaganda
in the factories, to organize street demonstrations, to incite the mobs against
the police, and so on. During one such demonstration on Ligovka, the leader
of a brawling mob, one Mikhailichenko, a deputy representing the miners of the
Urals, was beaten up. He showed up the next day in the Duma and participated
in the discussion of this incident with a face so heavily bandaged that only his
nose and eyes were visible. Peasant deputies got drunk in taverns and engaged
in brawls: when attempts were made to have them arrested, they claimed
personal immunity. The police were at first very confused, uncertain what they
could and could not do in such cases. In one such incident, the doubts were
resolved by an old woman, the tavern owner, who, in response to a drunken
deputy’s claim of inviolability, gave him a thrashing, shouting: “For me, you
are quite violable, you SOB,” following which she threw him out. . . . There
were grand ceremonies at the burial of one Duma deputy, whose name escapes
me, who had died of delirium tremens: in one funeral speech he was referred
to as a “fighter fallen on the field of honor.”

Following their arrival [in St. Petersburg], some deputies were sentenced
by volost’ and other courts for petty theft and other swindles: one for having
stolen a pig, another for purse snatching, etc. Altogether, according to informa-
tion gathered by the Ministry of the Interior, the number of deputies in the First
Duma, mainly peasants, who, owing to the careless makeup of the lists of voters
and electors, turned out to have been convicted of pecuniary crimes that
disqualified them from participating in the elections, either before they had
entered the Duma or within one year after its dissolution, exceeded forty
persons—that is, about 8 percent of the Duma’s membership.*

On the opening day of the Duma, the Tsar received the deputies in a
solemn session at the Winter Palace and delivered an address in which he
promised to respect the new order. The Duma, on a Kadet motion, responded
with a revolutionary challenge, approved by all but five deputies. It demanded
the abolition of the upper chamber, the power to appoint and dismiss minis-
ters, compulsory expropriations of certain landed properties, and amnesty for
political prisoners, including those sentenced for terrorist crimes. When the
Court, having gotten wind of the Duma’s response, refused to receive the
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Duma deputation sent to present it, the Duma passed with virtual unanimity
a vote of no confidence in the cabinet coupled with a demand that it yield to
a ministry chosen by itself.?

This behavior threw the government, accustomed to conducting its affairs
with utmost decorum, into disarray. The security services were especially
alarmed, fearing the inflammatory effect of Duma rhetoric on the countryside.
According to one police official, the very existence of a constitutional regime
confused the peasants. Unable to figure out why the authorities allowed Duma
deputies to demand changes in the system of government while punishing
private persons for making similar demands, they concluded that the Duma’s
“revolutionary propaganda was carried out with the approval and even en-
couragement of the government.”’* Given that the prestige of the government
among the peasants had declined anyway from the loss of the war with Japan
and its inability to suppress the Socialist-Revolutionary terror, the police had
reason to fear losing control of the villages.

In these circumstances, the Court decided on dissolution. As soon as they
learned of this decision, the Kadets and other left-of-center deputies wanted
to stage a sit-in, but they had to give up this plan because the government had
the Duma surrounded by troops. The dissolution order may have violated the
spirit of the Fundamental Laws but it was certainly legitimate. Nevertheless,
the Kadets and some of their associates saw it as an opportunity to throw down
the revolutionary gauntlet. Adjourning to nearby Vyborg, a Finnish city out-
side the reach of the Russian police, they issued an appeal to the citizens of
Russia to refuse paying taxes and providing recruits. The protest was both
unconstitutional and futile. The country ignored the Vyborg Manifesto, and
its only consequence was to bar the signatories, among whom were many
leading liberals, from running in future elections.

Thus, the overconfident liberals lost the opening skirmish in the war they
had declared on the constitutional monarchy.

The October Manifesto had mollified the moderate, liberal-conservative
opposition, but neither the liberal-radical nor the socialist politicians. The
latter regarded it as merely a preliminary concession: the Revolution had to
continue until total victory. Under the incitement of left-of-center intellectu-
als, the violence in the country went on unabated, evoking from the right a
counterterror in the form of pogroms against students and Jews.

The agrarian unrest of 1905—6 had two consequences. It ended, once and
for all, the peasantry’s traditional pro-monarchic sentiments. Henceforth, the
muzhik no longer looked to the Tsar to give him the land he coveted, but to
the Duma and the liberal and radical parties. Second, the peasants of central
Russia succeeded in “smoking out” many landlords, who, frightened of the
assaults on their properties, disposed of their estates and cleared out. These
developments accelerated the liquidation of landlord agriculture which had
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begun with the Emancipation Edict and would be completed in 1917. After
1905, the peasantry was the largest purchaser (37—-40 percent) of land that
appeared on the market. Landlords, who in 1863—72 had bought 51.6 percent
of the land, in 1906—9 accounted for only 15.2 percent of the purchasers.

The peasant jacquerie was exacerbated by the Socialist-Revolutionary
campaign of political terror.® The world had never known anything like it: a
wave of murder which soon gripped hundreds if not thousands of young men
and women in a collective psychosis—murder as an end in itself, its ostensible
objective having long been lost sight of. Although the declared targets were
government officials, notably policemen, in practice the terror could be quite
indiscriminate. As is usual, it shaded into ordinary criminality, some of its
perpetrators extorting money and intimidating court witnesses. The majority
of the terrorists were youths—two-thirds of them twenty-two or younger—for
whom the daring, often suicidal operations turned into a kind of rite of passage
into manhood. The most rabid element among the terrorists, the Maximalists,
killed for the sake of killing, in order to speed the collapse of the social order.
The effects of SR terror extended beyond the lives it extinguished and the
repressive countermeasures it provoked. It lowered still further the already
low level of political life in Russia, demoralizing those actively engaged in
politics and making resort to violence a normal way of dealing with difficult
problems.

The Socialists-Revolutionaries decided on a massive terror campaign in
January 1906—that is, after the country had been promised a constitution. The
scope of the campaign was staggering. Stolypin told the Duma in June 1906
that in the preceding eight months there had occurred 827 assaults with the
intent to kill against officials of the Ministry of the Interior (which included
the police and the gendarmerie), as a consequence of which 288 persons lost
their lives and 383 suffered injuries.?® The director of the Police Department
informed the Duma a year later that in the two Baltic provinces of Livonia
and Courland there had taken place 1,148 terrorist acts, which resulted in the
loss of 324 lives, the majority of the victims being policemen and soldiers.?” It
has been estimated that in the course of 1906 and 1907 terrorists killed or
maimed in the Russian Empire 4,500 officials.?® If private persons are added,
the total number of the victims of left-wing terror in the years 1905—7 rises to
over 9,000.%

The government’s hope that the Duma would help it deal with these
outrages were not realized. Even the Constitutional-Democrats refused to
condemn them on the grounds that the revolutionary terror was a natural
reaction to governmental terror. When a Duma deputy ventured to declare
that in a constitutional regime there was no place for terror, he was attacked
by his colleagues as a “provocateur’” and the resolution which he moved
received only thirty votes.*

In these difficult circumstances—a rebellious parliament, rural violence,
and nationwide terror—the monarchy turned to a “‘strong man,” the governor
of Saratov, Peter Arkadevich Stolypin.
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Stolypin, who would serve as Prime Minister from July 1906 until his
death in September 1911, was arguably the most outstanding statesman of
Imperial Russia. For all their remarkable gifts, his only possible rivals—
Speranskii and Witte—lacked his combination of the statesman’s vision and
the politician’s skills. Not an original thinker—most of his measures had been
anticipated by others—he impressed Russians and foreigners alike with his
strength of character and integrity: Sir Arthur Nicolson, the British Ambassa-
dor to Russia, thought him simply the “most remarkable figure in Europe.”*!
In his actions he was guided by the ideas of the liberal bureaucracy, believing
that Russia required firm authority but that under modern conditions such
authority could not be exercised without popular support. The dvorianstvo, in
his view, was a vanishing class: the monarchy should rely on an independent
yeomanry, the creation of which was one of his principal objectives. Parlia-
ment was indispensable. He was virtually the only Russian Premier to address
representatives of the nation as equals and partners. At the same time he did
not believe that parliament could run the country. Like Bismarck, whom he
in many ways emulated, he envisioned it as an auxiliary institution.* That he
failed in his endeavors demonstrates how irreconcilable were the divisions in
Russia and how unlikely it was that the country would escape violent collapse.

