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Preface

These days we call so many things a 'revolution' — a change in the government's
policies on sport, a technological innovation, or even a new trend in marketing — that it
may be hard for the reader of this book to take on board the vast scale of its subject at
the start. The Russian Revolution was, at least in terms of its effects, one of the biggest
events in the history of the world. Within a generation of the establishment of Soviet
power, one-third of humanity was living under regimes modelled upon it. The
revolution of 1917 has defined the shape of the contemporary world, and we are only
now emerging from its shadow. It was not so much a single revolution — the compact
eruption of 1917 so often depicted in the history books — as a whole complex of
different revolutions which exploded in the middle of the First World War and set off a
chain reaction of more revolutions, civil, ethnic and national wars. By the time that it
was over, it had blown apart — and then put back together — an empire covering one-
sixth of the surface of the globe. At the risk of appearing callous, the easiest way to
convey the revolution's scope is to list the ways in which it wasted human life: tens of
thousands were killed by the bombs and bullets of the revolutionaries, and at least an
equal number by the repressions of the tsarist regime, before 1917; thousands died in
the street fighting of that year; hundreds of thousands from the Terror of the Reds —
and an equal number from the Terror of the Whites, if one counts the victims of their
pogroms against Jews — during the years that followed; more than a million perished in
the fighting of the civil war, including civilians in the rear; and yet more people died
from hunger, cold and disease than from all these put together.

All of which, I suppose, is by way of an apology for the vast size of this book — the
first attempt at a comprehensive history of the entire revolutionary period in a single
volume. Its narrative begins in the 1890s, when the revolutionary crisis really started,
and more specifically in 1891, when the public's reaction to the famine crisis set it for
the first time on a collision course with the tsarist autocracy. And our story ends in
1924, with the death of Lenin, by which time the revolution had come full circle and the
basic institutions, if not all the practices, of the Stalinist regime were in place. This is to
give to the revolution a much longer lifespan than is customary. But it seems to me that,

with one or two exceptions, previous histories of the revolution have been too narrowly
focused on the events of 1917, and that this has made the range of its possible outcomes
appear much more limited than they actually were. It was by no means inevitable that
the revolution should have ended in the Bolshevik dictatorship, although looking only at
that fateful year would lead one towards this conclusion. There were a number of
decisive moments, both before and during 1917, when Russia might have followed a
more democratic course. It is the aim of A People's Tragedy, by looking at the
revolution in the longue durée, to explain why it did not at each of these in turn. As its
title is intended to suggest, the book rests on the proposition that Russia's democratic
failure was deeply rooted in its political culture and social history. Many of the themes
of the four introductory chapters in Part One — the absence of a state-based
counterbalance to the despotism of the Tsar; the isolation and fragility of liberal civil
society; the backwardness and violence of the Russian village that drove so many
peasants to go and seek a better life in the industrial towns; and the strange fanaticism



of the Russian radical intelligentsia — will reappear as constant themes in the narrative
of Parts Two, Three and Four.

Although politics are never far away, this is, I suppose, a social history in the sense that
its main focus is the common people. I have tried to present the major social forces —
the peasantry, the working class, the soldiers and the national minorities — as the
participants in their own revolutionary drama rather than as 'victims' of the revolution.
This is not to deny that there were many victims. Nor is it to adopt the 'bottom-up'
approach so fashionable these days among the 'revisionist' historians of Soviet Russia. It
would be absurd — and in Russia's case obscene — to imply that a people gets the
rulers it deserves. But it is to argue that the sort of politicized 'top-down' histories of the
Russian Revolution which used to be written in the Cold War era, in which the common
people appeared as the passive objects of the evil machinations of the Bolsheviks, are
no longer adequate. We now have a rich and growing literature, based upon research in
the newly opened archives, on the social life of the Russian peasantry, the workers, the
soldiers and the sailors, the provincial towns, the Cossacks and the non-Russian regions
of the Empire during the revolutionary period. These monographs have given us a much
more complex and convincing picture of the relationship between the party and the
people than the one presented in the older 'top-down' version. They have shown that
instead of a single abstract revolution imposed by the Bolsheviks on the whole of
Russia, it was as often shaped by local passions and interests. A People's Tragedy is an
attempt to synthesize this reappraisal and to push the argument one stage further. It
attempts to show, as its title indicates, that what began as a people's revolution
contained the seeds of its own degeneration into violence and dictatorship. The same
social forces which brought about the triumph of the Bolshevik regime became its main
victims.

Finally, the narrative of A People's Tragedy weaves between the private and the public
spheres. Wherever possible, I have tried to emphasize the human aspect of its great
events by listening to the voices of individual people whose lives became caught up in
the storm. Their diaries, letters and other private writings feature prominently in this
book. More substantially, the personal histories of several figures have been interwoven
through the narrative. Some of these figures are well known (Maxim Gorky, General
Brusilov and Prince Lvov), while others are unknown even to historians (the peasant
reformer Sergei Semenov and the soldier-commissar Dmitry Os'kin). But all of them
had hopes and aspirations, fears and disappointments, that were typical of the
revolutionary experience as a whole. In following the fortunes of these figures, my aim
has been to convey the chaos of these years, as it must have been felt by ordinary men
and women. I have tried to present the revolution not as a march of abstract social
forces and ideologies but as a human event of complicated individual tragedies. It was a
story, by and large, of people, like the figures in this book, setting out with high ideals
to achieve one thing, only to find out later that the outcome was quite different. This,
again, is why I chose to call the book A People's Tragedy. For it is not just about the
tragic turning-point in the history of a people. It is also about the ways in which the
tragedy of the revolution engulfed the destinies of those who lived through it.

* * * This book has taken over six years to write and it owes a great debt to many
people.



Above all, I must thank Stephanie Palmer, who has had to endure far more in the way of
selfish office hours, weekends and holidays spoilt by homework and generally
impossible behaviour by her husband than she had any right to expect. In return I
received from her love and support in much greater measure than I deserved. Stephanie
looked after me through the dark years of debilitating illness in the early stages of this
book, and, in addition to her own heavy work burdens, took on more than her fair share
of child-care for our daughters, Lydia and Alice, after they were born in 1993. I dedicate
this book to her in gratitude.

Neil Belton at Jonathan Cape has played a huge part in the writing of this book. Neil is
any writer's dream of an editor. He read every chapter in every draft, and commented on
them in long and detailed letters of the finest prose. His criticisms were always on the
mark, his knowledge of the subject constantly surprising, and his enthusiasm was
inspiring. If there is any one reader to whom this book is addressed, it is to him.

The second draft was also read by Boris Kolonitskii during the course of our various
meetings in Cambridge and St Petersburg. I am very grateful to him for his many
comments, all of which resulted in improvements to the text,

and hope that, although it has so far been one-sided, this may be the start of a lasting
intellectual partnership.

I owe a great debt to two amazing women. One is my mother, Eva Figes, a past master
of the art of narrative who always gave me good advice on how to practise it. The other
is my agent, Deborah Rogers, who did me a great service in brokering the marriage with
Cape.

At Cape two other people merit special thanks. Dan Franklin navigated the book
through its final stages with sensitivity and intelligence. And Liz Cowen went through
the whole text line by line suggesting improvements with meticulous care. I am deeply
grateful to them both.

For their assistance in the preparation of the final text I should also like to thank Claire
Farrimond, who helped to check the notes, and Laura Pieters Cordy, who worked
overtime to enter the corrections to the text. Thanks are also due to Ian Agnew, who
drew the splendid maps.

The past six years have been an exciting time for historical research in Russia. I should
like to thank the staff of the many Russian archives and libraries in which the research
for this book was completed. I owe a great debt to the knowledge and advice of far too
many archivists to name individually, but the one exception is Vladimir Barakhov,
Director of the Gorky Archive, who was more than generous with his time.

Many institutions have helped me in the research for this book. I am grateful to the
British Academy, the Leverhulme Trust, and — although the Fellowship could not be
taken up — to the Woodrow Wilson Center in Washington for their generous support.
My own Cambridge college, Trinity, which is as generous as it is rich, has also been of
enormous assistance, giving me both grants and study leave. Among the Holy and



Undivided Fellows of the college special thanks are due to my teaching colleagues,
Boyd Hilton and John Lonsdale, for covering for me in my frequent absences; to the
inimitable Anil Seal for being a supporter; and, above all, to Raj Chandavarkar, for
being such a clever critic and loyal friend. Finally, in the History Faculty, I am, as
always, grateful to Quentin Skinner for his efforts on my behalf.

The best thing about Cambridge University is the quality of its students, and in the
course of the past six years I have had the privilege of teaching some of the brightest in
my special subject on the Russian Revolution. This book is in no small measure the
result of that experience. Many were the occasions when I rushed back from the lecture
hall to write down the ideas I had picked up from discussions with my students. If they
cannot be acknowledged in the notes, then I only hope that those who read this book
will take it as a tribute of my gratitude to them.

Cambridge November 1995



Glossary

ataman

Black
Hundreds

Bund
burzhooi

Cheka

Defensists

desyatina
Duma

guberniia

Internationalists

Kadets
kolkhoz

Komuch

Krug
kulak
mix
NEP

Cossack chieftain

extremist right-wing paramilitary groups and proto-parties (for the
origin of the term see page 196)

Jewish social democratic organization
popular term for a bourgeois or other social enemy (see page 523)

Soviet secret police 1917—22 (later transformed into the OGPU, the
NKVD and the KGB); the Cheka's full title was the All-Russian

Extraordinary Commission for Struggle against Counter-Revolution
and Sabotage

socialist supporters of the war campaign (1914—18) for national
defence; the Menshevik and SR parties were split between Defensists
and Internationalists

measurement of land area, equivalent to 1.09 hectares or 2.7 acres

the state Duma was the elected lower house of the Russian parliament
1906—17; the municipal dumas were elected town councils

province (subdivided into uezdy and volosti)

socialists opposed to the war campaign (1914—18) who campaigned
for immediate peace through international socialist collaboration; the
Menshevik and SR parties were split between Defensists and
Internationalists

Constitutional Democratic Party
collective farm

anti-Bolshevik government established in Samara during the summer
of 1918; its full title was the Committee of Members of the Constituent
Assembly

Cossack assembly

capitalist peasant (see page 91)
village commune

New Economic Policy (1921-9)

obshchina peasant land commune

Octobrists liberal-conservative political party

pud
SDs

skhod
sovkhoz

SRs

Stavka

measurement of weight, equivalent to 16.38 kg

Social Democrats: Marxist party (known in full as the Russian Social
Democratic Labour Party); split into Menshevik and Bolshevik factions after

1903

communal or village assembly

Soviet farm

Socialist Revolutionaries: non-Marxist revolutionary party (PSR); split into
Right and Left SRs during 1917

army headquarters



uezd
versta
voisko
volia

volost

zemstvo

district (sub-division of guberniia)

measurement of distance, equivalent to 0.66 miles
Cossack self-governing community

freedom; autonomy

rural township and basic administrative unit usually comprising several
villages

elected assembly of local government dominated by the gentry at the
provincial and district level (1864—1917); a volost-level zemstvo was
finally established in 1917 but was soon supplanted by the Soviets.



Note on Dates

Until February 1918 Russia adhered to the Julian (Old Style) calendar, which ran
thirteen days behind the Gregorian (New Style) calendar in use in Western Europe. The
Soviet government switched to the New Style calendar at midnight on 31 January 1918:
the next day was declared 14 February. Dates relating to domestic events are given in
the Old Style up until 31 January 1918; and in the New Style after that. Dates relating to
international events (e.g. diplomatic negotiations and military battles in the First World
War) are given in the New Style throughout the book.

NB The term 'the Ukraine' has been used throughout this book, rather than the currently
correct but ahistorical 'Ukraine'.
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8 Cirque Moderne

9 Kshesinskaya Mansion

10 Arsenal

11 Peter and Paul Fortress

12 Stock Exchange

13 Petersburg University
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15 Finland Regiment
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Part One

RUSSIA UNDER THE OLD REGIME

I The Dynasty
1 The Tsar and His People

On a wet and windy morning in February 1913 St Petersburg celebrated three hundred
years of Romanov rule over Russia. People had been talking about the great event for
weeks, and everyone agreed that nothing quite so splendid would ever be seen again in
their lifetimes. The majestic power of the dynasty would be displayed, as never before,
in an extravaganza of pageantry. As the jubilee approached, dignitaries from far-flung
parts of the Russian Empire filled the capital's grand hotels: princes from Poland and the
Baltic lands; high priests from Georgia and Armenia; mullahs and tribal chiefs from
Central Asia; the Emir of Bukhara and the Khan of Khiva. The city bustled with
sightseers from the provinces, and the usual well-dressed promenaders around the
Winter Palace now found themselves outnumbered by the unwashed masses — peasants
and workers in their tunics and caps, rag-bundled women with kerchiefs on their heads.
Nevsky Prospekt experienced the worst traffic jams in its history as trams and horse-
drawn carriages, cars and sleighs, converged on it. The main streets were decked out in
the imperial colours of white, blue and red; statues were dressed in garlands and
ribbons; and portraits of the tsars, stretching back to Mikhail, the founder of the
dynasty, hung on the facades of banks and stores. Above the tram-lines were strung
chains of coloured lights, which lit up at night with the words 'God Save the Tsar' or a
Romanov double-headed eagle and the dates 1613—1913. Out-of-towners, many of
whom had never seen electric light, stared up and scratched their heads in wonderment.
There were columns, arcs and obelisks of light. In front of the Kazan Cathedral stood a
white pavilion filled with incense, bromeliads and palms, shivering in the Russian
winter air.

The rituals began with a solemn thanksgiving in the Kazan Cathedral led by the
Patriarch of Antioch, who had come from Greece especially for the occasion, the three
Russian Metropolitans and fifty priests from St Petersburg. The imperial family drove
out from the Winter Palace in open carriages accompanied by two squadrons of His
Majesty's Own Horseguards and Cossack riders in black caftans and red Caucasian
caps. It was the first time the Tsar had ridden in public view since the 1905 Revolution,
and the police were taking no chances. The route was lined by the Imperial Guards
gorgeously turned out in

their feathered shakos and scarlet uniforms. Military bands thumped out the national
anthem and the soldiers boomed 'Oorah!'as the cavalcade passed by. Outside the
cathedral religious processions from various parts of the city had been converging from
early in the morning. The vast crowd, a forest of crosses, icons and banners, knelt down
as one as the carriages approached. Inside the cathedral stood Russia's ruling class:
grand dukes and princes, members of the court, senators, ministers, state councillors,



Duma parliamentarians, senior Civil Servants, generals and admirals, provincial
governors, city mayors, zemstvo leaders, and marshals of the nobility. Hardly a breast
without a row of shining medals or a diamond star; hardly a pair of legs without a
sword. Everything sparkled in the candlelight — the silver iconostasis, the priests'
bejewelled mitres, and the crystal cross. In the middle of the ceremony two doves flew
down from the darkness of the dome and hovered for several moments over the heads of
the Tsar and his son. Carried away by religious exaltation, Nicholas interpreted it as a
symbol of God's blessing on the House of Romanov.