Born in 1862 in Germany, Stolypin descended from a dvorianstvo family
which had served the tsars since the sixteenth century: Struve described him
as a typical “servitor in the medieval sense, instinctively loyal to the Imperial
sovereign.””** His father was an artillery general who had distinguished himself
in the Crimean War; his mother was related to Alexander Gorchakov, the
Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs under Alexander II. Stolypin would prob-
ably also have followed a military career were it not for a physical disability
incurred in childhood. After attending secondary school in Vilno, he enrolled
at the Physical-Mathematical Faculty of St. Petersburg University, from
which he graduated in 1885 with the Highest Honors and a Candidate’s Degree
(the Russian equivalent of an American Ph.D.) for a dissertation on agricul-
ture. A highly cultivated man (he is said to have spoken three foreign lan-
guages), he liked to think of himself as an intellectual rather than a bureaucrat,
a feeling the St. Petersburg officialdom reciprocated by treating him as an
outsider even after he had reached the topmost rung of the bureaucratic
ladder.*

After completing his studies, Stolypin joined the Ministry of the Interior.
In 1889 he was sent to Kovno, in what used to be Polish-Lithuanian territory,
where his wife, the socially prominent O. B. Neidgardt, owned property. Here

**I am in no sense in favor of absolutist government,” Bismarck told the Reichstag in 1884.
“I consider parliamentary cooperation, if properly practiced, necessary and useful, as I consider
parliamentary rule harmful and impossible”: Max Klemm, ed., Was sagt Bismarck dazu?, 11 (Berlin,
1924), 126.
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21. P. A. Stolypin: 1909.

he spent thirteen years (1889-1902), serving as Marshal of the Nobility (an
appointed office in this area), devoting his spare time to the improvement of
his wife’s estate and studies of agriculture.

The years which he spent in Kovno were to exert a decisive influence on
Stolypin’s thinking. In the western provinces of Russia communal landholding
was unknown: here peasant households held their land as outright property.
Comparing the superior condition of the rural population in this region with
that of central Russia, Stolypin came to agree with those who saw in the
peasant commune the main impediment to rural progress; and because he
considered rural prosperity a precondition of national stability, he concluded
that the preservation in Russia of law and order demanded the gradual elimi-
nation of the commune. The commune inhibited improvement in the peasant’s
economic condition in several ways. The periodic redistribution of land de-
prived the peasant of incentives to improve the soil since it was not his
property; at the same time, it ensured him of the minimum needed to survive.
It also encouraged the enterprising and industrious peasant to engage in usury.
Stolypin believed that Russia needed a large class of independent, landowning
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peasants to replace the decaying dvorianstvo and provide a model for the rest
of the rural population.** |

In May 1902, impressed with his performance as Marshal of the Nobility,
the Ministry of the Interior appointed Stolypin governor of Grodno: at forty,
he was the youngest holder of that office in the Empire. After serving less than
one year, he was transferred to Saratov, one of the Empire’s most troublesome
provinces, with a record of agrarian unrest and a strong SR presence. He is
said to have owed this appointment to Plehve, who sought to appease public
opinion by selecting officials with a liberal reputation.*® His experience in
Saratov strengthened Stolypin’s hostility to the commune, but it also made him
aware of the strong hold it exerted on the muzhik, who liked its “leveling”
effect. As Stolypin saw it, however, the commune allowed only for “leveling
down.” To allow the peasants’ energies to “level up,” he came on the idea of
having the government distribute Crown and State lands to independent farm-
ers in order for a significant private peasant sector to emerge alongside the
communal.’¢

Saratov was very turbulent in 1905. Stolypin displayed intelligence and
courage in coping with rural unrest. Unlike many governors who reacted to
peasant violence by closeting themselves in their offices and leaving the task
of pacification to gendarmes and soldiers, he visited the areas of disturbance,
spoke with the rebellious peasants, and debated radical agitators. He persisted
in this policy despite several attempts on his life, in one of which he was
wounded. Such initiatives enabled him to quell the agrarian disorders in
Saratov with minimal resort to force. In right-wing circles this earned him a
reputation for “‘softness” and “liberalism’ which was not helpful in his subse-
quent career.

St. Petersburg, however, took notice. His proven administrative abilities,
his courage, and his known devotion to the dynasty made him an ideal candi-
date for ministerial office. On April 26, 1906, following Witte’s resignation, he
was offered the portfolio of the Interior in Goremykin’s cabinet. After some
hesitation, he accepted the post and moved to the capital. Although favored
by the Court for his slavish devotion, the sixty-seven-year-old Goremykin
proved entirely unable either to handle the Duma or to quell public disorders.
The archetypal bureaucrat-steward, dubbed ‘“His Illustrious Indifference”
(Ego Vysokoe Bezrazlichie), he was let go on the day of the First Duma’s
dissolution (July 8, 1906). Stolypin now assumed the chairmanship of the
Council of Ministers while retaining the portfolio of the Interior.

In approaching his new responsibilities, Stolypin acted on the premise
that the October Manifesto had marked a watershed in Russian history: as he
told Struve, “there was no possibility of restoring absolutism.””*” This outlook
placed him at odds with the Court and its conservative supporters. Stolypin
found himself from the outset pursuing a policy that did not enjoy the sympa-
thy of either the Crown or many of his subordinates in the Ministry of the
Interior. The latter preferred the traditional repressive measures. Stolypin,
albeit with a heavy heart, agreed to repression, to quell disorders, but he
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thought it futile unless accompanied by reform. He had an ambitious program
in mind which centered on administrative decentralization as a device for
raising the cultural level of the population.*®

In March 1907, he outlined a sweeping program of reforms which called
for the expansion of civil liberties (freedom of religion, personal inviolability,
civic equality), improvements in agriculture, state insurance for industrial
workers, extension of the powers of organs of local self-government, reform
of the police, and the introduction of a graduated income tax.*’

Determined to carry out his duties with the cooperation of society, he
established contact with the leaders of all political parties save those commit-
ted to revolution. He also sought to build up in parliament a coalition of
supporters, on the example of George III's “King’s Friends”” and Bismarck’s
Reichsfreunde. He was prepared to go to great lengths to achieve this end,
agreeing to legislative compromises and resorting to bribery. His Duma ad-
dresses were outstanding examples of parliamentary oratory, by virtue of not
only the force of arguments but also their tone: he spoke as a Russian patriot
to fellow patriots rather than as a royal steward communicating the master’s
wishes. In actions as well as public pronouncements, he took it for granted that
the interests of Russia had precedence over all private and partisan interests.

This endeavor met with little response in a country in which the sense of
nationhood and statehood was as yet poorly developed. To the opposition
Stolypin was a lackey of the despised monarchy; to the monarchy he was an
ambitious, self-seeking politician. The bureaucratic establishment never ac-
cepted him, because he had not risen through the ranks of the St. Petersburg
ministries.

The most urgent task confronting Stolypin was the restoration of public
order. This he accomplished by harsh measures which earned him odium
among the intelligentsia.

The immediate justification for launching a campaign of counterterror
was a nearly successful attempt on his life.

After moving to St. Petersburg, Stolypin maintained the gubernatorial
custom of keeping on Sundays open house for petitioners. He insisted on this
practice despite warnings from the police. In the afternoon of August 12, 1906,
three Maximalists, two disguised as gendarmes, sought admission to his villa
on Aptekarskii Island. When a suspicious guard tried to detain them, they
threw briefcases, loaded with explosives, into the building.*® A frightful car-
nage ensued: twenty-seven petitioners and guards, as well as the terrorists
themselves, were torn to pieces by the explosion and thirty-two people suffered
wounds. Stolypin miraculously escaped harm but both his children were in-
jured. Reacting with characteristic coolness, he directed the removal of the
victims.