Meanwhile, in the workers' districts factories were closed for a public holiday. The poor
queued outside municipal canteens, where free meals were served to mark the
anniversary. Pawnshops were beset by crowds after rumours spread of a special
dispensation allowing people to redeem their valuables without interest payments; when
these rumours turned out to be false, the crowds became angry and several pawnshops
had their windows smashed. Women gathered outside the city's jails in the hope that
their loved ones would be among the 2,000 prisoners released under the amnesty to
celebrate the tercentenary.

During the afternoon huge crowds walked into the city centre for the long-awaited son
et lumiére. Stalls along the way sold mugs of beer and pies, Romanov flags and
souvenirs. There were fairs and concerts in the parks. As darkness fell, the Nevsky
Prospekt became one solid mass of people. Every face turned upwards as the sky was lit
up in a blaze of colour by fireworks and lights that criss-crossed the city, sweeping over
roofs to land for a moment on significant monuments. The golden spire of the
Admiralty burned like a torch against the black sky, and the Winter Palace was
brilliantly illuminated with three huge portraits of Nicholas II, Peter the Great and
Mikhail Romanov.

The imperial family remained in the capital for another week of ritual self-
congratulation. There were pompous receptions at the Winter Palace where long lines of
genuflecting dignitaries filed through the state rooms to present themselves to Nicholas
and Alexandra in the concert hall. There was a sumptuous ball in the Noblemen's
Assembly attended by the imperial couple and their eldest daughter, Olga, in one of her
first social engagements. She danced the polonaise with Prince Saltykov, who caused a
stir by forgetting to take off his hat. At the Marinsky Theatre there was a gala
performance of Glinka's patriotic opera, A Life for the Tsar, which retold the legend of
the peasant Susanin, who had saved

the life of the first Romanov Tsar. The tiers of boxes 'blazed with jewels and tiaras',
according to Meriel Buchanan, the British Ambassador's daughter, and the stalls were
filled with the scarlet uniforms of the court officials, who swayed in unison like a field
of poppies' as they rose to greet the arrival of the Tsar. Mathilde Kshesinskaya,
Nicholas's former mistress, came out of retirement to dance the mazurkas in the second
act. But the sensation of the evening was the silent appearance of the tenor, Leonid
Sobinov, standing in for Shaliapin, who walked across the stage at the head of a
religious procession dressed as Mikhail Romanov. It was the first (and the last) occasion
in the history of the imperial theatre when the figure of a Romanov Tsar was
represented on the stage.'



Three months later, during an usually hot May, the imperial family went on a Romanov
pilgrimage around the towns of ancient Muscovy associated with the foundation of the
dynasty. They followed the route taken by Mikhail Romanov, the first Romanov Tsar,
from his home at Kostroma on the Volga to Moscow after his election to the Russian
throne in 1613. The imperial touring party arrived at Kostroma in a flotilla of
steamboats. The river bank was packed with townspeople and peasants, the men all
dressed in tunics and caps, the women in the traditional light blue and white headscarfs
of Kostroma. Hundreds of sightseers had waded waist deep into the river to get closer to
the royal visitors. Nicholas visited the Ipatiev monastery, where Mikhail had taken
refuge from the Polish invaders and from the civil wars that had raged through Muscovy
on the eve of his assumption of the throne. He received a peasant delegation from the
lands that had belonged to the monastery and posed for a photograph with the
descendants of the boyars who had travelled from Moscow in 1613 to offer the crown to
the Romanovs.

From Kostroma the touring party went on to Vladimir, Nizhnyi Novgorod and
Yaroslavl'. They travelled in the beautifully furnished imperial train, complete with
mahogany-panelled rooms, soft velvet armchairs, writing desk and grand piano. The
bathroom even had a special device to prevent His Imperial Majesty's bathwater from
spilling when the train was moving. There was no railway between Vladimir and the
small monastery town of Suzdal, so the entourage had to make the journey along dusty
country roads in a fleet of thirty open-top Renaults. In the villages old peasant men and
women bent down on their knees as the cars sped past. In front of their modest wooden
huts, barely noticed by the travellers, they had set up little tables laid with flowers,
bread and salt, the traditional Russian offerings to strangers.

The royal pilgrimage climaxed with a triumphant entry into Moscow, the old Russian
capital, where the first Romanov Tsar had been crowned, followed by another round of
pageantry and gastronomy. The ball in the Assembly of the Moscow Nobility was
particularly lavish, far beyond the wildest dreams of Hollywood. A lift was installed
specially so the royal waltzers need not tire

themselves by climbing to the ballroom on the second floor. The imperial touring party
arrived in Moscow by train and was greeted by a vast delegation of dignitaries at the
Alexandrovsky Station. The Tsar rode alone on a white horse, sixty feet ahead of his
Cossack escort and the rest of the imperial cavalcade, through huge cheering crowds to
the Kremlin. The decorations along Tverskaya Street, bathed in brilliant sunshine, were
even more magnificent than in St Petersburg. Maroon velvet banners with Romanov
emblems spanned the boulevard. Buildings were draped in colourful flags and pennants,
and covered in lights which lit up at night to reveal even more inventive emblems than
those on the Nevsky Prospekt. Garlanded statues of the Tsar stood in shop windows and
on the balconies of private apartments. People showered the procession with confetti.
The Tsar dismounted in Red Square, where religious processions from all parts of the
city had converged to meet him, and walked through lines of chanting priests into the
Uspensky Cathedral for prayers. The Empress and the Tsarevich Alexis were also to
walk the last few hundred yards. But Alexis was struck down once again by his
haemophilia and had to be carried by a Cossack bodyguard. As the procession paused,



Count Kokovtsov, the Prime Minister, heard from the crowd 'exclamations of sorrow at
the sight of this poor helpless child, the heir to the throne of the Romanovs'.”

* * * The Romanov dynasty presented to the world a brilliant image of monarchical
power and opulence during its tercentenary. This was no simple propaganda exercise.
The rituals of homage to the dynasty and the glorification of its history were, to be sure,
meant to inspire reverence and popular support for the principle of autocracy. But their
aim was also to reinvent the past, to recount the epic of the 'popular Tsar', so as to invest
the monarchy with a mythical historical legitimacy and an image of enduring
permanence at this anxious time when its right to rule was being challenged by Russia's
emerging democracy. The Romanovs were retreating to the past, hoping it would save
them from the future.

The cult of seventeenth-century Muscovy was the key to this self-reinvention, and the
leitmotiv of the jubilee. Three perceived principles of Muscovite tsardom appealed to
the Romanovs in their final years. The first was the notion of patrimonialism whereby
the Tsar was deemed literally to own the whole of Russia as his private fiefdom
(votchina) in the manner of a medieval lord. In the first national census of 1897
Nicholas described himself as a landowner'. Until the second half of the eighteenth
century this idea had set Russia apart from the West, where an independent landowning
class emerged as a counterbalance to the monarchy. The second principle from
Muscovy was the idea of personal rule: as the embodiment of God on earth, the Tsar's
will should be unrestrained by laws or bureaucracy and he should be left to rule the
country according to his own consciousness of duty and right. This too had
distinguished

the Byzantine tradition of despotism from the Western absolutist state. Conservatives,
such as Konstantin Pobedonostsev, tutor and leading ideologist to both Nicholas and
Alexander, the last two Tsars, argued that this religious autocracy was uniquely suited
to the Russian national spirit, that a god-like autocrat was needed to restrain the
anarchic instincts of the Russian people.* Lastly, there was the idea of a mystical union
between the Tsar and the Orthodox people, who loved and obeyed him as a father and a
god. It was a fantasy of paternal rule, of a golden age of popular autocracy, free from
the complications of a modern state.

The last two tsars had obvious motives for holding on so firmly to this archaic vision.
Indeed, in so far as they believed that their power and prestige were being undermined
by 'modernity' in all its forms — secular beliefs, Western constitutional ideologies and
the new urban classes — it was only logical for them to seek to put the clock back to
some distant golden age. It was in the eighteenth century and the reign of Peter the
Great — "Your Peter' as Nicholas called him speaking with officials — that the rot, in
their view, had begun to set in. There were two opposing models of autocracy in Russia:
the Petrine and the Muscovite. Emulating Western absolutism, the Petrine model sought
to systematize the power of the crown through legal norms and bureaucratic institutions.
This was deemed a limitation on the Tsar's powers in that even he would henceforth be
obliged to obey his own laws. The Tsar who did not was a despot. The Petrine tradition
also implied a shift in the focus of power from the divine person of the Tsar to the
abstract concept of the autocratic state. Nicholas disliked this, above all. Like his father,



Alexander III, he had been taught to uphold the principles of personal rule, keeping
power at the court, and to distrust the bureaucracy as a sort of 'wall' that broke the
natural bond between the Tsar and his people. This distrust may be explained by the fact
that during the nineteenth century the imperial bureaucracy had begun to emerge as a
force for modernization and reform. It became increasingly independent of the court and
closer to public opinion, which, in the view of conservatives, was bound to lead to
revolutionary demands for a constitution. Alexander ITs assassination in 1881 (after
two decades of cautious reform) seemed to confirm their view that the time had come to
stop the rot. Alexander III (who once claimed that he 'despised the bureaucracy and
drank champagne to its obliteration')’ instituted a return to personal forms of autocratic
rule, both in

* Bertrand Russell used a similar idea when, in an attempt to explain the Russian
Revolution to Lady Ottoline Morrell, he remarked that, terrible though Bolshevik
despotism was, it seemed the right sort of government for Russia: 'If you ask yourself
how Dostoevsky's characters should be governed, you will understand.'

central and local government. And where the father led the son was bound to follow.

Nicholas's model of the autocracy was almost entirely Muscovite. His favourite Tsar
was Alexei Mikhailovich (1645—76), after whom he named his son the Tsarevich. He
emulated his tranquil piety, which it was said had given him the conviction to rule
Russia through his own religious conscience. Nicholas often liked to justify his policies
on the grounds that the idea had 'come to him' from God. According to Count Witte, one
of his most enlightened ministers, Nicholas believed that 'people do not influence
events, that God directs everything, and that the Tsar, as God's anointed, should not take
advice from anyone but follow only his divine inspiration. Such was Nicholas's
admiration for the semi-Asiatic customs of the Middle Ages that he tried to introduce
them at his court. He ordered the retention of the old Slavonic forms of spelling in
official documents and publications long after they had been phased out in literary
Russian. He talked of Rus', the old Muscovite term for the core lands of Russia, instead
of Rossiia, a term for the Empire which had been adopted since Peter the Great. He
disliked the title Gosudar Imperator (Sovereign Emperor), also introduced by Peter,
since it implied that the autocrat was no more than the first servant of the abstract state
(the gosudarstvo), and much preferred the older title Tsar (derived from the Greek term
kaisar), which went back to the Byzantine era and carried religious connotations of
paternal rule. He even toyed with the idea of making all his courtiers wear long caftans,
like those of the ancient Muscovite boyars (it was only the cost that discouraged him).
The Minister of the Interior, D. S. Sipiagin, who had given him the idea, had his own
offices decorated in the Muscovite style. On one occasion he received the Tsar, who
came dressed as Alexei, with all the rituals of the seventeenth-century court, complete
with a traditional Russian feast and a gypsy orchestra. Nicholas encouraged the Russian
courtly fashion — which had begun in his father's reign — for seventeenth-century
costume balls. In 1903 he himself gave one of the most lavish. The guests appeared in
replicas of court dress from Alexei's reign and danced medieval Russian dances.
Photographs of all the guests, each identified by their respective court ranks from the
seventeenth and the twentieth centuries, were published in two richly produced albums.



Nicholas appeared in a replica of the processional robe worn by Alexei, and Alexandra
in the gown and headdress worn by his Tsarina Natalia.*

Nicholas made no secret of the fact that he much preferred Moscow to St Petersburg.
The old 'holy city', with its thousand onion domes, stood for the Eastern and Byzantine
traditions which lay at the heart of his Muscovite world-view. Untouched by the West,
Moscow retained the 'national style' so favoured by the last two Tsars. Both considered
Petersburg, with its classical architectural style, its Western shops and bourgeoisie, alien
to Russia. They tried

to Muscovitize it by building churches in the Byzantine style — a fashion started under
Nicholas I — and adding archaic architectural features to its cityscape. Alexander III,
for example, commissioned a Temple of Christ's Resurrection, which was built in the
old Moscow style, to consecrate the site on the Catherine Canal where his father had
been assassinated in 1881. With its onion domes, colourful mosaics and ornate
decorations, it presented a bizarre contrast with the other great cathedrals of the city, the
Kazan Cathedral and St Isaac s, which were both built in the classical style. Nicholas
refashioned buildings in the neo-Byzantine manner. The School Council of the Holy
Synod was remodelled as the Alexander Nevsky Temple-Monument by embellishing its
classical facade with Muscovite motifs and adding to its flat roof five onion domes and
a triangular steeple. More buildings were built in the old Russian style to mark the
Romanov jubilee. The Tercentenary Cathedral, near the Moscow Station, for example,
was built in explicit imitation of the seventeenth-century Rostov church style. The
Fedorov Village, built by Nicholas at Tsarskoe Selo, just outside the capital, elaborately
recreated a seventeenth-century Kremlin and Cathedral.” It was a sort of Muscovite
theme park.

Nicholas and his father Alexander visited Moscow often and used it increasingly for
ritualistic displays of homage to the dynasty. The coronation of the Tsar, which
traditionally took place in Moscow, became an important symbolic event — much more
so than it had been in the past. Nicholas made a habit of visiting Moscow at Easter —
something no Tsar had done for more than fifty years. He convinced himself that only
in Moscow and the provinces would he find his spiritual communion with the ordinary
Russian people. 'United in prayer with my people', he wrote to Moscow's Governor-
General in 1900, shortly after his first Easter visit to the old capital, 'l draw new strength
for serving Russia, for her well-being and glory'.® After 1906, when St Petersburg
became the seat of the Duma, Nicholas looked even more towards Moscow and the
provinces as a base on which to build his 'popular autocracy' as a rival to the parliament.
With the support of the simple Russian people — represented increasingly by Grigorii
Rasputin — he would reassert the power of the throne, which for too long had been
forced to retreat before the bureaucracy and society.

The tercentenary jubilee marked the culmination of this Muscovite heritage industry. It
was a dynastic celebration, centred on the symbols of the Tsar, with those of the state
pushed firmly into the background. The squabble between Rasputin, the scandalous
peasant 'holy man' whose influence had come to dominate the court, and Mikhail
Rodzianko, President of the Duma, during the service in the Kazan Cathedral was
symbolic in this respect. Rodzianko had taken offence because the members of the



Duma were to be seated at the back, far behind the places reserved for the state
councillors and senators. This, he complained to the master of ceremonies, was not in
accordance with the dignity'

of the parliament. 'If the jubilee was intended to be a truly national rejoicing, it should
not be overlooked that in 1613 it was an assembly of the people and not a group of
officials that elected Mikhail Romanov Tsar of Russia." Rodzi-anko's point was taken
and the Duma places were duly exchanged for those of the senators. But when he
arrived to take his own place he found it occupied by a dark bearded man in peasant
dress, whom he immediately recognized as Rasputin. The two men confronted each
other in a heated exchange, the one insisting on the sanctity of his position as President
of the country's elected parliament, the other claiming the support of the Tsar himself,
until a sergeant-at-arms was called to restore the peace. With a heavy groan, Rasputin
slunk away towards the exit, where he was helped on with his sable coat and shown to a
waiting carriage.’

The Prime Minister was equally outraged by the court's contemptuous attitude towards
the government during the jubilee rituals. Ministers were expected to provide their own
transport and accommodation whilst they accompanied the royal party on its tour of the
provinces. 'The current attitude', recalled Count Kokovtsov:

seemed to suggest that the government was a barrier between the people and their Tsar,
whom they regarded with blind devotion because he was anointed by God . . . The
Tsar's closest friends at court became persuaded that the Sovereign could do anything
by relying upon the unbounded love and utter loyalty of the people. The ministers of the
government, on the other hand, did not hold to this sort of autocracy; nor did the Duma,
which steadily sought control of the executive power. Both were of the opinion that the
Sovereign should recognize that conditions had changed since the day the Romanovs
became Tsars of Moscow and lords of the Russian domain.

The Prime Minister tried in vain to tell the Tsar that he could not save his throne by
trying to adopt 'the halo of the "Muscovite Tsar" ruling Russia as his own patrimony’.®

The communion between the Tsar and his people was the central theme of the jubilee.
The cult of the peasant Ivan Susanin was supposed to reinforce the message that the
simple people loved the Tsar. Susanin had lived on the Romanov estate in Kostroma.
Legend had it that, at the cost of his own life, he saved Mikhail Romanov's by
misleading the Poles who had come to kill him on the eve of his assumption of the
throne. From the nineteenth century he was officially promoted as a national hero and
celebrated in patriotic poems and operas such as Glinka's A Life for the Tsar. During the
tercentenary celebrations A Life was performed throughout the country by amateur
companies, schools

and regiments. The penny press and popular pamphlets retold the Susanin myth ad
nauseam. It was said to symbolize the people's devotion and their duty to the Tsar. One
army newspaper told its readers that Susanin had shown every soldier how to fulfil his



oath to the Tsar. The image of the seventeenth-century peasant hero was reproduced
everywhere during the jubilee, most notably at the base of the Romanov Monument in
Kostroma, where a female figure representing Russia blessed a kneeling Susanin.
During his tour of Kostroma Nicholas was even presented with a delegation of
Potemkin-peasants purporting to be descendants of Susanin.”

According to the jubilee propaganda, the election of the Romanovs in 1613 was a
crucial moment of national awakening, the first real act of the Russian nation state. The
'entire land' was said to have participated in the election, thus providing a popular
mandate for the dynasty, although it had been widely accepted by historians in the
nineteenth century that the election owed more to the machinations of a few powerful
boyars than to the ordinary people. Through their election, it was claimed, the
Romanovs had come to personify the will of the nation. 'The spirit of Russia is incarnate
in her Tsar,’ wrote one propagandist. "The Tsar stands to the people as their highest
conception of the destiny and ideals of the nation.' Russia, in short, was the Romanovs.
'In every soul there is something Romanov,' declared the newspaper Novoe vremia.
'Something from the soul and spirit of the House that has reigned for 300 years.'’

Nicholas Romanov, Russia incarnate: that was the cult promoted by the jubilee. It
sought to build on the Tsar's religious status in the popular consciousness. Russia had a
long tradition of saintly princes — rulers who were canonized for laying down their
lives pro patria et flies — stretching back to the tenth century. In the mind of the
ordinary peasant the Tsar was not just a kingly ruler but a god on earth. He thought of
him as a father-figure (the Tsar Batiushka, or Father-Tsar, of folk tales) who knew all
the peasants personally by name, understood their problems in all their minute details,
and, if it were not for the evil boyars, the noble officials, who surrounded him, would
satisfy their demands in a Golden Manifesto giving them the land. Hence the peasant
tradition of sending direct appeals to the Tsar — a tradition that (like the monarchic
psyche it reflected in the common people) continued well into the Soviet era when
similar petitions were sent to Lenin and Stalin. This 'naive' peasant myth of the Good
Tsar could sometimes be used to legitimize peasant rebellions, especially when a long-
awaited government reform failed to satisfy the people's expectations. Pugachev, the
Cossack rebel leader of the 1770s, proclaimed himself Tsar Peter III; while the peasant
rebels after 1861 also rose up in the name of the True Tsar when the serf emancipation
of that year failed to satisfy the grievances of the peasantry. But in general the myth of
the Good Tsar worked to the benefit

of the crown, and as the revolutionary crisis deepened Nicholas's propagandists relied
increasingly upon it.

The propaganda of the tercentenary was the final flourish of this legend. It depicted
Nicholas as a godfather to his subjects, intimately acquainted with each of them and
caring for their every need. He was praised for his modest lifestyle and his simple tastes,
his accessibility to the common people, his kindness and his wisdom. A popular
biography of Nicholas was commissioned especially for the jubilee, the first ever
published of a living Tsar. It portrayed him as the 'father of his people, over whose
needs he keeps an earnest and compassionate watch'. He was said to devote 'special care
and attention to the welfare and moral development' of the peasants, whose huts he



frequently entered 'to see how they live and to partake of their milk and black bread'. At
official functions he 'talked genially' with the peasants, who then 'crossed themselves
and felt happier for the rest of their lives'. He shared the people's simple habits and
pursuits, wore a peasant blouse and ate humble peasant dishes such as borscht and
blinies. During the jubilee the Tsar was photographed in symbolic acts of homage to the
people, such as inspecting a new type of plough or tasting the rations of his soldiers.
Such images were calculated to reinforce the popular myth that nothing, however trivial,
in the people's daily lives escaped the attention of the Tsar and that his influence was
everywhere. 'Thousands of invisible threads centre in the Tsar's heart,’ wrote the royal
biographer; 'and these threads stretch to the huts of the poor and the palaces of the rich.
And that is the reason why the Russian people always acclaims its Tsar with such
fervent enthusiasm, whether in St Petersburg in the Marinsky Theatre ... or on his way
through the towns and villages."'

* % * 'Now you can see for yourself what cowards those state ministers are,' the
Empress Alexandra told a lady-in-waiting shortly after the jubilee. 'They are constantly
frightening the Emperor with threats of revolution and here — you see it for yourself —
we need merely to show ourselves and at once their hearts are ours.' If the rituals of the
jubilee were intended to create the illusion of a mighty and stable dynasty, then they had
convinced few people except the court itself. The Romanovs became victims of their
own propaganda. Nicholas, in particular, returned from his tour of the provinces
confirmed in the self-delusion that "My people love me.' It aroused a fresh desire to
travel in the Russian interior. He talked of a boat trip down the Volga, a visit to the
Caucasus and Siberia. Emboldened by the belief in his own popularity, he began to look
for ways of moving one step closer towards the system of personal rule which he so
admired in ancient Muscovy. Encouraged by his more reactionary ministers, he even
considered dissolving the Duma altogether or turning it into a purely

consultative body such as the Land Assembly (Zemskii Sobor) of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries.

Foreign observers friendly to the monarchy were just as easily swept along by the rosy
rhetoric. "No hope seems too confident or too bright,' the London Times pronounced on
the Romanovs' future in a special edition on the jubilee. Convinced of the people's
devotion to the Tsar, it reported that a series of postage stamps with portraits of the
Romanov rulers had been issued to mark the tercentenary but had been withdrawn when
some royalist post-office clerks refused to impress the obliterating postmark on these
hallowed visages. 'These loyal and eminently respectable scruples', concluded The
Times, 'are typical of the mind of the vast masses of the Russian people." Such
sentiments were echoed by the British Foreign Office. 'Nothing could exceed the
affection and devotion to the person of the Emperor displayed by the population
wherever His Majesty appeared. There is no doubt that in this strong attachment of the
masses ... to the person of the Emperor lies the great strength of the Russian
autocracy.'?

In fact, the jubilee took place in the midst of a profound social and political crisis —
some would even say a revolutionary one. Its celebrations were set against a backdrop
of several decades of growing violence, human suffering and repression, which had set



the Tsar's people against his regime. None of the wounds of the 1905 Revolution had
yet healed; and some of them had festered and become worse. The great peasant
problem remained unresolved, despite belated efforts at land reform; and in fact, if
anything, the landed gentry had become even more opposed to the idea of concessions
to the peasants since the 1905 Revolution, when crowds had attacked their estates.
There had also been a resurgence of industrial strikes, much more militant than their
predecessors in the early 1900s, with the Bolsheviks steadily gaining ground at the
expense of their more moderate rivals, the Mensheviks, among the labour organizations.
And as for the aspirations of the liberals, which had seemed so near in 1905, they were
now becoming a more distant prospect as the court and its supporters blocked all the
Duma's liberal reforms and (with the Beiliss trial of 1913, which even after the Dreyfus
Affair shocked the whole of Europe with its medieval persecution of an innocent Jew on
trumped-up charges of the ritual murder of a Christian boy) trampled on their fragile
ideal of civil rights. There was, in short, a widening gulf of mistrust not just between the
court and society — a gulf epitomized by the Rasputin scandal — but also between the
court and many of its own traditional supporters in the Civil Service, the Church and the
army, as the Tsar resisted their own demands for reform. Just as the Romanovs were
honouring themselves and flattering themselves with the fantastic belief that they might
rule for another three centuries, outside their own narrow court circles there was a
growing sense of impending crisis and catastrophe. This sense

of despair was best voiced by the poets of this so-called 'Silver Age' of Russian
literature — Blok and Belyi above all — who depicted Russia as living on a volcano. In
the words of Blok:

And over Russia I see a quiet Far-spreading fire consume all.

How are we to explain the dynasty's collapse? Collapse is certainly the right word to
use. For the Romanov regime fell under the weight of its own internal contradictions. It
was not overthrown. As in all modern revolutions, the first cracks appeared at the top.
The revolution did not start with the labour movement — so long the preoccupation of
left-wing historians in the West. Nor did it start with the breakaway of the nationalist
movements on the periphery: as with the collapse of the Soviet Empire that was built on
the ruins of the Romanovs', nationalist revolt was a consequence of the crisis in the
centre rather than its cause. A more convincing case could be made for saying that it
was all started by the peasant revolution on the land, which in some places began as
early as 1902, three years before the 1905 Revolution, and indeed that it was bound to
be in so far as Russia was overwhelmingly a peasant society. But while the peasant
problem, like that of the workers and nationalities, introduced fundamental structural
weaknesses into the social system of the old regime, it did not determine its politics; and
it was with politics that the problem lay. There is no reason to suppose that the tsarist
regime was doomed to collapse in the way that Marxist determinists once claimed from
their narrow focus on its 'social contradictions'. It could have been saved by reform. But
there is the rub. For Russia's last two tsars lacked the will for real reform. True, in 1905,
when the Tsar was nearly toppled from his throne, he was forced reluctantly to concede
reforms; but once that threat had passed he realigned himself with the supporters of
reaction. This is the fatal weakness in the argument of those historians on the Right who
paint a rosy image of the Tsarist Empire on the eve of the First World War. They claim



that the tsarist system was being reformed, or 'modernized', along Western liberal lines.
But the last two tsars and their more reactionary supporters — in the gentry, the Church
and Rightist political circles — were at best ambiguous towards the idea of
'modernization'. They knew, for example, that they needed a modern industrial economy
in order to compete with the Western powers; yet at the same time they were deeply
hostile to the political demands and social transformations of the urban industrial order.
Instead of embracing reform they adhered obstinately to their own archaic vision of
autocracy. It was their tragedy that just as Russia was entering the twentieth century
they were trying to return it to the seventeenth.

Here, then, were the roots of the revolution, in the growing conflict

between a society rapidly becoming more educated, more urban and more complex, and
a fossilized autocracy that would not concede its political demands. That conflict first
became acute (indeed revolutionary) following the famine of 1891, as the government
floundered in the crisis and liberal society became politicized as it launched its own
relief campaign; and it is there that the narrative of Part Two commences. But before
that we must look more closely at the main protagonists of the conflict, starting with the
Tsar.

i1 The Miniaturist

Four years before the tercentenary the brilliant sculptor, Prince P. N. Trubetskoi, had
completed an equestrian statue of the former Tsar Alexander III which stood in
Znamenskaya Square opposite the Nikolaevsky Station in St Petersburg. It was such an
ingenious and formidable representation of autocracy in human form that after the
revolution the Bolsheviks decided to leave it in place as a fearful reminder of the old
regime; and there it remained until the 1930s.* The huge bronze figure of Alexander sat
rigidly astride a ponderous horse of massive architectural proportions, its four thick legs
fixed like pillars to the ground. The rider and horse had been made to appear so heavy
and solid that it seemed impossible for them to move. Many people took this to be a
symbol of the autocracy's own inertia, and there was a perhaps not-altogether
unintentional element of irony in this. Workers were quick to recognize the statue's
funny side. They christened it the 'Hippopotamus' and recited the witty lines:

Here stands a chest of drawers,
On the chest a hippopotamus
And on the hippopotamus sits an idiot.

Even the Grand Duke Vladimir Alexandrovich, President of the Academy of Arts and
the late Tsar's brother, denounced the statue as a caricature. It was certainly a cruel twist
of fate that Trubetskoi had chosen to build the statue in equestrian form, since
Alexander III had always been afraid of horses. His difficulties with them had grown in
his final years as he put on weight. It became almost impossible to find a horse that he
could be persuaded to mount."



Nicholas was oblivious to such ironies. For him, the Trubetskoi statue symbolized the
power and solidity of the autocracy during his father's reign. He

* After more than fifty years in storage the statue was returned to the city's streets in
1994. Tronically, the horse now stands in front of the former Lenin Museum, where it
has taken the place of the armoured car which, in April 1917, brought Lenin from the
Finland Station.

ordered an even larger statue of Alexander to be built for Moscow, his favoured capital,
in time for the tercentenary. It took two years to construct the awesome monument,
which Nicholas himself unveiled amidst great ceremony during the jubilee celebrations.
Unlike its Petersburg brother, which had combined a good representational likeness of
the Tsar with a strong symbolic point, the new statue had no pretensions to artistic
merit. The Tsar's giant figure was a mannequin without human expression, a monolithic
incarnation of autocratic power. It sat straight-backed on its throne, hands on knees,
encumbered with all the symbols of tsarist authority — the crown, the sceptre and orb,
the imperial robe and full military dress — staring out towards the Kremlin, its back to
the cathedral, in the manner of a pharaoh with nothing to think about except the source
of his own illimitable power.'*

Since Alexander's death, in 1894, Nicholas had developed an almost mystical reverence
towards the memory of his father. He thought of him as the true autocrat. Alexander had
ruled over Russia like a medieval lord over his private patrimony. He had centralized
power in his hands and commanded his ministers like a general at war. He even looked
like an autocrat should look — a giant of a man, six feet three inches tall, his stern face
framed by an imposing black beard. This was a man who liked to amuse his drinking
companions by crashing through locked doors and bending silver roubles in his 'vicelike
imperial thumb'. Out of earshot in a private corner of his palace he played the trumpet
with similar boisterousness. Legend has it that in 1888 he had even saved his family
from certain death by supporting on his Herculean shoulders the collapsed steel roof of
the dining carriage in the imperial train, which had been derailed by revolutionaries on
its way to the Crimea. His only weakness, it seems, was his fatal addiction to liquor.
When he fell ill with kidney disease the Empress forbade him to drink. But he got round
this by having a special pair of boots made with hidden compartments large enough to
carry a flask of cognac. General P. A. Cherevin, one of his favourite companions,
recalled, "When the Tsaritsa was beside us, we sat quietly and played like good children.
But whenever she went off a little, we would exchange glances. And then — one, two,
three! We'd pull out our flasks, take a swig and then it would be as if nothing had
happened. He [Alexander] was greatly pleased with this amusement. It was like a game.
We named it "Necessity is the mother of invention." "One, two, three. Necessity,
Cherevin?" — "Invention, Your Majesty." "One, two and three" — and we'd swig.""