The assault on Stolypin was only the most sensational manifestation of
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terrorism which continued to hold the country in its bloody grip. The com-
mander of the Black Sea Fleet and the governors of Warsaw and Saratov fell
victim to it. Hardly a day passed without a police official losing his life. To
make matters worse, monarchists, emulating revolutionary tactics, resorted to
counterterror, and on July 18 murdered the Jewish deputy, Michael Gertsen-
shtein, who had presented to the Duma the Kadet land program with a
demand for compulsory expropriations.* No government in the world could
have remained passive in the face of such violence. Since a new Duma had not
yet been elected, Stolypin had recourse to Article 87. He subsequently made
frequent use of this clause: during the half year that elapsed between the
dissolution of the First Duma and the convocation of the Second, Russia was
in effect administered by decree. Because he believed in the rule of law, he
regretted having to do so, but he saw no alternative: such procedures were “a
deplorable necessity,” justified on the grounds that at times the interests of the
state took precedence.*!

Since 1905, a good part of Russia had been placed under martial law: in
August 1906, eighty-two of the Empire’s eighty-seven provinces were under
“Reinforced Safeguard.”*> These measures proved insufficient, and under
strong pressure from the Court, Stolypin resorted to summary justice. On
August 19—one week after the failed attempt on his life—he introduced, under
Article 87, field courts for civilians.* The law provided that in areas placed
under either martial law or Extraordinary Safeguard, the governors and com-
mandants of the military districts could turn over to military courts persons
whose guilt was so obvious as to require no further investigation. The person-
nel of these courts were to be appointed by local commanders and to consist
of five officers. Hearings were to take place behind closed doors: defendants
were allowed no lawyer but could call on witnesses. The field courts had to
convene within twenty-four hours of the crime and reach a verdict in forty-
eight hours. There was no appeal from their sentences, which were to be
carried out within twenty-four hours.

This law remained in force for eight months, expiring in April 1907. It
is estimated that Stolypin’s field courts meted out up to 1,000 death sentences.**
Subsequently, terrorists and other persons accused of violent political crimes
were tried by ordinary courts. A contemporary source estimates that in 1908
and 1909 the courts convicted for political crimes and armed assault 16,440
persons, 3,682 of them to death and 4,517 to hard labor.*

Stolypin’s repressive measures evoked cries of outrage from public circles
which displayed considerable tolerance for revolutionary terror. The Kadets,
who ignored SR murders, spared no words of condemnation for the quasi-
juridical procedures employed by Stolypin to prevent them: one of their
spokesmen, Fedor Rodichev, referred to the gallows used by the field courts

*In March 1907, a worker incited by a right-wing politician named Kazantsev killed Grigorii
Iollos, another Kadet Duma deputy, also Jewish. When he realized that Kazantsev had misled him
into believing that Iollos was a police agent, the worker lured Kazantsev into a forest and murdered
him.
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as ““Stolypin’s neckties” and the name stuck. In July 1908, Tolstoy wrote Ne
mogu molchat’!—I Cannot Keep Silent/—in which he argued that government
violence was a hundredfold worse than criminal and terrorist violence because
it was perpetrated in cold blood. His recipe for ending revolutionary terrorism
was abolishing private property in land. The issue was so divisive that Guch-
kov’s defense of Stolypin’s field courts as a “cruel necessity”*¢ split the Octo-
brist Party and led to the resignation of Shipov, one of its most respected
figures.

But public order was eventually restored, enabling Stolypin to launch his
program of economic and political reforms.

Without awaiting the convocation of the second Duma, Stolypin
enacted, again with resort to Article 87, a series of agrarian reforms which he
viewed as the key to Russia’s long-term stability.

An initial step in this direction was a law of October 5, 1906, which
accorded the Russian peasant, for the first time in history, civil equality with
the other estates.*’ It removed all restrictions on peasant movement, depriving
the communes of the power to refuse members permission to leave. The land
commandants could no longer punish peasants. Thus disappeared the last
vestiges of serfdom.

Stolypin addressed himself concurrently to the issue of land shortage,
increasing the reserve of agricultural land available for purchase by peasants
and facilitating access to mortgage money. The Peasant Land Bank, founded
in the 1880s, had already in 1905 received broad powers to provide easy credit
to help peasants acquire land. Stolypin now made much more land available
for this purpose by persuading the Court to offer for peasant purchase Crown
and State lands. This was formalized in laws of August 12 and 27, 1906.*® The
Crown (udel’nye) lands used for this purpose amounted to 1.8 million desiatiny
(2 million hectares) of arable land, and the State lands to 3.6 million (4 million
hectares). Approximately the same acreage of woodland was put on the mar-
ket, for a total of 11 million desiatiny (12 million hectares).* These properties,
augmented with land which the landlords sold after the 1905—6 rural distur-
bances, considerably increased peasant holdings.

To provide access to these lands it was necessary to organize and finance
a large-scale resettlement program to move peasants out of the overcrowded
provinces of central Russia. This the government initiated as early as March
1906, before Stolypin had assumed office, in a reversal of previous policy
discouraging peasant movement. Under Stolypin, the state-sponsored resettle-
ment program assumed massive proportions, with the peak years being 1908
and 1909. Between 1906 and 1916, 3 million peasants moved to Siberia and the
steppes of Central Asia, settling on lands which the government had made
available (547,000 of them later returned).*

Russian liberals and socialists considered it axiomatic that the country’s
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“agrarian question” could be solved only by expropriations of properties
belonging to the State, the Crown, the Church, and private landlords. Like
Ermolov, Stolypin felt this belief rested on an illusion: there simply was not
enough non-peasant land in the Empire to satisfy those who needed it as well
as those who were added each year to the rural population from natural
growth. In a masterfully reasoned speech to the Duma on May 10, 1907, he
argued that the Social-Democratic program of nationalizing land was without
merit:

Let us assume for the sake of argument that the government accepts [the
nationalization of land] as a desirable thing, that it sidesteps the issue of driving
to ruin a whole . . . numerous educated class of landowners, that it reconciles
itself to the destruction of the sparse centers of culture in the countryside. What
would result? Would this at least solve the material aspect of the agrarian
question? Would it or would it not make it possible to satisfy the peasants in
the localities where they reside?

These questions can be answered with figures, and the figures, gentle-
men, tell the following: If one were to transfer to the peasantry all the pri-
vately owned land, without exception, even that located in the neighborhood
of cities, then in the province of Vologda the communal land as now con-
stituted, together with that added to it, would provide 147 desiatiny per
household, in Olonetsk 185 desiatiny, and in Archangel as much as 1,309
desiatiny. At the same time, in fourteen other provinces there would not be
enough land to give each household 15 desiatiny, while in Poltava there
would be only 9 and in Podolia less than 8. This is due to the extremely
uneven distribution in the various provinces not only of State and Crown
lands but also of lands held in private ownership. One-fourth of the privately
held land happens to be located in those twelve provinces which have com-
munal allotments in excess of 15 desiatiny per household, whereas only one-
seventh of it lies in the ten provinces with the smallest allotments of 7
desiatiny per household. It must be noted that these figures include all the
land of all the owners—that is, not only that of the 107,000 dvoriane but also
that of 490,000 peasants who have purchased land on their own account, as
well as that belonging to 85,000 burghers—the latter two categories account-
ing for up to 17 million desiatiny. From this it follows that the division of all
the land on a per capita basis can hardly remedy local land shortages. It will
be necessary to have recourse to the measure proposed by the government—
namely, resettlement. One will have to give up the idea of ensuring land for
the entire toiling population and [instead] divert from that group a certain
proportion to other occupations.

This is also confirmed by other figures which indicate the population
growth over a ten-year period in the fifty provinces of European Russia. Russia,
gentlemen, 1s not dying out. Her population increase exceeds that of all the
other countries in the world, attaining an annual rate of 15.1 per 1,000. Thus,
in the fifty provinces of European Russia, the natural population growth adds
each year 1,625,000 people: assuming five persons per family, this represents
341,000 families. If we allow 10 desiatiny per household, we will require annu-
ally 3.5 million desiatiny to provide with land only that population which is
added each year.