Nicholas grew up in the shadow of this boozy colossus, acutely aware of his own
inferiority. Being naturally shy and juvenile in appearance, his parents continued to treat
him like a little child ('Nicky' was his family name) long after he had outgrown his
teenage years. Nicholas retained many of his childish tastes and pursuits. The diaries he
wrote in his early twenties are full of silly



little notes about games and pranks. In 1894, at the age of twenty-six, for example, less
than a month before his accession to the throne, he recorded an epic chestnut battle with
Prince George of Greece in the royal park: 'We started in front of the house and ended
up on the roof A few days later he wrote of another battle, this time with pine cones.
Alexander, who knew nothing of physical or emotional complexes, considered his son a
weakling and something of an imbecile. He called him 'girlie' and thought there was
little point in preparing him for the tasks of government. When Count Witte, his
Minister of Finance, suggested that the time had come to instruct the heir to the throne
in the affairs of state, Alexander seemed surprised. 'Tell me,' he asked the Minister,
'have you ever spoken to his Imperial Highness, the Grand Duke Tsarevich?' Witte
admitte% that he had. 'Then don't tell me you never noticed that the Grand Duke is a
dunce!'

Through his education Nicholas had all the talents and charms of an English public
schoolboy. He danced gracefully, rode beautifully, was a very good shot and excelled in
several other sports. He spoke English like an Oxford professor, and French and
German well. His manners were, almost needless to say, impeccable. His cousin and
boyhood friend, the Grand Duke Alexander, supposed him to be 'the most polite man in
Europe'. But of the practical knowledge required to govern a country the size of Russia
— and a country, moreover, in a pre-revolutionary situation — Nicholas possessed
almost nothing. His principal tutor, an English gentleman by the name of Mr Heath,
painted well in water-colours, and was extremely fond of the outdoor life. But he lacked
the advantage of a university education and knew nothing about Russia except for a few
basic words of its language. From V O. Kliuchevsky, the distinguished historian,
Nicholas learned something of the history of his country, but nothing of its
contemporary problems. When Pobedonostsev tried to instruct him in the workings of
the state, he became 'actively absorbed in picking his nose'. Politics bored Nicholas. He
was always more at home in the company of officers and society women than ministers
and politicians."’

Less than sanguine about his son's ability to learn the art of kingship from books,
Alexander enrolled him in the officer corps of the Guards in the hope that the army
would build up his character and teach him something of the world. Nicholas loved the
military life. The comradely spirit of the officers' mess, more like a gentleman's club
than a military barracks, would remain with him for the rest of his life as a fond
memory of the days before he had been weighed down by the burdens of office. It was
then that he had fallen in love with the ballerina Mathilde Kshesinskaia. His rank of
Colonel in the Preobrazhensky Guards, awarded to him by his father, remained a source
of immense pride. He refused to take a higher rank, even during the First World

War when he assumed the position of Supreme Commander. This damaged his prestige
in the army, where he became known as 'Colonel Romanov'.

In 1890 Alexander sent his son on a grand tour of Siberia, Japan, Indo-China, Egypt and
Greece. The journey was intended to broaden the heir's political education. But the
nature of his travelling suite (the usual complement of dim and hedonistic Guards



officers) largely precluded this. During the tour Nicholas filled his diary with the same
banal and trivial entries with which he usually filled his diary at home: terse notes on
the weather, the distances covered each day, the times of landfall and departure, the
company at meals, and so on. It seems that nothing in his travels had encouraged him to
broaden his outlook and observations on life. The one lasting effect of the tour was
unfortunate. At Otsu in Japan he narrowly escaped an attempt on his life by a deranged
terrorist. The experience left him with an ingrained hatred of the Japanese (he called
them 'monkeys', makakt), and it is often argued that this made him vulnerable to the
influence of those at his court who promoted the disastrous war with Japan in 1904-5.

Had Alexander lived three score years and ten then the fate of the Russian Empire might
have been very different. But as fortune would have it, he died from kidney disease in
1894 at the age of only forty-nine. As the crowd of relatives, physicians and courtiers
gathered around the death-bed of the great autocrat, Nicholas burst into tears and
exclaimed pathetically to his cousin, Alexander, 'What is going to happen to me and to
all of Russia? I am not prepared to be a Tsar. I never wanted to become one. I know
nothing of the business of ruling. I have no idea of even how to talk to the ministers.'®
Louis XVI, with whom Nicholas had much in common, made a strikingly similar
remark when he first learned in 1775 that he was to be the King of France.

The reign of Russia's last Tsar began disastrously. A few days after the coronation, in
May 1896, a celebratory fair was organized on the Khodynka Field, a military training
ground just outside Moscow. By the early morning some half a million people had
already assembled, expecting to receive from their new Tsar gifts of souvenir tankards
and biscuits embossed with the date and the occasion. Vast quantities of free beer and
sausage were to be distributed. As more people arrived, a rumour went round that there
would not be enough gifts for everyone. The crowd surged forward. People tripped and
stumbled into the military ditches, where they were suffocated and crushed to death.
Within minutes, 1,400 people had been killed and 600 wounded. Yet the Tsar was
persuaded to continue with the celebrations. In the evening, while the corpses were
carted away, he even attended a ball given by the French Ambassador, the Marquis de
Montebello. During the next few days the rest of the scheduled festivities — banquets,
balls and concerts — went ahead as if nothing had happened. Public opinion was
outraged. Nicholas tried to atone by appointing

a former Minister of Justice to look into the causes of the catastrophe. But when the
Minister found that the Grand Duke Sergius, Governor-General of Moscow and the
husband of the Empress's sister, was to blame, the other Grand Dukes protested
furiously. They said it would undermine the principles of autocracy to admit in public
the fault of a member of the imperial family. The affair was closed. But it was seen as a
bad omen for the new reign and deepened the growing divide between the court and
society. Nicholas, who increasingly believed himself to be ill-fated, would later look
back at this incident as the start of all his troubles."’

Throughout his reign Nicholas gave the impression of being unable to cope with the
task of ruling a vast Empire in the grips of a deepening revolutionary crisis. True, only a
genius could have coped with it. And Nicholas was certainly no genius.* Had
circumstances and his own inclinations been different, he might have saved his dynasty



by moving away from autocratic rule towards a constitutional regime during the first
decade of his reign, while there was still hope of appeasing the liberals and isolating the
revolutionary movement. Nicholas had many of the personal qualities required to be a
good constitutional monarch. In England, where one needed only to be a 'good man' in
order to be a good king, he would have made an admirable sovereign. He was certainly
no dimmer than his look-alike cousin, George V, who was a model of the constitutional
king. Nicholas was mild-mannered, had an excellent memory and a perfect sense of
decorum, all of which made him potentially ideal for the largely ceremonial tasks of a
constitutional monarch. But Nicholas had not been born to that role: he was the
Emperor and Autocrat of All the Russias.+ Family tradition and pressure from the
crown's traditional allies compelled him not only to reign, but to rule. It would not do
for a Romanov to play the role of a ceremonial monarch, leaving the actual business of
government to the bureaucracy. Nor would it do to retreat before the demands of the
liberals. The Romanov way, in the face of political opposition, was to assert the 'divine
authority' of the absolute monarch, to trust in the 'historic bond between the Tsar and the
people', and to rule with

* There used to be a nice Soviet joke that the Supreme Soviet had decided to award the
Order of the Red Banner to Nicholas II posthumously 'for his services to the revolution'.
The last Tsar's achievement, it was said, was to have brought about a revolutionary
situation.

+ The full titles of Nicholas II were: Emperor and Autocrat of All the Russias; Tsar of
Moscow, Kiev, Vladimir, Novgorod, Kazan, Astrakhan, Poland, Siberia, the Tauric
Chersonese and Georgia; Lord of Pskov; Grand Prince of Smolensk, Lithuania,
Volhynia, Podolia and Finland; Prince of Estonia, Livonia, Courland and Semigalia,
Samogatia, Belostok, Karelia, Tver, Yugria, Perm, Viatka, Bulgaria and other lands;
Lord and Grand Prince of Nizhnyi Novgorod and Chernigov; Ruler of Riazan, Polotsk,
Rostov, Yaroslavl', Belo-Ozero, Udoria, Obdoria, Kondia, Vitebsk, Mstislavl and all the
Northern Lands; Lord and Sovereign of the Iverian, Kartalinian and Kabardinian lands
and of the Armenian provinces; Hereditary Lord and Suzerain of the Circassian Princes
and Highland Princes and others; Lord of Turkestan; Heir to the Throne of Norway;
Duke of Schleswig-Holstein, Stormarn, the Dithmarschen and Oldenburg.

force and resolution. In spite of her Anglo-German background, the Empress adopted
with a vengeance all the medieval traditions of Byzantine despotism, and constantly
urged her mild-mannered husband to be more like Ivan the Terrible and Peter the Great.
The veneration which Nicholas felt for his father, and his own growing ambition to rule
in the manner of his Muscovite ancestors, made it inevitable that he would endeavour to
play the part of a true autocrat. As he warned the liberal nobles of Tver shortly after his
coronation, he saw it as his duty before God to 'maintain the principle of autocracy just

as firmly and unflinchingly as it was preserved by my unforgettable dead father'.”’

But Nicholas had been blessed with neither his father's strength of character nor his
intelligence. That was Nicholas's tragedy. With his limitations, he could only play at the
part of an autocrat, meddling in (and, in the process, disrupting) the work of government
without bringing to it any leadership. He was far too mild-mannered and shy to
command any real authority among his subordinates. Being only five feet seven inches



tall and feminine in stature, he didn't even look the part of an autocrat. Domineering
figures, like his mother, the Empress Maria Fedorovna, his uncles, the four Grand
Dukes, and his ex-tutor, Konstantin Pobedonostsev, towered over him during the early
years of his reign. Later his wife would 'wear the trousers', as she once put it in a letter
to him.

Yet it would be mistaken to assume, as so many historians have done, that Nicholas's
failure stemmed from a fundamental 'weakness of will'. The generally accepted wisdom
has been that Nicholas was a passive victim of history who became increasingly
mystical and indifferent towards his own fate as he realized his growing powerlessness
against the revolution. This interpretation owes much to the observations of his
revolutionary enemies, who dominated the early literature on him. Viktor Chernov, the
Social Revolutionary leader, for example, argued that Nicholas had met adversity with
'a kind of stubborn passivity, as if he wished to escape from life . . . He seemed not a
man, but a poor copy of one.' Trotsky similarly portrayed the last Tsar as opposing 'only
a dumb indifference' to the 'historic flood' that flowed ever closer to the gates of his
palace. There is of course an element of truth in all this. Frustrated in his ambitions to
rule as he thought a true autocrat should, Nicholas increasingly retreated into the private
and equally damaged realm of his family. Yet this covert admission of political failure
was not made for want of trying. Beneath his docile exterior Nicholas had a strong
sense of his duty to uphold the principles of autocracy. As he grew in confidence during
his reign he developed an intense desire to rule, like his Muscovite ancestors, on the
basis of his own religious conscience. He stubbornly defended his autocratic
prerogatives against the encroachments of his ambitious ministers and even his own
wife, whose persistent demands (often in Rasputin's name) he did his best to ignore and

resist. It was not a 'weakness of will' that was the undoing of the last Tsar but, on the
contrary, a wilful determination to rule from the throne, despite the fact that he clearly
lacked the necessary qualities to do so.!

A complete inability to handle and command his subordinates was one obvious
deficiency. Throughout his life Nicholas was burdened by a quite unnatural sense of
decorum. He hid his emotions and feelings behind a mask of passive reserve which gave
the impression of indifference to those, like Chernov and Trotsky, who observed him
from a distance. He tactfully agreed with everyone who spoke to him rather than suffer
the embarrassment of having to contradict them. This gave rise to the witticism, which
went round the salons of St Petersburg, that the most powerful man in Russia was the
last man to have spoken to the Tsar. Nicholas was too polite to confront his ministers
with complaints about their work, so he left it to others to inform them of their
discharge. Count Witte recalled his own dismissal as President of the Council of
Ministers: 'We [Nicholas and Witte] talked for two solid hours. He shook my hand. He
embraced me. He wished me all the luck in the world. I returned home beside myself
with happiness and found a written order for my dismissal lying on my desk." Witte
believed that the Tsar derived some curious satisfaction from tormenting his ministers
in this way. 'Our Tsar', he wrote in his memoirs, 'is an Oriental, a hundred per cent
Byzantine." Such unpredictable behaviour gave rise to feelings of insecurity within the
ruling circles. Damaging rumours began to circulate that the Tsar was involved in
various court conspiracies, or, even worse, that he did not know his own mind and had



become the unwitting tool of dark and hidden forces behind the scenes. The fact that
Nicholas relied on a kitchen cabinet of reactionary advisers (including Pobedonostsev,
Procurator-General of the Holy Synod, and the notorious newspaper editor, Prince
Mesh-chersky, whose homosexual lovers were promoted to prominent positions at
court) merely added fuel to this conspiracy theory — as of course in later years
Rasputin did.