Clearly, gentlemen, the land question cannot be solved by the device of
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expropriating and distributing private lands. This [method] is tantamount to
putting a plaster on an infected wound.*

Stolypin next turned to his favorite subject, the need to privatize agricul-
ture in order to improve productivity:

But apart from the aforementioned material results, what will this method do
to the country, what will it accomplish from the moral point of view? The
picture which we now observe in our rural communities—the need of all to
subordinate themselves to a single method of pursuing agriculture, the require-
ment of constant repartitions, the impossibility for a farmer with initiative to
apply to the land temporarily at his disposal his inclination toward a particular
branch of economy—all that will spread throughout Russia. All and each will
be equal, and land will become as common as water and air. But neither water
nor air benefit from the application of human hands, neither is improved by
labor, or else the improved air and water undoubtedly would fetch a price, they
would become subject to the right of property. I suggest that the land which
would be distributed among citizens, alienated from some and offered to local
Social-Democratic bureaus, would soon acquire the same qualities as water and
air. It would be exploited, but no one would improve it, no one would apply
to it his labor in order to have someone else benefit from it. . . . As a result,
the cultural level of the country will decline. A good farmer, an inventive
farmer, will be deprived by the very force of things of the opportunity to apply
his knowledge to the land. One is driven to the conclusion that such conditions
would lead to a new upheaval, and that the talented, strong, forceful man would
restore his right to property, to the fruit of his labor. After all, gentlemen,
property has always had as its basis force, behind which stood also moral law.*!

Stolypin well realized the hold which the commune had on the Great
Russian peasant and had no illusion that he could dissolve it by government
fiat. He rather wanted to achieve this end by example, setting up alongside the
communes a parallel system of privately held farms. All the land turned over
by the Crown and the State to the Peasant Land Bank was to be used for this
purpose; to augment this reserve, he was not averse to a limited expropriation
of large private estates. The critical issue to him was that the land turned over
to the peasants be kept out of the hands of the communes in order to create
enciaves of prosperous, independent farmsteads which in time, he hoped,
would exert an irresistible attraction on peasants and encourage them to give
up communal landholding. To the same end he also favored legislation that
would make it easy for peasants to withdraw from the commune and claim
title to their allotments.

Such a program was for Stolypin a precondition of economic improve-
ment, which, in turn, would provide the foundations of national stability and
grandeur. (“They,” he concluded his May 1907 speech, referring to the revolu-
tionary parties, ‘“‘need great upheavals. We need a Great Russia!”’) But the

*Gosudarstvennaia Duma, Stenograficheskie Otchéty, 1907 god, 11, Vtoroi Sozyv, Sessiia
Vtoraia, Zasedanie 36 (St. Petersburg, 1907), 435—36. Stolypin’s statistics were somewhat strained:
not all the natural population increase (which was actually higher than he estimated—namely, 18.1
per 1,000) occurred in the rural areas of central Russia. Still, his conclusion was correct, as the results
of the agrarian expropriations of 1917 would demonstrate.
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dissolution of the commune was to him also an essential means for raising the
level of citizenship in Russia. He fully shared Witte’s dismay over the peas-
antry’s low cultural level.”> In his view, Russia’s greatest need was for civic
education, which meant, first and foremost, inculcating in the rural population
a sense of law and respect for private property. His agrarian reforms were
meant, therefore, ultimately to serve a political purpose—namely, to provide
a school of citizenship.

The principles of Stolypin’s agrarian reform were by no means original,
having been the subject of frequent discussions in government circles since the
end of the nineteenth century.” In February 1906, the Imperial Government
discussed proposals to enable peasants to leave the commune and consolidate
their holdings. A few days before he left office in April 1906, Witte had
submitted a similar plan.** The idea of dissolving the commune and promoting
resettlement in Siberia now found favor even with some of the most conserva-
tive landlords, who saw in such measures a way of avoiding expropriations.
The All-Russian Union of Landowners as well as the United Nobility had
favored such a policy before Stolypin appeared on the scene. Stolypin’s deputy,
Kryzhanovskii, says these reforms had become so urgent that if not Stolypin
then some other minister would have carried them out, even the archconserva-
tive Durnovo.”® Nevertheless, as it was Stolypin who put these ideas into
practice, they are indissolubly bound up with his name.

The keystone of Stolypin’s agrarian reforms was the law of November 9,
1906: its importance becomes apparent when one considers that the communes
to which it applied comprised 77.2 percent of European Russia’s rural house-
holds.’® The law freed communal peasants from the obligation of remaining
in the commune. The law’s critical clause provided that “any head of a
household who holds a land allotment by virtue of communal right may at any
time demand to have it deeded to him as private property’’—insofar as practi-
cable, in a single, enclosed parcel. To leave the commune, peasants no longer
required the concurrence of the majority of members; the decision was theirs.
Having gone through the required formalities, a peasant household had the
choice of claiming property title to its allotment and remaining in the village
or selling out and moving away. In communes which had not practiced reparti-
tion since 1861, the allotments automatically became the property of the cul-
tivators. Since the government concurrently annulled all remaining arrears on
redemption payments (as of January 1, 1907), and one desiatina of arable land
at the time fetched well over 100 rubles, the typical household of ten desiatiny
could lay claim to an allotment worth over 1,000 rubles. On November 15, 1906,
the Peasant Land Bank was instructed to make loans available to help peasants
desiring to leave the commune.*’

The law made possible, for the first time in modern history, the emergence
in central Russia of an independent peasantry of a Western type.* But it also

*One of the misleading commonplaces in Russian historiography, promoted by Communist
historians, is that Stolypin’s agrarian measures were meant to promote a class of kulaks, defined as
rural usurers and exploiters. In fact, they had the very opposite purpose: to give enterprising peasants
an opportunity to enrich themselves by productive work rather than by usury and exploitation.



The Constitutional Experiment 175

had a deeper and more revolutionary significance in that it challenged the
peasants’ deeply held conviction that the land belonged to no one: it intro-
duced the idea of the “supremacy of the fact of ownership over the juridical
fact of use.”?® It is typical of late Imperial Russia that such a radical transfor-
mation of Russian agrarian conditions was promulgated under Article 87—
that is, as an emergency measure: the Duma approved it only on June 14, 1910,
three and a half years after it had gone into effect.

How successful were Stolypin’s agrarian reforms? The matter is the sub-
ject of considerable controversy. One school of historians claims that they led
to rapid changes in the village which would have prevented revolution were
it not for Stolypin’s death and the disruptions of World War I. Another school
dismisses them as a reform foisted upon unwilling peasants and undone by
them immediately after the collapse of the Imperial regime.*

The facts of the case are as follows.® In 1904, the fifty provinces of
European Russia had 12.3 million peasant households cultivating 125 million
desiatiny; 77.2 percent of these households and 83.4 percent of this land were
under a communal regime. In the Great Russian provinces, communal land-
holding embraced 97-100 percent of the households and land. Notwithstand-
ing claims of the opponents of the commune that repartition was falling into
disuse, in central Russia it was universally practiced.

Between 1906 and 1916, 2.5 million (or 22 percent) of the communal
households, with 14.5 percent of the acreage, filed petitions to take title to their
allotments. As these figures indicate, those who availed themselves of the new
legislation were the poorer peasants, usually with small families, who had
difficulty making ends meet: whereas the average household allotment in
European Russia was around ten desiatiny, the households that withdrew
from the commune averaged only three desiatiny.

In sum, slightly more than one communal household in five took advan-
tage of the law of November 9. But this statistic ignores one important fact
and, by doing so, makes the reform appear still more successful than it actually
was. The economic drawback of the commune lay not only in the practice of
repartition but also in that of strip farming, or cherespolositsa, which was an
essential corollary of communal organization. Economists criticized this prac-
tice on the grounds that it forced the peasant to waste much time moving with
his equipment from strip to strip and precluded intensive cultivation. Stolypin,
well aware of the disadvantages of cherespolositsa, was eager to do away with
it, and to this end inserted in the law a clause authorizing peasants wishing
to withdraw from the commune to demand that their holdings be consolidated
(enclosed). The communes, however, ignored this provision: the evidence
indicates that three-quarters of the households which took title to their allot-
ments under the Stolypin law had to accept them in scattered strips.®> Such
properties were known as otruba, khutora, independent farmsteads with en-
closed land, which Stolypin wanted to encourage, existed mainly in the border-
lands. Thus, the pernicious practice of strip farming was little affected by the
Stolypin legislation. On the eve of the 1917 Revolution, a decade after Stoly-
pin’s reforms had gone into effect, only 10 percent of Russian peasant house-
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holds operated as khutora, the remaining 9o percent continued as before to
pursue strip farming.®

On balance, therefore, the results of Stolypin’s agrarian reforms must be
judged as exceedingly modest. No ‘“‘agrarian revolution” occurred and no
Russian yeomanry emerged. When asked why they claimed title to their
allotments, one-half of the respondents said that they did so in order to sell
and get out of the village: only 18.7 percent took title in order to farm more
efficiently. In effect, the reform encouraged the exodus of the poorer commu-
nal elements: the better-off peasants remained in the commune, often with
enlarged allotments, and nearly every peasant, communal or not, continued
to practice strip farming.

Overwhelmingly, Russian peasants rejected the very premise of Stolypin’s
agrarian reforms. Surveys conducted after the reforms had been introduced
show that they resented those of their neighbors who pulled out of the com-
mune to set up private farms. Communal peasants were unshakable in the
belief that the only solution to their economic difficulties lay in communal
appropriation of all privately held lands. They opposed the Stolypin legislation
from fear that withdrawals would worsen communal land shortages and in
some cases refused to allow them, in contravention of the law.* In the eyes
of their neighbors, those who availed themselves of the Stolypin reform ceased
to be peasants: indeed, under the terms of the electoral law of June 3, 1907,
peasants owning 2.5 or more desiatiny qualified as “landlords.” They lived,
therefore, on borrowed time. In 1917, once the old regime broke down, the
otruba and khutora would be the very first objects of peasant assault: they were
in no time swept away and dissolved in the communal sea like sand castles.

Even so, significant changes did occur in Russian agriculture during and
after Stolypin’s ministry, although not in consequence of his legislation.

The gentry, having lost “taste for the land,” continued to abandon the
countryside. Between 1905 and 1914, gentry landholding in European Russia
declined by 12.6 percent, from 47.9 to 41.8 million desiatiny. Most of the land
which the landlords sold was acquired by peasants either communally or
privately. As a result, on the eve of the Revolution Russia was more than ever
a country of small, self-sufficient cultivators.

During this time, agricultural yields improved:

CEREAL YIELDS IN 47 PROVINCES OF
EUROPEAN Russia® (kilograms per desiatina)

- . | Rye Wheat
1891-1895 701 662
1896-1900 760 596
1901-1905 794 727
19061910 733 672

1911-1915 868 726
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Russian yields were still the lowest in Europe, bringing in one-third or less of
the crops harvested in the Low Countries, Britain, and Germany—the result
of unfavorable natural conditions, the virtual absence of chemical fertilizers,
and the communal system. Improved yields made possible increased exports
of foodstuffs: in 1911, Russia sold abroad a record 13.5 million tons of cereals.®

Stolypin’s vision of “Great Russia” required, in addition to the restora-
tion of public order and changes in agricultural practices, political and social
reforms. As with agrarian measures, his political reforms grew out of projects
formulated by the Ministry of the Interior before his arrival on the scene: a
good part had been anticipated in Witte’s proposals to Nicholas I1.%” Stolypin
adopted and expanded these ideas, whose purpose was to modernize and
Westernize Russia. Very little of this program was realized: Stolypin declared
that he required twenty years to change Russia and he was given a mere five.
Even so, its provisions are of interest because they indicate what the liberal
bureaucracy, which was far better informed than either the Court or the
intelligentsia, saw as the country’s most pressing needs. As formulated in
public addresses, notably his Duma speech of March 6, 1907, and the program
which he dictated privately in May 1911,* Stolypin intended the following:

Civil rights: Protection of citizens from arbitrary arrest; abolition
of administrative exile; bringing to trial officials guilty of criminal abuse of
authority.

Police: Abolition of the Corps of Gendarmes as a separate entity and its
merger with the regular police; gendarmes to be deprived of the authority to
conduct political investigations; an end to the practice of employing agents
provocateurs to infiltrate revolutionary movements.

Administration: Creation of a Ministry of Self-government; replacing the
peasant volost’ with an all-estate, self-governing unit whose officials would
combine administrative and police functions; major reform of zemstva which
would endow them with powers comparable to those enjoyed by state govern-
ments in the United States; elections to zemstva to be based on a democratic
franchise; the bureaucracy’s authority over zemstva to be confined to ensuring
the legality of their actions; the introduction of zemstva into the western
provinces of the empire.

Ethnic minorities: Creating a Ministry of Nationalities; full equality for
all citizens regardless of nationality and religion; administrative decentraliza-
tion in the areas populated largely by non-Russians to allow the latter a greater
voice in running their affairs; elimination of the Pale of Settlement and other
discriminatory laws against the Jews.

Social legislation: Formation of ministries of Social Security, of Health,

*The program, which disappeared after his death and was presumed lost, was made public
forty-five years later by Stolypin’s secretary, A. V. Zenkovskili, in his Pravda o Stolypine (New York,
1956), 73-113. See further Kryzhanovskii, Vospominaniia, 130-32, 13738, 218.
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and of Labor; compulsory elementary schooling; state insurance for the aged
and disabled; a national health program; full legalization of trade unions.

To carry out this program Stolypin required the powers of a Peter the
Great, or, barring that, at least the unstinting support of the Crown. He
enjoyed neither, and hence only a small part of his reform agenda saw the light
of day.

The difficulties he faced are illustrated by his unsuccessful effort to im-
prove the status of Russia’s Jews. High bureaucratic circles had recognized for
years that something had to be done about the medieval legislation regulating
Jewish subjects. This sense was inspired less by humanitarian than by political
considerations. The security police had been aware for some time of the
disproportionate number of Jewish youths in the revolutionary movement, and
although many of its members believed that Jews were a sinister race bent on
subverting and destroying Christian society, more intelligent police officials
attributed the young Jews’ radicalism to the obstacles which Russian laws
placed in the way of their career opportunities. There were also powerful
financial reasons for abolishing Jewish disabilities. The director of the Banc
de Paris et Pays Bas expressed a view prevalent among foreign financiers when
he advised Kokovtsov, the Finance Minister, that it would benefit Russia’s
international standing if she granted her Jewish subjects civil equality.®
Russia’s treatment of Jews poisoned relations with the United States, which
objected repeatedly to the refusal of the Russian authorities to grant entry visas
to American citizens of Jewish faith. In December 1911, the U.S. Senate, on the
recommendation of President Taft, would unanimously renounce the U.S.-
Russian treaty of 1832 on these grounds.*

Stolypin raised the Jewish issue before the Council of Ministers, and
secured a solid majority in favor of doing away with many restrictions on
Jewish residential and occupational rights. He forwarded a proposal to this
effect to the Tsar. Nicholas rejected it on the grounds of “‘conscience.”®® The
refusal ended the possibility of Imperial Russia ridding herself of her anachro-
nistic Jewish legislation and ensured the animosity of Jews at home and
abroad.

Stolypin was determined not to repeat the mistake of his predecessor,
Goremykin, who had no government program with which to attract voters.
Having announced his reform program, he involved the government in the
electoral campaign by paying subsidies to friendly newspapers and staging
spectacles for potential supporters of pro-government candidates. For this
purpose he allocated modest sums, such as 10,000 rubles to be spent in Kiev
on electoral propaganda, “allowances” for needy voters, and the staging for
peasant voters of Glinka’s A Life for the Tsar. He soon became painfully aware
of the paucity of means at the government’s disposal to rally public support.
Later he resorted to bribing deputies to vote for government bills.”

*The New York Times, December 14, 1911, p. 1. This action was denounced in some Russian
circles as intolerable interference in Russia’s internal affairs, and by a German conservative newspa-

per as reflective of the *“parvenu spirit that rules not only American society but American politics”:
Ibid., p. 2.
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Stolypin tried, without success, to bring representatives of society into the
cabinet.

On assuming office, he engaged in negotiations with Alexander Guchkov
and Nicholas Lvov, offering the former the portfolio of Trade and Industry
and the latter that of Agriculture. The two made their acceptance conditional
on other representatives of society being included in the cabinet. Stolypin next
contacted Dmitrii Shipov and Prince George Lvov, the future head of the
Provisional Government. They posed stiff demands: a government commit-
ment to expropriating some landed property, the abolition of capital punish-
ment, and an end to martial law. These terms may have been acceptable, but
the government could not possibly agree to a further demand that a majority
of the ministerial portfolios, including that of the Interior, be turned over to
non-bureaucrats.”! Using Kryzhanovskii as intermediary, Stolypin also made
approaches to the Kadets with the view of having them join the cabinet, but
nothing came of this effort either.”” In January 1907, he attempted once more
to come to terms with the Kadets, hoping to wean them away from the radical
parties. At this time the Kadets had not yet secured status as a legally recog-
nized association. Stolypin offered to grant them such status if they would
denounce terrorism. Ivan Petrunkevich, one of the patriarchs of the liberal
movement and a member of the Kadet Central Committee, responded that he
would rather the party perish than suffer “moral destruction” by acquiescing
to this demand. This terminated the discussions.”