What Nicholas lacked in leadership he made up for by hard work. He was an
industrious and conscientious monarch, especially during the first half of his reign,
diligently sitting at his desk until he had finished his daily administrative duties. All this
he did in the manner of a clerk — the 'Chief Clerk of the Empire' — devoting all his
energies to the routine minutiae of his office without ever stopping to consider the
broader policy issues. Whereas his father had been briefed on only the major questions
of policy and had delegated most of his minor executive functions to his subordinates,
Nicholas proved quite incapable of dealing with anything but the most trivial matters.
He personally attended to such things as the budget for repairs at an agricultural training
school, and the appointment of provincial midwives. It was evident that he found real
comfort in these minor bureaucratic routines: they created the illusion of a smoothly

functioning government and gave him a sense of purpose. Every day he carefully
recorded in his diary the time and duration of his meetings with his ministers and his
other official activities, along with terse notes on the weather, the time of his morning
coffee, the company at tea, and so on. These routines became a sort of ritual: at the same
time every day he performed the same functions, so much so that his officials often
joked that one could set one's watch by him. To the petty-minded Nicholas, it seemed
that the role of the true autocrat, ruling in person from the throne, was precisely to
concern himself with every minor detail in the administration of his vast lands. He spent
hours, for example, dealing with the petitions to the Chancellery: hundreds of these
came in every month, many of them from peasants with rude names (e.g. serf
nicknames such as 'Smelly' or 'Ugly' that had been formalized as their surnames) which
they could not change without the Tsar's consent. Nicholas proved unable to rise above
such petty tasks. He grew increasingly jealous of his ministers' bureaucratic functions,
which he confused with the exercise of power, and resented having to delegate authority
to them since he saw it as a usurpation of his own autocratic powers. So protective was
he of his petty executive prerogatives that he even refused to appoint a private secretary,
preferring instead to deal with his own correspondence. Even such simple instructions
as the summoning of an official or the readying of a motor car were written out in a note
and sealed in an envelope by the Tsar's own gentle hand. It never occurred to him that
an autocrat might be more usefully employed in resolving the larger questions of state.
His mind was that of a miniaturist, well attuned to the smallest details of administration
yet entirely incapable of synthesizing them into general principles of government. As
Pobedonostsev once said of him, 'He only understands the significance of some isolated
fact, without connection with the rest, without appreciating the interrelation of all other
pertinglt facts, events, trends, occurrences. He sticks to his insignificant, petty point of
view.'

To defend his autocratic prerogatives Nicholas believed that he needed to keep his
officials weak and divided. The more powerful a minister became, the more Nicholas



grew jealous of his powers. Able prime ministers, such as Count Witte and Petr
Stolypin, who alone could have saved the tsarist regime, were forced out in this fog of
mistrust. Only grey mediocrities, such as the 'old man' Ivan Goremykin, survived long
in the highest office. Goremykin's success was put down by the British commentator
Bernard Pares to the fact that he was 'acceptable' to both the Tsar and the Tsarina 'for
his attitude of a butler, taking instructions to the other servants'. Indeed, as befits a Tsar
who ruled over Russia like a medieval lord, Nicholas regarded his ministers as the
servants of his own private household rather than officials of the state. True, he no
longer addressed them with the familiar #yi (the 'you' reserved for animals, serfs and
children). But he did expect unthinking devotion from them and placed loyalty far
above

competence in his estimation of his ministers. Even Count Witte, who was anything but
humble in his normal demeanour, found himself standing to attention in the presence of
the Tsar, his thumbs in line with the seams of his trousers, as if he were some private
steward.

Nicholas exploited the rivalries and divisions between his different ministries. He would
balance the views of the one against the other in order to retain the upper hand. This
made for little coherence in government, but in so far as it bolstered his position it did
not appear to bother him. Apart from a short time in 1901, Nicholas consistently refused
to co-ordinate the work of the different ministries by chairing meetings of the Council
of Ministers: it seems he was afraid that powerful factions might be formed there which
would force him to adopt policies of which he disapproved. He preferred to see his
ministers on a one-to-one basis, which had the effect of keeping them divided but was a
recipe for chaos and confusion. These audiences could be extremely frustrating for
ministers, for while Nicholas invariably gave the impression that he agreed with a
minister's proposals, he could never be trusted to support them against those of another
minister. Sustained and general debates on policy were thus extremely rare. If a minister
talked too long on politics, the Tsar would make clear that he was bored and change the
conversation to the weather or some other more agreeable topic. Aware that the Tsar
found their reports dull, ministers consciously shortened them. Some even scrapped
them altogether and amused him instead with anecdotes and gossip.”

The result of all this was to deprive the government of effective leadership or co-
ordination during the final years of the tsarist regime. Nicholas was the source of all the
problems. If there was a vacuum of power at the centre of the ruling system, then he
was the empty space. In a sense, Russia gained in him the worst of both worlds: a Tsar
determined to rule from the throne yet quite incapable of exercising power. This was
'autocracy without an autocrat'. Perhaps nobody could have fulfilled the role which
Nicholas had set himself: the work of government had become much too vast and
complex for a single man; autocracy itself was out of date. But Nicholas was mistaken
to try in the first place. Instead of delegating power he indulged in a fantasy of absolute
power. So jealous was he of his own prerogatives that he tried to bypass the state
institutions altogether and centre power on the court. Yet none of his amiable but dim-
witted courtiers was remotely capable of providing him with sound advice on how to
rule the country, coming as they did from a narrow circle of aristocratic Guards officers
who knew nothing of the Russia beyond St Petersburg's fashionable streets. Most of



them were contemptuous of Russia, speaking French not Russian and spending more
time in Nice or Biarritz than on their landed estates in the provinces. Under the court's
growing domination, Nicholas's government was unable to create coherent policies to
deal with the

mounting problems of society which were leading inexorably towards revolution.
During its final years, especially after Stolypin's downfall in 1911, the government
drifted dangerously as one sycophantic mediocrity after another was appointed Prime
Minister by the Tsar. Nicholas himself spent more and more time away from his office.
Government business had to be delayed for weeks at a time, while he went off on
hunting trips, yachting parties and family holidays to the Crimea. But in the apparently
secure refuge of his family another tragedy was unfolding.

ii1t The Heir

The Empress Alexandra found the jubilee celebrations a strain. She dragged herself with
difficulty to all the public functions, but often left early with obvious signs of distress.
At the magnificent ball given by the Moscow nobility she felt so ill that she could
scarcely keep her feet. When the Emperor came to her rescue, it was just in time to lead
her away and prevent her from fainting in public. During the gala performance at the
Marinsky Theatre she appeared pale and sombre. Sitting in the adjacent box, Meriel
Buchanan, the British Ambassador's daughter, observed how the fan she was holding
trembled in her hands, and how her laboured breathing:

made the diamonds which covered the bodice of her gown rise and fall, flashing and
trembling with a thousand uneasy sparks of light. Presently, it seemed that this emotion
or distress mastered her completely, and with a few whispered words to the Emperor
she rose and withdrew to the back of the box, to be no more seen that evening. A little
wave of resentment rippled over the theatre.*

The fact was that the Empress had not appeared in public on more than a dozen
occasions during the previous decade. Since the birth of her haemophiliac son, the
Tsarevich Alexis, in 1904, she had secluded herself at the Alexander Palace at Tsarskoe
Selo and other imperial residences away from the capital. It had been hoped that she
would use the opportunity of the tercentenary to improve her public image. Having
turned her back on society, she had come to be seen as cold and arrogant, while her
dependence on the 'holy man' Rasputin had long been a matter of political concern
because of his growing domination of the court. Yet shortly before the jubilee the illness
of her son had taken a turn for the worse, and this was constantly on her mind during the
celebrations. To make matters worse, Tatyana, her second daughter, had fallen ill with
typhoid after drinking the infected water of the capital.

Alexandra did her best to conceal her inner anguish from the public. But she lacked the
heart to go out and win their sympathy.



Alexandra was a stranger to Russia when she became its Empress. Since the eighteenth
century, it had become the custom for Romanov rulers to marry foreign princesses. By
the end of the nineteenth, inter-marriage had made the Romanovs an integral part of the
family of European crowned heads. Their opponents liked to call them the 'Gottorp-
Holstein' dynasty, which in genealogical terms was not far from the truth. Most
statesmen shared the view that the balance of power in Europe would be secured by
these dynastic ties. So there was reason to welcome the engagement in April 1894 of the
Tsarevich Nicholas to Princess Alexandra, or Alix for short, daughter of the Grand
Duke of Hesse-Darmstadt and Princess Alice of England. It was expected that the
Princess would have plenty of time to prepare herself for the role of Empress. But
Alexander III died only six months later, and the 22-year-old woman suddenly found
herself on the Russian throne.

Although in later years she was to be cursed by her subjects as 'the German woman',
Alexandra was in fact in many ways the quintessential English woman. After the death
of her mother, in 1878, she had been brought up in England by her grandmother, Queen
Victoria, whose strict morals, attitudes and tastes, not to speak of her tenacity of
purpose, she had assimilated. Alexandra spoke and wrote with Nicholas in English.
Russian she spoke poorly, with a heavy English accent, only to servants, officials and
the clergy. Her housekeeping at the Alexander Palace was austerely Victorian. Factory-
produced furniture was ordered from Maples, the English middle-class department
store, in preference to the fine imperial furniture which much better suited the classic
Empire style of the Alexander Palace. Her four daughters shared a bedroom, sleeping on
narrow camp-beds; the Empress herself was known to change the sheets. Cold baths
were taken every day. It was in many ways the modest ambition of Nicholas and
Alexandra to lead the lifestyle of the English middle class. They spoke the cosy
domestic language of the Victorian bourgeoisie: 'Hubby' and '"Wifey' were their
nicknames for each other.”> But the Empress was wrong to assume, as she did from her
knowledge of the English court, that such a lifestyle, which in England was a result of
the monarch's steady retreat from the domain of executive power, might be enjoyed by a
Russian autocrat.

From the beginning, Alexandra gave the impression of resenting the public role which
her position obliged her to play. She appeared only rarely at court and social functions
and, being naturally shy, adopted a pose of reserve in her first appearances, which made
her seem awkward and unsympathetic. She gained a reputation for coldness and
hauteur, two very un-Russian vices. 'No one liked the Tsarina,' wrote the literary hostess
Zinaida Gippius. 'Her sharp face, beautiful, but ill-tempered and depressed, with thin,
tightly pressed lips,

did not please; her German, angular height did not please.! Learning of her
granddaughter's unpopularity, Queen Victoria wrote to her with some advice:

There is no harder craft than our craft of ruling. I have ruled for more than fifty years in
my own country, which I have known since childhood, and, nevertheless, every day I
think about what I need to do to retain and strengthen the love of my subjects. How
much harder is your situation. You find yourself in a foreign country, a country which
you do not know at all, where the customs, the way of thinking and the people



themselves are completely alien to you, and nevertheless it is your first duty to win their
love and respect.

Alexandra replied with an arrogance suggesting her reputation was deserved:

You are mistaken, my dear grandmama; Russia is not England. Here we do not need to
earn the love of the people. The Russian people revere their Tsars as divine beings, from
whom all charity and fortune derive. As far as St Petersburg society is concerned, that is
something which one may wholly disregard. The opinions of those who make up this
society and their mocking have no significance whatsoever.

The contents of this correspondence soon became known in St Petersburg circles,
resulting in the complete breakdown of relations between the leaders of high society and
the Empress. She steadily reduced her public appearances and limited her circle of
friends to those from whom she could expect a slavish devotion. Here lay the roots of
her paranoic insistence on dividing court and society into 'friends' and 'enemies', which
was to bring the monarchy to the brink of catastrophe.”®

The unpopularity of the Empress would not have mattered so much had she not taken it
upon herself to play an active political role. From her letter to Queen Victoria it was
clear that the mystical attractions of Byzantine despotism had taken early possession of
her. Even more than her mild-mannered husband, Alexandra believed that Russia could
still be ruled — and indeed had to be — as it had been ruled by the medieval tsars. She
saw the country as the private fiefdom of the crown: Russia existed for the benefit of the
dynasty rather than the other way round. Government ministers were the private
servants of the Tsar, not public servants of the state. In her bossy way she set out to
organize the state as if it was part of her personal household. She constantly urged her
husband to be more forceful and to assert his autocratic will. 'Be more autocratic than
Peter the Great', she would tell her husband, 'and sterner than Ivan the Terrible.' She
wanted him to rule, like the medieval tsars, on the

basis of his own religious convictions and without regard for the constraints of the law.
"You and Russia are one and the same,' she would tell him as she pushed him this way
and that according to her own ambitions, vanities, fears and jealousies. It was the
Tsarina and Rasputin who — at least so the public thought — became the real rulers of
tsarist Russia during the final catastrophic years. Alexandra liked to compare herself
with Catherine the Great. But in fact her role was much more reminiscent of Marie
Antoinette, the last queen of ancien-regime France, whose portrait hung over her
writing desk in the Alexander Palace.”’

Alexandra made it her mission to give the Romanov dynasty a healthy son and heir. But
she gave birth to four daughters in succession. In desperation she turned to Dr Philippe,
a practitioner of 'astral medicine', who had been introduced to the imperial family in
1901 during their visit to France. He convinced her she was pregnant with a son, and
she duly expanded until a medical examination revealed that it was no more than a
sympathetic pregnancy. Philippe was a charlatan (he had been fined three times in
France for posing as a regular practitioner) and left Russia in disgrace. But the episode
had revealed the Empress's susceptibility to bogus forms of mysticism. One could have



predicted this from the emotional nature of her conversion to Orthodoxy. After the cold
and spartan spiritual world of north German Protestantism, she was ravished by the
solemn rituals, the chanted prayers and the soulful singing of the Russian Church. With
all the fervour of the newly converted, she came to believe in the power of prayer and of
divine miracles. And when, in 1904, she finally gave birth to a son, she was convinced
it had been due to the intercession of St Seraphim, a pious old man of the Russian
countryside, who in 1903 had been somewhat irregularly canonized on the Tsar's
insistence.