To the government’s dismay, the Second Duma, which opened on Febru-
ary 20, 1907, was even more radical than the First, for the SRs and the SDs
had now abandoned the boycott. The socialists had 222 deputies (of them, 65
SDs, 37 SRs, 16 Popular Socialists, and 104 Trudoviki, affiliated with the SRs):
they outweighed right-wing deputies by a ratio of two to one. The Kadets,
tempered by the failure of their previous tactics, were prepared to behave more
responsibly, but their representation was cut by nearly one-half (from 179 to
98) and the opposition was dominated by the socialists, who had no intention
of pursuing legislative work. The SRs had resolved in November 1906 to
participate in the elections in order to “utilize the State Duma for organizing
and revolutionizing the masses.””’* The Social-Democrats at the Fourth (Stock-
holm) Congress, held in April 1907, agreed to commit themselves “to exploit-
ing systematically all conflicts between the government and the Duma as well
as within the Duma itself for the purpose of broadening and deepening the
revolutionary movement.” The congress instructed the Social-Democratic fac-
tion to create a mass movement that would topple the existing order by
“exposing all the bourgeois parties,” making the masses aware of the futility
of the Duma, and insisting on the convocation of a Constituent Assembly.”
The socialists thus entered the Duma for the explicit purpose of sabotaging
legislative work and disseminating revolutionary propaganda under the pro-
tection of parliamentary immunity.

To make matters still worse from the government’s point of view, Ortho-
dox priests elected to the Duma, usually by peasants, shunned the conservative
parties, preferring to sit in the center; several joined the socialists.
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The Second Duma had barely begun its deliberations when in high circles
it was whispered that the Duma was incapable of constructive work and
should be abolished or at least thoroughly revamped. Fedor Golovin, the
chairman of the Second Duma, remembered Nicholas speaking to him in this
vein in March or April 1907.7° The outright abolition of the Duma, however,
proved impractical for political as well as economic reasons.

The political argument in favor of retaining a parliamentary body has
been mentioned earlier: it was the need of the bureaucracy for a representative
body with which to share the blame for the country’s ills.

The economic argument had to do with international banking. A promi-
nent French financier informed Kokovtsov that the dissolution of the First
Duma had struck French financial markets like a “bolt of lightning.”””” Later,
in 1917, Kokovtsov explained the close relationship which had existed under
tsarism between parliamentary government and Russia’s standing in interna-
tional credit markets. The market price of the Russian state loan of 1906 sunk
rapidly after the dissolution of the First Duma. When rumors spread that the
Second Duma was to suffer a similar fate, Russian obligations with a face value
of 100 dropped from 88 to 69, or by 21 percent.”® Experience thus strongly
suggested that the liquidation of the Duma would have had a disastrous effect
on Russia’s ability to raise foreign loans at acceptable interest rates.

Stolypin was prepared to keep on dissolving Dumas and calling for new
elections as long as necessary: he confided to a friend that he would emulate
the Prussian Crown which had once dissolved parliament seven times in
succession to gain its ends.” But this procedure was unacceptable to the Court.
Reluctantly giving up its preference for outright abolition of the lower cham-
ber, the Court ordered a revision of the electoral law to ensure a more conser-
vative Duma.

It is known from the recollections of Kryzhanovskii that while the First
Duma was still in session, Goremykin had submitted to the Tsar a memoran-
dum complaining of the “failure” of the elections and criticizing the revisions
in the franchise originally devised for the Bulygin Duma which had the result
of giving the vote to workers and greatly increasing peasant representation.
Nicholas shared Goremykin’s view. Early in May 1906, certainly with the
Tsar’s authorization, Goremykin requested Kryzhanovskii to draft a new
electoral law which, without disenfranchising any one group or altering the
basic constitutional functions of the Duma, would make it more cooperative.
Kryzhanovskii’s hastily drawn-up proposal was submitted to the Tsar later
that month but 1t had no issue, possibly because the prospect of having Stoly-
pin take over as Prime Minister aroused hopes that he would know how to
cope with the second Duma.®

Now that these hopes were dashed, Stolypin asked Kryzhanovskii to
devise a change in the electoral law which would enhance the representation
of “wealthier” and “more cultured” elements.

Although in the eyes of many contemporaries and historians the unilat-
eral change in the franchise announced on June 3, 1907, amounted to nothing
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less than a coup d’état, in the eyes of the government it represented a compro-
mise, an alternative to the abolition of the Duma. Using the draft which he
had prepared for Goremykin, Kryzhanovskii wrote three proposals that sub-
stantially altered the franchise as well as certain provisions of the Fundamental
Laws for the purpose of ensuring greater legislative authority for the Crown.

The formal pretext for dissolving the Second Duma was the charge that
some of its Social-Democratic deputies had plotted to incite mutiny in the St.
Petersburg garrison. Stolypin has been accused then and since of provoking
the incident, but in fact the conspiracy had been uncovered by police agents
who had caught the SDs meeting secretly in the home of one of their deputies
with representatives of military and naval units belonging to revolutionary
circles.’’ With this evidence in hand, Stolypin appeared before the Duma and
requested that the parliamentary immunity of all the SD deputies be lifted so
that the accused could be turned over to a court. The Duma agreed to suspend
the immunity only of those deputies against whom there existed concrete
evidence of sedition. Stolypin would have preferred to dissolve the Duma and
order new elections, but he came under irresistible pressure from the Court
to revise the Duma’s electoral procedures.* The Second Duma was dissolved
on June 2, 1907.

The new electoral law, made public the next day, unquestionably violated
the constitution, which forbade using Article 87 to “introduce changes . . . in
the provisions for elections to the [State] Council or Duma.” That much even
Kryzhanovskii conceded.®> To get around this limitation, the change in the
franchise was decreed by Imperial Manifesto, a law issued on matters of urgent
state importance. This procedure was justified on the grounds that since the
Tsar had not sworn an oath to observe the new Fundamental Laws, he was
free to revise them at will.®* The new law favored the propertied classes by
using assets rather than legal status as the criterion of franchise. The represen-
tation of industrial workers and national minorities was sharply reduced.
Disappointed with the behavior of communal peasants in the first two Dumas,
the government also cut down their share of the seats. As a result of these
changes, the representation of landowners (a category which included many
peasant proprietors) increased by one-half while that of communal peasants
and workers fell by one-half. The result was a more conservative and ethnically
more Great Russian body.

The term “‘coup d’état,” often applied in the polemical and historical
literature to the change of the electoral law on June 3, 1907, is hardly justified.
After all, the Duma continued to function, retaining the legislative and budget-
ary powers granted it in the Fundamental Laws: the Manifesto of June 3
explicitly reconfirmed the Duma’s prerogatives. In the years that followed the
Duma would give the government a great deal of trouble. Only the outright
abolition of the lower house or the abrogation of its legislative powers would

*The SD deputies, tried after the dissolution of the Duma, when their parliamentary immunity
had expired, were convicted and sentenced to hard labor: P. G. Kurlov, Gibel’ Imperatorskoi Rossii

(Berlin, 1923), 94.
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have qualified as a coup. June 3 is more properly viewed as a violation of the
constitution. It was in the Russian tradition of integrating every independent
political institution into the state system.

The Third Duma, convened on November 1, 1907, was the only one to
be permitted the normal five-year span. As intended, the new body was much
more conservative than its predecessors: of the 422 deputies, 154 belonged to
the Party of the 17th of October, and 147 to right-wing and nationalist group-
ings. This representation assured the conservatives of a two-thirds majority.
The Kadets were whittled down to 54 seats; associated with them were 28
Progressives. The socialists had 32 deputies (19 Social-Democrats and 13
Trudoviki). Although the government could feel much more comfortable with
a legislature in which conservatives had such preponderance, it did not enjoy
automatic majorities: Stolypin had to engage in a great deal of political maneu-
vering to secure passage for some of his bills. Ministers were frequently called
to account and on occasion the government failed to have its way.

The Octobrists, who dominated the Third Duma as the Kadets had
dominated the First and the socialists the Second, were committed to the
existing constitutional arrangement. They defined their task as follows:

to create in the Duma a constitutional center, not aiming to seize governmental
power, but at the same time, determined to defend the rights of the people’s
representative assembly within the limits laid down for it in the Fundamental
Laws.®

Its guiding philosophy was a state based on law—Ilaw equally binding on the
administration and society. Alexander Guchkov, the party’s leader, was de-
scended from a prominent Moscow merchant family founded by a serf and had
received his education in Western Europe. According to Alexander Kerensky,
who described him as “something of a dour loner with an air of mystery,” he
had opposed the Liberation Movement.* He had a low opinion of the Russian
masses and did not feel comfortable with politicians. A devoted patriot, in
temperament and outlook he resembled Stolypin, whom he helped to split the
right-wing in the Third Duma, separating from it the more moderate elements;
these, organized as the Nationalist faction, together with the Octobrists,
formed an absolute majority and helped Stolypin push through many of his
legislative bills.?® Much of the rank and file of the Octobrist Party had its roots
in the zemstvo movement and maintained close links with it.

To gain support for his legislative programs, Stolypin annually assigned
650,000 rubles from secret funds for subsidizing newspapers and bribing in-
fluential right-wing deputies.®’

The Third Duma was an active body: it voted on 2,571 bills introduced
by the government, initiated 205 of its own, and questioned or ““interpellated”
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ministers 157 times.* Its commissions dealt with agrarian problems, social
legislation, and many other issues. The year 1908 and even more so 1909 were
periods of bountiful harvests, declining violence, and renewed industrial devel-
opment. Stolypin stood at the pinnacle of his career.

Yet at this very time the first clouds appeared on the horizon. As noted,
the constitution had been granted under extreme duress as the only alternative
to collapse. The Court and its right-wing supporters viewed it, not as a funda-
mental and permanent change in Russia’s system of government, but as an
emergency measure to tide it over a period of civil unrest. The refusal to admit
that Russia even had a constitution and the insistence that the Tsar’s not
swearing an oath to the new Fundamental Laws absolved him from having to
observe their provisions were not lame excuses, but deeply held convictions.
Thus, as the situation in the country improved, and the emergency attenuated,
the Court had second thoughts: with public order and rural prosperity re-
stored, did one really need a parliamentary regime and a Prime Minister who
played parliamentary politics? Stolypin, who had said of himself that he was
“first and foremost a loyal subject of the sovereign and the executor of his
designs and commands,” now appeared ‘“a most dangerous revolutionary.”’*
The main objection to him was that instead of acting in parliament exclusively
as an agent of the Crown he forged there his own political constituency.
Stolypin believed that he was putting together a party of ‘“‘King’s Friends,” not
for his own, but for the King’s benefit. The monarchists, however, saw only
that his political practices led to a diminution of Imperial authority, or at least
such authority as Nicholas and his entourage believed him to be entitled to:

Stolypin would have been the last to admit that his policy tended to weaken
the Emperor’s independent power—indeed, he considered the source of his
own authority to lie in the fact that it had been entrusted to him by the
autocratic monarch. Yet, inevitably, that was the effect of his policy, since he
realised that in modern conditions that state could only be strengthened against
revolution by increasing in it, through parliament, the influence of the land-
owning, professional and educated classes. And this could only happen at
the expense of the Emperor’s own independent power. It was this undeniable
fact which gave the reactionaries’ arguments such force in the mind of the
Emperor.”

This was the crux of Stolypin’s difficulties with the Court, the cause of his
waning support and ultimate disgrace. After his death, the Tsarina would
admonish his successor, Vladimir Kokovtsov, with reference to Stolypin, “not
to seek support in political parties.”® In general, the more successful Stolypin’s
policies were, the less were his services required and the greater grew the
Court’s antagonism to him. Such was the paradox of Russian politics.

His reforms and reform projects also alienated powerful interests. The
agrarian reforms, designed to give Russia a class of peasant landlords, threat-
ened that segment of the rural gentry which saw itself as irreplaceable Kultur-
trdger. His efforts to decentralize the administration and make bureaucrats
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legally accountable aroused the hostility of the officialdom, while his plans to
curb the police gained him no friends in those quarters. His unsuccessful
efforts on behalf of Jews infuriated the extreme right.

Nor did he gain in public support what he lost at the Court. The liberals
never forgave him for “Stolypin’s neckties” and for the manner in which he
abused Article 87 to circumvent the Duma’s legislative power. To the extreme
right he was an outsider brought in to extinguish a revolutionary conflagration
who abused his position to accumulate independent power. Those who, in
Struve’s words, regarded the constitution as “camouflaged rebellion” (zamas-
kirovannyi bunt)®® despised him for taking it seriously instead of working to
restore autocracy. In the militant atmosphere of Russian politics, with one set
of “purist” principles confronting others, equally uncompromising, there was
no room for Stolypin’s pragmatic idealism. Assailed from all sides, he began
to falter and commit political blunders.

Stolypin’s first conflict with the Third Duma arose over the naval budget
of 1909.”* At the beginning of 1908, the government proposed to construct four
battleships of the Dreadnought class to protect Russia’s Baltic shores. In the
Duma, the Kadets and the Octobrists joined forces to oppose this bill. Guch-
kov argued that Russia could not afford a large and expensive navy. Miliukov
supported him: Russia, he said, already was spending proportionately more on
her navy than Germany although she had little sea commerce and no overseas
colonies. The two parties preferred the funds designated for the Dreadnoughts
to be spent on the army.** In 1908 and again in 1909 the Duma turned down
requests for naval appropriations. Although the passage of the budget by the
State Council sufficed to get the naval program underway, the Duma’s rebuff
forced Stolypin to seek support from parties to the right of the Octobrists—a
shift which led him to pursue a more nationalistic policy.

His most fateful parliamentary crisis came about indirectly because of this
shift over the bill to introduce zemstva into the western provinces of the
Empire. The bill encountered strong opposition in the upper chamber, where
zemstva did not enjoy popularity. Determined to make this issue a test of his
ability to administer, Stolypin decided to force it regardless of the cost.

On their creation in 1864, zemstva had not been introduced into nine of
the provinces taken from Poland in the Partitions. The elections to the zemstva
were heavily skewed in favor of the landowning nobility, and in the western
provinces, a high proportion of this nobility were Catholic Poles, who the
government feared would exploit the zemstva for their nationalistic ends. (The
Polish Rebellion of 1863 had just been crushed.) Intelligent bureaucrats, how-
ever, came eventually to realize that given the low cultural level of the Russian
element in the borderlands, it was necessary to give non-Russians there a voice
in local government.” Stolypin had spoken of introducing zemstva into the
western provinces as early as August 1906, but he first formulated a legislative
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22. Right-wing Duma deputies. Sitting in front on extreme
left, V. Purishkevich, the assassin of Rasputin.

bill to this effect in 1909. Although it had a liberal aspect in that it gave, for
the first time, the ethnic minorities of that area a voice in self-government, the
bill was primarily designed to please the right wing, on which Stolypin had
now come increasingly to depend: according to Kryzhanovskii, the landed
gentry deputies from the western provinces were insistently pressing such a
demand on him.%¢

In his bill, Stolypin sought to ensure a preponderant voice in the western
zemstva for the Russian landed gentry and peasant proprietors. Because there
were virtually no Russian landlords or landowning peasants in Vilno, Kovno,
and Grodno, these provinces were excluded from the bill, which applied only
to six western provinces (Vitebsk, Volhynia, Kiev, Minsk, Mogilev, and
Podolia). In the latter provinces, Russian preponderance was to be guaranteed
by a complicated voting procedure employing electoral chambers. Jewish
citizens were to be entirely disenfranchised.”

The Duma opened discussion on the western zemstvo bill on May 7, 1910.
In a speech urging passage, Stolypin asserted that its main purpose was to
ensure that the western provinces remained ““forever Russian”: this required
protecting the Russian minority from the Polish Catholic majority. The bill,
supported by the Nationalists and other deputies of the right, passed on May
29, after heated debate and with amendments, on a close vote.