The Tsarevich Alexis grew up into a playful little boy. But it was soon discovered that
he suffered from haemophilia, at that time incurable and in most cases fatal. The disease
was hereditary in the House of Hesse (one of Alexandra's uncles, one of her brothers
and three of her nephews died from it) and there was no doubt that the Empress had
transmitted it. Had the Romanovs been more prudent they might have stopped Nicholas
from marrying her; but then haemophilia was so common in the royal houses of Europe
that it had become something of an occupational hazard. Alexandra looked upon the
illness as a punishment from God and, to atone for her sin, devoted herself to religion
and the duties of motherhood. Had the nature of her son's illness not been kept a secret,
she might have won as a mother that measure of sympathy from the public which she so
utterly failed to attract from it as an Empress. Alexandra constantly watched over the
boy lest he should fall and bring on the deadly internal bleeding from which the victims
of haemophilia can suffer. There was no way he could lead the life of a normal child,
since the slightest accident

could start the bleeding. A sailor by the name of Derevenko was appointed to go with
him wherever he went and to carry him when, as was often the case, he could not walk.
Alexandra consulted numerous doctors, but a cure was beyond their science. She
became convinced that only a miracle could save her son, and strove to make herself
worthy of God's favour by donating money to churches, performing good works and
spending endless hours in prayer. 'Every time the Tsarina saw him with red cheeks, or
heard his merry laugh, or watched his frolics,' recalled Pierre Gilliard, the Tsarevich's
tutor, 'her heart would fill with an immense hope, and she would say: "God has heard
me. He has pitied my sorrow at last." Then the disease would suddenly swoop down on
the boy, stretch him once more on his bed of pain and take him to the gates of death.”®

It was her desperate need to find a miracle cure that brought Rasputin into her life and
into the life of Russia. Grigorii Rasputin was born into a relatively wealthy peasant
family in the village of Pokrovskoe in western Siberia. Until recently it was thought that
he had been born in the early 1860s; but it is now known that he was younger than
people assumed — he was in fact born in 1869. Little more is known about Rasputin's
early years. A commission set up by the Provisional Government in 1917 interviewed a
number of his fellow villagers, who remembered him as a dirty and unruly boy. Later he
became known as a drunkard, a lecher and a horse thief, which was almost certainly
how he acquired his surname, from the word rasputnyi, meaning 'dissolute'.* At some
point he repented and joined a group of pilgrims on their way to the nearby monastery
of Verkhoturye, where he stayed for three months before returning to Pokrovskoe, a
much changed man. He had renounced alcohol and meat, learned to read and write a
little, and become religious and reclusive. The main cause of his conversion seems to



have been the 'holy man' or starets Makarii, a monk at the Verkhoturye Monastery,
whose spiritual powers, like those of the starets Zosima in Dostoevsky's Brothers
Karamazov, had attracted disciples from all over the region. Makarii had been received
by the Tsar and the Tsarina, who were always on the lookout for Men of God among the
simple folk, and it was Makarii's example that Rasputin later claimed had inspired him.
There is no question of Rasputin ever having been Makarii's disciple: he had never
received the formal education needed to become a monk, and indeed seemed quite
incapable of it. When the post of the Tsar's confessor fell vacant in 1910, Alexandra
insisted on Rasputin being trained for ordination so that he could take up the job. But it
soon became clear that he was unable to read anything but the most basic parts of the
Scriptures. The capacity for learning by heart, which was essential for the priesthood,
proved quite beyond him (Rasputin's

* It was common for fellow villagers to address one another by nicknames describing
their characteristics: 'Clever', 'Calf, '"Wolf, 'Heart', and so on.

memory was in fact so poor that often he even forgot the names of his friends; so he
gave them nicknames, such as 'Beauty' or 'Governor', which were easier to recall). In
any case, it was not exactly the Orthodox faith that Rasputin brought with him from the
wilds of Siberia to St Petersburg. His strange hybrid of mysticism and eroticism had
more similarities with the practices of the Khlysty, an outlawed sect he would certainly
have encountered at Verkhoturye, even if the frequent accusations that he was himself a
member of the sect were never proved conclusively. The Khlysty believed that sin was
the first step towards redemption. At their nocturnal meetings they danced naked to
achieve a state of frenzy and engaged in flagellation and group sex. Indeed there was a
lot in common between the views of the Khlysty and the semi-pagan beliefs of the
Russian peasantry, which Rasputin's mysticism reflected. The Russian peasant believed
that the szi9nner could be as intimate with God as the pious man; and perhaps even more
intimate.

At the age of twenty-eight, or so Rasputin later claimed, he saw an apparition of the
Holy Mother and went on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem. There is no record of this
pilgrimage, and it is more likely that he merely joined the trail of peasant wanderers,
wise men and prophets, who for centuries had walked the length and breadth of Russia
living off the alms of the villagers. He developed an aura of spiritual authority and a gift
for preaching which soon attracted the attention of some of Russia's leading clergymen.
In 1903 he appeared for the first time in St Petersburg sponsored by the Archimandrite
Theophan, Alexandra's confessor, Bishop Hermogen of Saratov, and the celebrated
Father John of Kronstadt, who was also a close friend of the royal family. The Orthodox
Church was looking for holy men, like Rasputin, who came from the common people,
to revive its waning influence among the urban masses and increase its prestige at
Nicholas's court.

It was also a time when the court and social circles of St Petersburg were steeped in
alternative forms of religion. In the salons of the aristocracy and the drawing-rooms of
the middle classes there was a ferment of curiosity about all forms of spiritualism and
theosophy, the occult and the supernatural. Seances and ouija boards were all the rage.
In part, this reflected a hedonistic quest for new forms of belief and experience. But it



was also part of a more general and profound sense of moral disequilibrium, which was
echoed in the works of writers such as Blok and Belyi and was symptomatic of
European culture during the decade before 1914. Various holy men and spiritualists had
established themselves in the palaces of Russia's great and good long before Rasputin
came on to the scene. Their success cleared the way for him. He was presented at parties
and soirees as a man of God, a sinner and repentant, who had been graced with
extraordinary powers of clairvoyance and healing. His disgusting physical appearance
merely added piquancy to his moral charms.

Dressed in a peasant blouse and baggy trousers, his greasy black hair hung down to his
shoulders, his beard was encrusted with old bits of food, and his hands and body were
never washed. He carried a strong body odour, which many people compared to that of
a goat. But it was his eyes that caught his audience's attention. Their penetrating
brilliance and hypnotic power made a lasting impression. Some people even claimed
that Rasputin was able to make his pupils expand and contract at will.*’

It was as a healer for their son that Rasputin was first introduced to the Tsar and the
Tsarina in November 1905. From the beginning, he seemed to possess some mysterious
power by which he could check the internal bleeding. He prophesied that Alexis would
not die, and that the disease would disappear when he reached the age of thirteen.
Alexandra persuaded herself that God had sent Rasputin in answer to her prayers, and
his visits to the palace grew more frequent as she came increasingly to rely upon him. It
confirmed the prejudices of both Alexandra and Nicholas that a simple Russian peasant
who was close to God should be able to do what was beyond all the doctors.

In the many books on this subject there is no final word on the secret of Rasputin's gift
of healing. It is widely testified that his presence had a remarkably soothing effect on
both children and animals, and this might well have helped to stop Alexis's bleeding. It
is also known that he had been trained in the art of hypnotism, which may have the
power to effect a physical change such as the contraction of the blood vessels. Rasputin
himself once confessed to his secretary, Aron Simanovich, that he sometimes used
Tibetan drugs or whatever else came to hand, and that sometimes he merely pretended
to use remedies or mumbled nonsensical words while he prayed. This is reminiscent of
faith healing and it may be that Rasputin's most remarkable feat can be credited to such
methods. In October 1912 the Tsarevich suffered a particularly bad bout of bleeding
after accompanying his mother on a carriage ride near Spala, the imperial hunting estate
in eastern Poland. The doctors were unable to do anything to prevent a large and painful
tumour from forming in his groin, and they told the imperial family to prepare for his
imminent death. It was generally thought that only a miracle, such as the spontaneous
reabsorption of the tumour, could save the boy. The situation was considered so grave
that medical bulletins on the condition of the patient were published for the first time in
the national press, though no mention was made of the nature of his illness. Prayer
services were held in churches across the land and Alexis was given the last sacraments,
as he lay racked with pain. In desperation, Alexandra sent a telegram to Rasputin, who
was at his home in Pokrovskoe. According to the testimony of his daughter, he said
some prayers and then went to the local telegram office, where he wired the Empress:
'God has seen your tears and heard your prayers. Do not grieve. The little one will not
die.' Within hours, the patient had undergone a sudden



recovery: the bleeding had stopped, his temperature had fallen and the flabbergasted
doctors confirmed that the danger had passed. Those who are sceptical of the power of
prayer to heal through the medium of a telegraph cable may want to put this down to
remarkable coincidence. But Alexandra was convinced otherwise, and after the 'Spala
miracle' Rasputin's position at her court became unassailable.""'

Rasputin's status at court brought him immense power and prestige. He became a maitre
de requites, accepting bribes, gifts and sexual favours from those who came to him in
the hope that he would use his influence on their behalf During the First World War,
when his political influence was at its zenith, he developed a lucrative system of
placements in the government, the Church and the Civil Service, all of which he boasted
were under his control. For the hundreds of lesser mortals who queued outside his
apartment every day — women begging for military exemption for their sons and
husbands, people looking for somewhere to live — he would simply take a scrap of
paper, put a cross on the letter head, and in his semi-literate scrawl write to some
official: 'My dear and valued friend. Do this for me, Grigorii.' One such note was
brought to the head of the court secretariat by a pretty young girl whom Rasputin clearly
liked. 'Fix it up for her. She is all right. Grigorii." When the official asked her what she
wan‘[e(13,2 the girl replied that she wanted to become a prima donna in the Imperial
Opera.

It has often been assumed that because he accepted bribes Rasputin was motivated by
financial gain. This is not quite true. He took no pleasure in the accumulation of money,
which he spent or gave away as quickly as he earned it. What excited him was power.
Rasputin was the supreme egotist. He always had to be the centre of attention. He loved
to boast of his connections at the court. 'l can do anything,' he often said, and from this
the exaggerated rumours spread of his political omnipotence. The gifts he received from
his wealthy patrons were important to him not because they were valuable but because
they confirmed his personal influence. 'Look, this carpet is worth 400 roubles,' he once
boasted to a friend, 'a Grand Duchess sent it to me for blessing her marriage. And do
you see, ['ve got a golden cross? The Tsar gave it to me.' Above all, Rasputin liked the
status which his position gave him and also the power it gave him, no more than a
peasant, over men and women of a higher social class. He delighted in being rude to the
well-born ladies who sat at his feet. He would dip his dirty finger into a dish of jam and
turn to one and say, 'Humble yourself, lick it clean!' The first time he was received by
Varvara Uexkull, the wealthy socialite, he attacked her for her expensive taste in art:
'What's this, little mother, pictures on the wall like a real museum? I'll bet you could
feed five villages of starving people with what's hanging on a single wall." When
Uexkull introduced him to her guests, he stared intently at each

woman, took her hands, and asked questions such as: 'Are you married?', "Where is your
husband?', 'Why did you come alone?', 'Had you been here together, I could have
looked you over, seen how you eat and live.' He calculated that such insolence made
him even more attractive to the guilt-ridden aristocrats who patronized him. Rich but
dissatisfied society ladies were particularly attracted to this charismatic peasant. Many
of them got a curious sexual excitement from being humiliated by him. Indeed the



pleasure he gained from such sexual conquests probably had as much to do with the
psychological domination of his victims as it did with the gratification of his physical
desires. He told women that they could gain salvation through the annihilation of their
pride, which entailed giving themselves up to him. One woman confessed that the first
time she made love to him her orgasm was so violent that she fainted. Perhaps his
potency as a lover also had a physical explanation. Rasputin's assassin and alleged
homosexual lover, Felix Yusupov, claimed that his prowess was explained by a large
wart strategically situated on his penis, which was of exceptional size. On the other
hand, there is evidence to suggest that Rasputin was in fact impotent and that while he
lay naked with many women, he had sex with very few of them. In short, he was a great
lecher but not a great lover. When Rasputin was medically examined after being stabbed
in a failed murder attempt in 1914, his genitals were found to be so small and shrivelled
that the doctor wondered whether he was capable of the sexual act at all. Rasputin
himself had once boasted to the monk Iliodor that he could lie with women without

feeling passion because his 'penis did not function'.*®

As Rasputin's power grew so did the legends of his crimes and misdemeanours. There
were damaging stories of his sexual advances, some of them unwanted, including rape.
Even the Tsar's sister, Olga Alexandrovna, was rumoured to have found herself the
victim of his wandering hands. There were the drunken orgies, the days spent in bath-
houses with prostitutes, and the nights spent carousing in resraurants and brothels. The
most famous scandal took place at the Yar, a well-known gipsy restaurant, in March
1915. Rasputin had gone there with two journalists and three prostitutes. He became
drunk, tried to grab the gypsy girls, and began to boast loudly of his sexual exploits with
the Empress. 'See this belt?' he bellowed. 'It's her majesty's own work, I can make her
do anything. Yes, I Grishka Rasputin. I could make the old girl dance like this if |
wished' — and he made a gesture of the sexual act. By now, everyone was looking at
Rasputin and several people asked if he really was the famous holy man. Rasputin
dropped his pants and waved his penis at the spectators. The British agent, Bruce
Lockhart, who was in the restaurant downstairs, heard 'wild shrieks of women, broken
glass and banging doors'. The waiters rushed about, the police were called, but no one
dared evict the holy man. Telephone calls to increasingly high officials finally reached
the Chief of

the Corps of Gendarmes, who ordered Rasputin's arrest. He was led away and

imprisoned for the night. But the next morning orders came down from the Tsar for his
34

release.

What made these rumours so damaging politically was the widespread belief, which
Rasputin himself encouraged, that he was the Tsarina's lover. There were even rumours
of the Empress and Rasputin engaging in wild orgies with the Tsar and Anna Vyrubova,
her lady-in-waiting, who was said to be a lesbian. Similar pornographic tales about
Marie Antoinette and the 'impotent Louis' circulated on the eve of the French
Revolution. There was no evidence for any of these rumours. True, there was the
infamous letter from the Empress to Rasputin, leaked to the press in 1912, in which she
had written: 'l kiss your hands and lay my head upon your blessed shoulders. I feel so
joyful then. Then all I want is to sleep, sleep for ever on your shoulder, in your
embrace.”” But, given virtually everything else we know of the Empress, it would be a



travesty to read this as a love letter. She was a loyal and devoted wife and mother who
had turned to Rasputin in spiritual distress. In any case, she was probably too narrow-
minded to take a lover.

Nevertheless, it was the fact that the rumours existed, rather than their truth, which
caused such alarm to the Tsar's supporters. They tried to convince him of Rasputin's evil
influence and to get him expelled from the court. But, although Nicholas knew of his
misdemeanours, he would not remove Rasputin so long as the Empress continued to
believe that he, and only he, could help their dying son. Rasputin's calming effect on the
Empress was too much appreciated by her henpecked husband, who once let slip in an
unguarded moment: 'Better one Rasputin than ten fits of hysterics every day.' The
Archimandrite Theophan, who had helped to bring Rasputin to St Petersburg, found
himself expelled from the capital in 1910 after he tried to acquaint the Empress with the
scandalous nature of her Holy Man's behaviour. The monk Iliodor and Bishop
Hermogen were imprisoned in remote monasteries in 1911, after confronting Rasputin
with a long chronicle of his misdeeds and calling on him to repent. It was Iliodor, in
revenge, who then leaked to the press the Empress's letters to Rasputin. The Tsar
stopped the press printing any more stories about Rasputin, in spite of the pledge he had
given in the wake of the 1905 Revolution to abolish preliminary censorship. This
effectively silenced the Church, coming as it did with the appointment of Vladimir
Sabler, a close ally of Rasputin's, as Procurator-General of the Holy Synod.