In January 1911 the revised bill went before the upper chamber. Given its
nationalistic tenor, passage seemed a foregone conclusion. Stolypin felt so
confident that he did not even bother to attend the discussions in the State
Council, since a commission of that body had approved the bill.”®

Unbeknownst to him, however, a backstage intrigue was set in motion.
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Several members of the State Council, led by Vladimir Trepov, organized, with
the help of Durnovo, opposition to Stolypin. The bill’s opponents charged that
by offering the Poles a separate electoral chamber Stolypin institutionalized
ethnic particularism, thus violating the traditional “Imperial” character of
Russian legislation. Witte, one of the bill’s most vociferous opponents, argued
that “under the flag of patriotism they are striving to create in the western land
a local oligarchy in place of tsarist authority.”””® But the true purpose of the
camarilla was to bring down Stolypin.

Trepov and Durnovo asked for private audiences with the Tsar. After
they had laid before him their objections, Nicholas agreed to release the
right-wing deputies in the State Council from having to follow the govern-
ment’s recommendation: they could vote as their conscience dictated.'® In
giving them this freedom, Nicholas neither sought the advice of his Prime
Minister nor informed him of it. Stolypin, therefore, had no cause for appre-
hension when he appeared in the State Council on March 4 to witness the final
vote on his bill. Many of the deputies who would have voted for it if the Tsar
had instructed them to do so now felt free to cast negative ballots. As a
consequence, the bill’s key clause, with the controversial proposal for two
electoral chambers, one for Russians, the other for Poles and the other ethnic
groups, went down in defeat, 92—68. Stunned, Stolypin stalked out of the
Council chamber.

He could be under no illusion: the incident was a vote of no confidence
in him, ostensibly cast by the upper chamber but in fact engineered by the
Imperial Court. Furious, he decided to force the Tsar to reveal his hand. The
next day, he submitted his resignation. Nicholas rejected it and urged Stolypin
to reconsider. Why not resubmit the bill to the Duma and the State Council,
he suggested, implying that on the next round he would ask that it be sup-
ported. Stolypin refused. When the Tsar asked what he would like him to do,
he requested that both houses be prorogued long enough to allow the bill to
be enacted under Article 87.* He further asked that Trepov and Durnovo be
exiled from St. Petersburg.

Nicholas pondered Stolypin’s request for four days, and then granted it.
On March 12, both chambers were prorogued until March 15. Having learned
of this decision, the State Council quickly took a vote on the entire bill, which
resulted in its being rejected by the overwhelming majority of 134-23.'°! On
March 14 the western zemstvo bill was promulgated under Article 87. Durnovo
and Trepov had to to leave the capital until the end of the year.¥

Stolypin’s precipitate action had disastrous consequences, alienating from
him all political parties.'” When he appeared before the Duma to justify his

*When told by Kokovtsov that this was an unwise move and that he would do better to accept
the Tsar’s suggestions, Stolypin replied that he had no time to fight intrigues against him and was
politically finished in any event: V. N. Kokovtsov, Iz moego proshlogo, 1 (Paris, 1933), 458; A. la.
Avrekh, Stolypin i Tret’ia Duma (Moscow, 1968), 338.

tTrepov was taken prisoner by the Bolsheviks and executed along with many other hostages
at Kronshtadt on July 22, 1918: Kokovtsov, 1z moego proshlogo, 1, 462. Durnovo died in 1915.
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actions, he had virtually no supporters. The press condemned him; so did high
society. Guchkov resigned in protest as head of the Octobrist Party: the
cooperation between Stolypin and the Octobrists, which had proved so con-
structive in the first two years of the Third Duma, now came to an end. Last,
but not least, Stolypin incurred the enmity of the Tsar, who never forgave
anyone for humiliating him: and that Stolypin had done so was clear to public
opinion, which realized full well that in proroguing the Duma and exiling
Durnovo and Trepov the Tsar had acted under duress.!” In official circles it
was said at this time that Nicholas had made up his mind to be rid of Stolypin,
and that his days as Prime Minister were numbered.'* Isolated and spurned,
he became, in the words of Kokovtsov, “a completely changed man”'%—
brooding and irritable where he had been supremely self-confident and mag-
nanimous.

The Empress Dowager Marie, the mother of Nicholas I1, who had always
urged him to come to terms with society and favored liberal officials, shared
with Kokovtsov her sense of despair at these developments:

My poor son, how little luck he has with people. Someone turns up whom no
one here knew, but who proves to be intelligent and energetic, and manages
to restore order after the horrors which we had gone through nearly six years
ago. And now this man is being pushed into the abyss. And by whom? By those
who claim to love the Tsar and Russia, and in reality are destroying him and
the Fatherland. . . . How dreadful!'*

Stolypin was in virtual disgrace when he departed in late August 1911 for
Kiev for celebrations attending the unveiling of a monument to Alexander II.
He had long had premonitions of violent death: in his last will, drawn up in
1906, he had requested to be buried near the site of his murder.'” Before
leaving, he told Kryzhanovskii that he feared he might not return, and en-
trusted to him a strongbox with secret papers, which he asked to be destroyed
if anything happened to him.* He took no precautions to protect himself,
however, leaving behind his bodyguards as well as his bulletproof vest.

In Kiev, he was ignored by the Imperial couple and high dignitaries: the
humiliation was unmistakable.

In the evening of September 1, the Kiev Municipal Theater scheduled a
performance of Rimskii-Korsakov’s The Story of Tsar Saltan. Nicholas, ac-
companied by his daughters, occupied the governor’s loge on the orchestra
level. Stolypin sat nearby, in the front row. During the second intermission,
around 10 p.m., as he stood chatting in front of the orchestra pit with Counts
Potocki and Fredericks, a young man in coattails drew near. He pulled a

*Kryzhanovskii Archive, Columbia University, Box 2, File 5. Kryzhanovskii carried out
Stolypin’s request, saving only his letters to the Tsar: Ibid. Stolypin’s fear of being assassinated in
Kiev may have been occasioned by the disinformation which his future killer supplied to the
Okhrana, as described below.
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Browning from under the program with which he had concealed it and fired
twice at the Prime Minister. Both bullets struck, one in the hand, the other
in the chest: the first ricocheted and wounded a musician; the other hit Stoly-
pin’s chest but was deflected by a medal and lodged in the liver. According
to an eyewitness, Stolypin at first seemed not to realize what had happened:

He lowered his head and stared at his white tunic, which on the right side,
under the chest, was beginning to stain with blood. With slow and sure motions
he put his service hat and gloves on the barrier, unbuttoned the tunic, and
seeing the waistcoat thick with blood, made a motion as if to say, “It’s all over.”
He then sank into a chair and clearly, distinctly, in a voice audible to all who
were nearby, said, “I am happy to die for the Tsar.” On seeing the Tsar enter
the loge and stand in front, he lifted his hands motioning him to withdraw. But
the Tsar did not move, remaining in place, whereupon Peter Arkadevich, in
full view of all, blessed him with a broad sign of the cross.'®

Stolypin was rushed to a hospital. He seemed to be making a good
recovery when an infection set in; he died in the evening of September 5.* The
next day, the central Kiev railroad terminal teemed with panic-stricken Jews.
Thanks to the firm action by the authorities, however, no anti-Jewish violence
occurred.

The assassin, who had been caught and pummeled while attempting to
flee the scene of the crime, turned out to be a twenty-four-year-old lawyer,
Dmitrii Grigorevich Bogrov, the son of a wealthy Jewish Kievan family.'” At
home and on his frequent trips abroad he had flitted in and out of SR and
anarchist circles. Although well provided for by doting parents, he often ran
out of money because of his passion for gambling and it is fairly certain that
it was financial need that drove him to become a police agent. According to
his testimony, from the middle of 1907 until late 1910 he had served as an
informer for the Kiev Okhrana, supplying information that enabled it to
apprehend SR and anarchist terrorists.

The revolutionaries grew suspicious of Bogrov. At first they accused him
of embezzling party funds, but eventually concluded that he had to be a police
agent. On August 16, 1911, Bogrov was visited by a revolutionary who told him
that his role as a police informer had been established beyond doubt and that
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