Politicians were no more successful in their efforts to bring Rasputin down. They
presented evidence of his sins to the Tsar, but Nicholas again refused to act. Why was
he so tolerant of Rasputin? The answer surely lies in his belief that Rasputin was a
simple man, a peasant, from 'the people', and that God had sent him to save the
Romanov dynasty. Rasputin confirmed his

prejudices and flattered his fantasies of a popular autocracy. He was a symbol of the
Tsar's belief in the Byzantine trinity — God, Tsar, and People — which he thought
would help him to recast the regime in the mould of seventeenth-century Muscovy. 'He
is just a good, religious, simple-minded Russian,’ Nicholas once said to one of his
courtiers. 'When I am in trouble or plagued by doubts, I like to have a talk with him and
invariably feel at peace with myself afterwards." Rasputin consciously played on this
fantasy by addressing his royal patrons in the folksy terms batiushka-Tsar and
matiushka-Tsarina ('Father-Tsar' and 'Mother-Tsarina') instead of "Your Imperial
Majesty'. Nicholas believed that only simple people — people who were untainted by
their connections with the political factions of St Petersburg — were capable of telling
him the truth and of giving him disinterested advice. For nearly twenty years he
received direct reports from Anatoly Klopov, a clerk in the Ministry of Finance.
Rasputin fitted into the same category. As the embodiment of Nicholas's ideal of the
loyal Russian people, he could do no wrong. Nicholas discounted the rumours about
him on the grounds that anyone shown such favour at court, especially a simple peasant
like Rasputin, was bound to attract jealous criticisms. Moreover, he clearly considered
Rasputin a family matter and looked upon such criticisms as an infringement of his
private patrimony. When the Prime Minister, Stolypin, for example, gave him a dossier
of secret police reports on Rasputin's indiscretions, the Tsar made it clear that he
regarded this unsolicited warning as a grave breach of etiquette: 'l know, Petr



Arkadevich, that you are sincerely devoted to me. Perhaps everything you say is true.
But I ask you never again to speak to me about Rasputin. There is in any case nothing I
can do.' The President of the Duma got no further when he presented an even more
damaging dossier based on the materials of Iliodor and the Holy Synod. Nicholas,
though clearly disturbed by the evidence, told Rodzianko: 'Rasputin is a simple peasant
who can relieve the sufferings of my son by a strange power. The Tsarina's reliance
upon him is a matter for the family, and I will allow no one to meddle in my affairs.”’ It
seems that the Tsar, in his obstinate adherence to the principles of autocracy, considered
any questioning of his judgement an act of disloyalty.

And so the Rasputin affair went unresolved. More and more it poisoned the monarchy's
relations with society and its traditional pillars of support in the court, the bureaucracy,
the Church and the army. The episode has often been compared to the Diamond
Necklace Affair, a similar scandal that irreparably damaged the reputation of Marie
Antoinette on the eve of the French Revolution, and that is about the sum of it. By the
time of Rasputin's eventual murder, in December 1916, the Romanov dynasty was on
the verge of collapse.

2 Unstable Pillars i Bureaucrats and Dressing-Gowns

On the first morning of 1883 the readers of Government News (Pravitel'stvennyi
vestnik) opened their newspaper to learn that A. A. Polovtsov had been appointed
Imperial Secretary. It was hardly the sort of announcement to make anyone choke on
their breakfast. At the age of fifty-one, Polovtsov had all the right credentials for this
top Civil Service job. The son of a noble landowner, he had married the heiress to a
banking fortune, graduated from the elite School of Law, and steadily risen through the
ranks of the imperial bureaucracy. He was, by all accounts, refined, cultured and well
mannered; Witte even diought him a little vain. Polovtsov was confident and perfectly
at ease in the aristocratic circles of St Petersburg, counting several grand dukes among
his closest friends. He even belonged to the Imperial Yacht Club, the after-hours
headquarters of Russia's ruling elite, where on New Year's Eve he had been told of his
promotion.' In short, Alexander Alexandrovich was a model representative of that small
and privileged tribe who administered the affairs of the imperial state.

The Russian imperial bureaucracy was an elite caste set above the rest of society. In this
sense it was not unlike the Communist bureaucracy that was to succeed it. The tsarist
system was based upon a strict social hierarchy. At its apex was the court; below that,
its pillars of support in the civil and military service, and the Church, made up by the
members of the first two estates; and at the bottom of the social order, the peasantry.
There was a close link between the autocracy and this rigid pyramid of social estates
(nobles, clergy, merchantry and peasants), which were ranked in accordance with their
service to the state. It was a fixed social hierarchy with each estate demarcated by
specific legal rights and duties. Nicholas compared it with the patrimonial system. 'l
conceive of Russia as a landed estate,' he declared in 1902, 'of which the proprietor is
the Tsar, the administrator is the nobility, and the workers are the peasantry.' He could
not have chosen a more archaic metaphor for society at the turn of the twentieth century.



Despite the rapid progress of commerce and industry during the last decades of the
nineteenth century, Russia's ruling elite still came predominantly from the old landed
aristocracy. Noblemen accounted for 71 per cent of the

top four Civil Service ranks (i.e. above the rank of civil councillor) in the census of
1897. True, the doors of the Civil Service were being opened to the sons of commoners,
so long as they had a university degree or a high-school diploma with honours. True,
too, the gap was growing, both in terms of social background and in terms of ethos,
between the service nobles and the farming gentry. Many of the service nobles had sold
their estates, moving permanently into the city, or indeed had never owned land, having
been ennobled for their service to the state. In other words, the Civil Service was
becoming just as much a path to nobility as nobility was to the Civil Service. It also had
its own elite values, which only the crudest Marxist would seek to portray as
synonymous with the 'class interests' of the landed nobles. Nevertheless, the aphorism
of the writer Turii Samarin, that 'the bureaucrat is just a nobleman in uniform, and the
nobleman just a bureaucrat in a dressing-gown', remained generally true in 1900. Russia
was still an old agrarian kingdom and its ruling elite was still dominated by the richest
landowning families. These were the Stroganovs, the Dolgorukovs, the Sheremetevs,
the Obolenskys, the Volkonskys, and so on, powerful dynasties which had stood near
the summit of the Muscovite state during its great territorial expansion between the
fifteenth and the eighteenth centuries and had been rewarded with lavish endowments of
fertile land, mainly in the south of Russia and the Ukraine.” Dependence on the state for
their wealth, and indeed for most of their employment, had prevented the Russian
aristocracy from developing into an independent landowning class counter-balancing
the monarchy in the way that thev had done in most of Europe since the sixteenth
century.

As readers of Gogol will know, the imperial Civil Service was obsessed by rank and
hierarchy. An elaborate set of rules, spelled out in 869 paragraphs of Volume I of the
Code of Laws, distinguished between fourteen different Civil Service ranks, each with
its own appropriate uniform and title (all of them translations from the German).
Polovtsov, for example, on his appointment as Imperial Secretary, received the dark-
blue ribbon and the silver star of the Order of the White Eagle. Like all Civil Servants in
the top two ranks, he was to be addressed as 'Your High Excellency'; those in ranks 3
and 4 were to be addressed as 'Your Excellency'; and so on down the scale, with those
in the bottom ranks (9 to 14) addressed simply as 'Your Honour'. The cbinovnik, or
Civil Servant, was acutely aware of these status symbols. The progression from white to
black trousers, the switch from a red to a blue ribbon, or the simple addition of a stripe,
were ritual events of immense significance in his well-ordered life. Promotion was
determined by the Table of Ranks established in 1722 by Peter the Great. An official
could hold only those posts at or below his own personal rank. In 1856 standard
intervals were set for promotion: one rank every three years from ranks 14 to 8; and one
every four years from ranks 8 to 5. The top four ranks, which brought with them a
hereditary title, were appointed directly by the Tsar. This



meant that, barring some heinous sin, even the most average bureaucrat could expect to
rise automatically with age, becoming, say, a civil councillor by the age of sixty-five.
The system encouraged the sort of time-serving mediocrity which writers like Gogol
portrayed as the essence of officialdom in nineteenth-century Russia. By the end of the
century, however, this system of automatic advancement was falling into disuse as merit
became more important than age.’

Still, the top ranks in St Petersburg were dominated by a very small elite of noble
families. This was a tiny political world in which everyone knew each other. All the
people who mattered lived in the fashionable residential streets around the Nevsky and
the Liteiny Prospekts. They were closely connected through marriage and friendship.
Most of them patronized the same elite schools (the Corps des Pages, the School of
Guards Sub-Ensigns and Cavalry Junkers, the Alexander Lycee and the School of Law)
and their sons joined the same elite regiments (the Chevaliers Gardes, the Horse Guards,
the Emperors Own Life Guard Hussar Regiment and the Preobrazhensky), from which
they could be certain of a fast lane to the top of the civil or military service. Social
connections were essential in this world, as Polovtsov's diary reveals, for much of the
real business of politics was done at balls and banquets, in private salons and drawing-
rooms, in the restaurant of the Evropeiskaya Hotel and the bar of the Imperial Yacht
Club. This was an exclusive world but not a stuffy one. The St Petersburg aristocracy
was far too cosmopolitan to be really snobbish. 'Petersburg was not Vienna,' as Dominic
Lieven reminds us in his magisterial study of the Russian ruling elite, and there was
always a place in its aristocratic circles for charmers and eccentrics. Take, for example,
Prince Alexei Lobanov-Rostovsky, one of Nicholas II's better foreign ministers, an
octogenarian grand seigneur, collector of Hebrew books and French mistresses, who
'sparkled in salons' and 'attended church in his dressing-gown'; or Prince M. 1. Khilkov,
a 'scion of one of Russia's oldest aristocratic families', who worked for a number of
years as an engine driver in South America and as a shipwright in Liverpool before
becoming Russia's Minister of Communications.”

Despite its talents, the bureaucracy never really became an effective tool in the hands of
the autocracy. There were three main reasons for this. First, its dependence on the
nobility became a source of weakness as the noble estate fell into decline during the
later nineteenth century. There was an increasing shortfall in expertise (especially in the
industrial field) to meet the demands of the modern state. The gap might have been
bridged by recruiting Civil Servants from the new industrial middle classes. But the
ruling elite was far too committed to its own archaic vision of the tsarist order, in which
the gentry had pride of place, and feared the democratic threat posed by these new
classes. Second, the apparatus was too poorly financed (it was very difficult to collect
enough taxes in such a vast and poor peasant country) so that the ministries, and still
more

local government, never really had the resources they needed either to control or reform
society. Finally, there were too many overlapping jurisdictions and divisions between
the different ministries. This was a result of the way the state had developed, with each
ministry growing as a separate, almost ad hoc, extension of the autocrat's own powers.
The agencies of government were never properly systematized, nor their work co-
ordinated, arguably because it was in the Tsar's best interests to keep them weak and



dependent upon him. Each Tsar would patronize a different set of agencies in a given
policy field, often simply bypassing those set up by his predecessors. The result was
bureaucratic chaos and confusion. Each ministry was left to develop on its own without
a cabinet-like body to coordinate the work between them. The two major ministries
(Finance and Interior) recruited people through their own clienteles in the elite families
and schools. They competed with each other for resources, for control of policy and for
influence over lesser ministries and local government. There was no clear distinction
between the functions of the different agencies, nor between the status of different laws
— nakaz, ukaz, ustav, zakon, polozhenie, ulozhenie, gramota and manifest, to name just
a few — so that the Tsar's personal intervention was constantly required to unhook
these knots of competing jurisdiction and legislation. From the perspective of the
individual, the effect of this confusion was to make the regime appear arbitrary: it was
never clear where the real power lay, whether one law would be overridden by special
regulations from the Tsar, or whether the police would respect the law at all. Some
complacent philosophers argued on this basis that there was in fact no real autocracy.
"There is an autocracy of policeman and land captains, of governors, department heads,
and ministers,' wrote Prince Sergei Trubetskoi in 1900. 'But a unitary tsarist autocracy,
in the proper sense of the word, does not and cannot exist.' To the less privileged it was
this arbitrariness (what the Russians cursed as proizvol) that made the regime's power
feel so oppressive. There were no clear principles or regulations which enabled the
individual to challenge authority or the state.’

This was, in effect, a bureaucracy that failed to develop into a coherent political force
which, like the Prussian bureaucracy analysed by Max Weber, was capable of serving as
a tool of reform and modernization. Rather than a 'rational' bureaucratic system as
distilled in Weber's ideal type — one based on fixed institutional relations, clear
functional divisions, regular procedures, legal principles — Russia had a hybrid state
which combined elements of the Prussian system with an older patrimonialism that left
the Civil Service subject to the patronage and intervention of the court and thus
prevented the complete emergence of a professional bureaucratic ethos.

It did not have to be this way. There was a time, in the mid-nineteenth century, when
the imperial bureaucracy could have fulfilled its potential as a creative and modernizing
force. After all, the ideals of the 'enlightened bureau-

crats', so aptly named by W Bruce Lincoln, shaped the Great Reforms of the 1860s.
Here was a new class of career Civil Servants, mostly sons of landless nobles and mixed
marriages (raznochintsy) who had entered the profession through the widening channels
of higher education in the 1830s and 1840s. They were upright and serious-minded
men, like Karenin in Tolstoy's Anna Karenina, who talked earnestly, if slightly
pedantically, about 'progress' and statistics; scoffed at the amateur aristocrats in high
office, such as Count Vronsky, Anna's lover, who encroached on their field of expertise;
and believed in the bureaucracy's mission to civilize and reform Russia along Western
lines. Most of them stopped short of the liberal demand for a state based upon the rule
of law with civil liberties and a parliament: their understanding of the Rechtsstaat was
really no more than a bureaucratic state functioning on the basis of rational procedures
and general laws. But they called for greater openness in the work of government, what
they termed glasnost, as a public check against the abuse of power and a means of



involving experts from society in debates about reform. Progressive officials moved in
the circles of the liberal intelligentsia in the capital and were dubbed the 'Party of St
Petersburg Progress'. They were seen regularly at the salon of the Grand Duchess Elena
Pavlovna, and enjoyed the patronage of the Grand Duke Konstantin, who, as President
of the State Council, did much to promote reformist officials in the government circles
of Alexander II. They also had close ties with public bodies, such as the Imperial
Geographic Society, from which they commissioned statistical surveys in preparation
for the great reforming legislation of the 1860s.°

The Great Reforms were the high-water mark of this bureaucratic enlightenment. They
were conceived as a modernizing process — which in Russia meant a Westernizing one
— with the aim of strengthening the state after its defeat in the Crimean War. Limited
freedoms and reforms were granted in the hope of activating society and creating a
dynamic economy without altering the basic political framework of the autocracy. In
this sense they were similar in conception to the perestroika of Mikhail Gorbachev a
century later. In 1861 the serfs were de jure (if not de facto) emancipated from their
landlord's tyranny and given some of the rights of a citizen. They were still tied to the
village commune, which enforced the old patriarchal order, deprived of the right to own
the land individually, and remained legally inferior to the nobles and other estates. But
the groundwork had at least been laid for the development of peasant agriculture. A
second major reform of 1864 saw the establishment of local assemblies of self-
government, called the zemstvos, in most Russian provinces. To preserve the
domination of the landed nobles, they were set up only at the provincial and district
level; below that, at the volost and the village level, the peasant communes were left to
rule themselves with only minimal supervision by the gentry. The judicial reforms of
the same year set up an

independent legal system with public jury trials for all estates except the peasants (who
remained under the jurisdiction of local customary law). There were also new laws
relaxing censorship (1865), giving more autonomy to universities (1863), reforming
primary schools (1864) and modernizing the military (1863—75). Boris Chicherin (with
the benefit of hindsight) summed up their progressive ideals:

to remodel completely the enormous state, which had been entrusted to [Alexander's]
care, to abolish an age-old order founded on slavery, to replace it with civic decency
and freedom, to establish justice in a country which had never known the meaning of
legality, to redesign the entire administration, to introduce freedom of the press in the
context of untrammelled authority, to call new forces to life at every turn and set them
on firm legal foundations, to put a repressed and humiliated society on its feet and to
give it the chance to flex its muscles.’

Had the liberal spirit of the 1860s continued to pervade the work of government, Russia
might have become a Western-style society based upon individual property and liberty
upheld by the rule of law. The revolution need not have occurred. To be sure, it would
still have been a slow and painful progress. The peasantry, in particular, would have
remained a revolutionary threat so long as they were excluded from property and civil
rights. The old patriarchal system in the countryside, which even after Emancipation
preserved the hegemony of the nobles, called out for replacement with a modern system



in which the peasants had a greater stake. But there was at least, within the ruling elite, a
growing awareness of what was needed — and indeed of what it would cost — for this
social transformation to succeed. The problem was, however, that the elite was
increasingly divided over the desirability of this transformation. And as a result of these
divisions it failed to develop a coherent strategy to deal with the challenges of
modernization.

On the one hand were the reformists, the 'Men of 1864' like Polovtsov, who broadly
accepted the need for a bourgeois social order (even at the expense of the nobility), the
need for the concession of political freedoms (especially in local government), and the
need for a Rechtsstaat (which increasingly they understood to mean not just a state
based on universal laws but one based on the rule of law itself). By the end of the 1870s
this reformist vision had developed into demands for a constitution. Enlightened
statesmen openly argued that the tasks of government in the modern age had become
too complex for the Tsar and his bureaucrats to tackle alone, and that the loyal and
educated public had to be brought into the work of government. In January 1881
Alexander II instructed his Minister of the Interior, Count Loris-Melikov, to draw up
plans

for a limited constitution which would give invited figures from the public an advisory
role in legislation. '"The throne', argued the Minister of Finance, A. A. Abaza, during the
debates on these proposals, 'cannot rest exclusively on a million bayonets and an army
of officials.' Such reformist sentiments were commonplace among the officials in the
Ministry of Finance. Being responsible for industrialization, they were the first to see
the need to sweep away obstacles to bourgeois enterprise and initiative. Many of them,
moreover, like Polovtsov, who had married into a banking family, were themselves
drawn from the 'new Russia' of commerce and industry. Witte, the great reforming
Finance Minister of the 1890s, who had worked for twenty years in railroad
management (to begin with as a lowly ticket clerk) before entering government service,
argued that the tsarist system could avoid a revolution only by transforming Russia into
a modern industrial society where 'personal and public initiatives' were encouraged by a
rule-of-law state with guarantees of civil liberties.®

On the other hand were the supporters of the traditional tsarist order. It was no accident
that their strongest base was the Ministry of the Interior, since its officials were drawn
almost exclusively from 'old Russia', noble officers and landowners, who believed most
rigidly in the Polizeistaat. The only way, they argued, to prevent a revolution was to
rule Russia with an iron hand. This meant defending the autocratic principle (both in
central and local government), the unchecked powers of the police, the hegemony of the
nobility and the moral domination of the Church, against the liberal and secular
challenges of the urban-industrial order. Conceding constitutions and political rights
would only serve to weaken the state, argued P. N. Durnovo and Viacheslav von
Plehve, the two great Ministers of the Interior during Witte's time at the Ministry of
Finance, because the liberal middle classes who would come to power as a result had no
authority among the masses and were even despised by them. Only when economic
progress had removed the threat of a social revolution would the time be ripe for
political reforms. Russia's backwardness necessitated such a strategy (economic
liberalism plus autocracy). For as Durnovo argued (not without reason): 'One cannot in



the course of a few weeks introduce North American or English systems into Russia.”
That was to be one of the lessons of 1917.

The arguments of the reactionaries were greatly strengthened by the tragic assassination
of Alexander II in March 1881. The new Tsar was persuaded by his tutor and adviser,
the Procurator of the Holy Synod, Konstantin Pobedonostsev, that continuing with the
liberal reforms would only help to produce more revolutionaries like the ones who had
murdered his father. Alexander III soon abandoned the project for a constitution,
claiming he did not want a government of 'troublesome brawlers and lawyers'; forced
the resignation of his reformist ministers (Abaza from Finance, Loris-Melikov from the
Interior, and Dmitry Miliutin from War); and proclaimed a Manifesto reasserting the

principles of autocracy.'® This was the signal for a series of counter-reforms during
Alexander IlI's reign. Their purpose was to centralize control and roll back the rights of
local government, to reassert the personal rule of the Tsar through the police and his
direct agents, and to reinforce the patriarchal order — headed by the nobility — in the
countryside. Nothing was more likely to bring about a revolution. For at the same time
the liberal classes of provincial society were coming to the view that their common
interests and identity entailed defending the rights of local government against the very
centralizing bureaucracy upon which the new Tsar staked so much.

ii The Thin Veneer of Civilization

When Prince Sergei Urusov was appointed Governor of Bessarabia in May 1903 the
first thing he did was to purchase a guidebook of the area. This southwestern province
of the Empire, wedged between the Black Sea and Romania, was totally unknown to the
former graduate of Moscow University, thrice-elected Marshal of the Kaluga Nobility. 'l
knew as little of Bessarabia', he would later admit, 'as I did of New Zealand, or even
less.'

Three weeks later, after stopping in the capital for a briefing with the Tsar, he set off by
train from Moscow to Kishinev, the capital of Bessarabia, some 900 miles away. The
journey took two nights and three long days, the train chugging ever slower as it moved
deeper and deeper into the Ukrainian countryside. Alone in his special compartment,
Urusov used the time to study his guidebook in preparation for his first exchanges with
the civic dignitaries he expected to meet on his arrival. He had written to the Vice-
Governor, asking him to keep the reception party small. But as his train pulled into the
station at Bendery, the first major town of the province, he saw through his carriage
window a platform crowded with people and what looked like a full orchestral band. At
the centre, cordoned off by a ring of policemen, stood the Vice-Governor in full dress
uniform and the city's mayor with the chain of office bearing a platter of bread and salt.
This was how the new Governor had always been welcomed in Bessarabia and no
exception would be made for Urusov. In Kishinev, an hour and a half later, His
Excellency the Governor was driven through the city in an open carriage drawn by six
white horses. 'Men, women and children stood in crowded ranks on the sidewalks,'
Urusov recalled. 'They bowed, waved their handkerchiefs, and some of them even went
down on their knees. I was quite struck by the latter, not having been used to such



scenes.' After a brief stop at the cathedral, where God's blessing was invoked for the
work that lay ahead of him, Urusov was driven to the Governor's house, an

imposing neo-classical palace in the centre of the city, from which he would rule as the
Tsar's viceroy over this distant corner of the Russian Empire. "'

With a population of 120,000 people, Kishinev was a typical provincial city. The
administrative centre, situated in the 'upper city' on a hill, was a formal grid of broad
and straight paved streets bordered by poplars and white acacias. The main boulevard,
the Alexandrov, was particularly elegant, its pavements wide enough for horse-drawn
trams to run along their edges. In addition to the Governor's House, it boasted a number
of large stone buildings, offices and churches, which in Urusov's judgement 'would have
made no unfavourable impression even in the streets of St Petersburg'. Yet not a stone's
throw from these elegant neo-classical facades, in the 'lower city' straggling down the
hillside, was a totally different world — a world of narrow and unpaved winding streets,
muddy in the spring and dusty in the summer; of wooden shanties and overcrowded
hovels which served as the homes and shops for the Russian, Jewish and Moldavian
workers; a world of pigs and cows grazing in the alleys, of open sewers and piles of
rubbish on the public squares; a world where cholera epidemics struck on average one
year in every three. These were the two faces of every Russian city: the one of imperial
power and European civilization, the other of poverty and squalor of Asiatic
proportions.'?

One could hardly blame Urusov for seeing his appointment as a kind of exile. Many
governors felt the same. Accustomed to the cosmopolitan world of the capital cities,
they were bound to find provincial society dull and narrow by comparison. The civic
culture of provincial Russia was, even at the end of the nineteenth century, still in the
early stages of development compared with the societies of the West. Most of Russia's
cities had evolved historically as administrative or military outposts of the tsarist state
rather than as commercial or cultural centres in their own right. Typically they
comprised a small nobility, mostly employed in the local Civil Service, and a large mass
of petty traders, artisans and labourers. But there was no real 'bourgeoisie' or 'middle
class' in the Western sense. The burghers, who in Western Europe had advanced
civilization since the Renaissance, were largely missing in peasant Russia. The
professions were too weak and dependent on the state to assert their autonomy until the
last decades of the nineteenth century. The artisans and merchants were too divided
among themselves (they were historically and legally two separate estates) and too
divorced from the educated classes to provide the Russian cities with their missing
Burgertum. In short, Russia seemed to bear out Petr Struve's dictum: 'the further to the
East one goes in Europe, the weaker in politics, the more cowardly, and the baser

becomes the bourgeoisie'."

As anyone familiar with Chekhov's plays will know, the cultural life of the average
provincial town was extremely dull and parochial. At least that is how the intelligentsia
— steeped in the culture of Western Europe — saw (with



some disgust) the backward life of the Russian provinces. Listen to the brother of the
Three Sisters describing the place in which they lived:

This town's been in existence for two hundred years; a hundred thousand people live in
it, but there's not one who's any different from all the others! There's never been a
scholar or an artist or a saint in this place, never a single man sufficiently outstanding to
make you feel passionately that you wanted to emulate him. People here do nothing but
eat, drink and sleep. Then they die and some more take their places, and they eat, drink
and sleep, too — and just to introduce a bit of variety into their lives, so as to avoid
getting completely stupid with boredom, they indulge in their disgusting gossip and
vodka and gambling and law-suits.

Kishinev was in this respect a very average town. It had twelve schools, two theatres
and an open-air music hall, but no library or gallery. The social centre of the town was
the Nobleman's Club. It was here, according to Urusov, that 'the general character of
Kishinev society found its most conspicuous reflection. The club rooms were always
full. The habitues of the club would gather around the card-tables from as early as 2
p.m., not leaving until 3 or 4 a.m. in winter; and in summer not until 6 or 7 a.m.' In
Kishinev, as in most provincial towns, the social habits of the nobility had much more
in common with those of the local merchants than with the aristocrats of St Petersburg.
Stolypin's daughter, for example, recalled that in Saratov, where her father was once
Governor, the wives of noblemen 'dressed so informally that on invitations it was
necessary to specify "evening dress requested'. Even then, they would sometimes appear
at balls in dressing-gowns.'

In a society such as this the provincial Governor inevitably played the role of a major
celebrity. The high point of any social event was the moment when His Excellency
arrived to grace the company with his presence. To receive an invitation to the annual
ball at the Governors house was to have made it to the top of provincial society. Prince
Urusov, being a modest sort of man, was taken aback by the god-like esteem in which
he was held by the local residents: 'According to Kishinev convention, I was to go out
exclusively in a carriage, escorted by a mounted guard, with the Chief of Police in the
van. To walk or to go out shopping was on my part a grave breach of etiquette.' But
other governors, less modest than himself, took advantage of their lofty status to behave
like petty autocrats. One provincial Governor, for example, ordered the police to stop all
the traffic whenever he passed through the town. Another would not allow the play to
begin before he arrived at the local theatre. To lovers of liberty the provincial Governor
was the very personification of tsarist

oppression and despotism. Gorky could find no better way to condemn Tolstoy's
authoritarianism than to compare him to a governor."

The office Urusov assumed went back to the medieval era, although its exact form was
altered many times. In a country as vast and difficult to govern as Russia the tasks of tax
collection and maintaining law and order were obviously beyond the capabilities of the
tiny medieval state. So they were farmed out to governors, plenipotentiaries of the Tsar,
who in exchange for their service to the state were allowed to 'feed' themselves at the
expense of the districts they ruled (usually with a great deal of violence and venality).



The inability of the state to build up an effective system of provincial administration
secured the power of these governors. Even in the nineteenth century, when the
bureaucracy did extend its agencies to the provinces, the governors were never entirely
integrated into the centralized state apparatus.

The provincial governors were in charge of the local police, for whom they were
technically answerable to the Ministry of the Interior. They also served as chairmen on
the provincial boards whose work fell within the domain of the other ministries, such as
Justice, Finance and Transportation. This fragmentation of executive power increasingly
obliged the governors to negotiate, persuade and compromise — to play the part of a
modern politician — during the later nineteenth century. Nevertheless, because of their
close connections with the court, they could still ignore the demands of the ministries in
St Petersburg — and indeed often did so when they deemed that these clashed with the
interests of the noble estate, from which all the provincial governors were drawn.
Stolypin's local government reforms, for example, which he tried to introduce after
1906, were effectively resisted by the governors who saw them as a challenge to the
domination of the nobility. A. A. Khvostov, one of Stolypin's successors at the Ministry
of the Interior, complained that it was 'virtually impossible' to prevent the governors
from sabotaging the work of his ministry because of their lofty protectors' at the court:
'one has an aunt who is friendly with the Empress, another a gentleman-in-waiting for a
relative, and a third a cousin who is an Imperial Master of the Horse.' The governors'
extraordinary power stemmed from the fact that they were the Tsar's personal viceroys:
they embodied the autocratic principle in the provinces. Russia's last two tsars were
particularly adamant against the idea of subordinating the governors to the bureaucracy
because they saw them as their most loyal supporters and because, in the words of
Richard Robbins, 'as the personal representatives of the Sovereign, the governors helped
keep the emperors from becoming dependent on their ministers and gave [them] a direct
connection to the provinces and the people'. Two of Alexander Ill's counter-reforms, in
1890 and 1892, greatly increased the governors' powers over the zemstvos and
municipal bodies. Like his son, Alexander saw this as a way of moving closer to the
fantasy of ruling Russia directly from

the throne. But the result was confusion in the provincial administration: the governors,
the agencies of the central ministries and the elected local bodies were all set against
each other.'®

The power of the imperial government effectively stopped at the eighty-nine provincial
capitals where the governors had their offices. Below that there was no real state
administration to speak of. Neither the uezd or district towns nor the volost or rural
townships had any standing government officials. There was only a series of magistrates
who would appear from time to time on some specific mission, usually to collect taxes
or sort out a local conflict, and then disappear once again. The affairs of peasant Russia,
where 85 per cent of the population lived, were entirely unknown to the city
bureaucrats. 'We knew as much about the Tula countryside', confessed Prince Lvov,
leader of the Tula zemstvo in the 1890s, 'as we knew about Central Africa.'’

The crucial weakness of the tsarist system was the under-government of the localities.
This vital fact is all too often clouded by the revolutionaries' mythic image of an all-



powerful old regime. Nothing could be further from the truth. For every 1,000
inhabitants of the Russian Empire there were only 4 state officials at the turn of the
century, compared with 7.3 in England and Wales, 12.6 in Germany and 17.6 in France.
The regular police, as opposed to the political branch, was extremely small by European
standards. Russia's expenditure on the police per capita of the population was less than
half of that in Italy or France and less than one quarter of that in Prussia. For a rural
population of 100 million people, Russia in 1900 had no more than 1,852 police
sergeants and 6,874 police constables. The average constable was responsible for
policing 50,000 people in dozens of settlements stretched across nearly 2,000 square
miles. Many of them did not even have a horse and cart. True, from 1903 the constables
were aided by the peasant constables, some 40,000 of whom were appointed. But these
were notoriously unreliable and, in any case, did very little to reduce the mounting
burdens on the police. Without its own effective organs in the countryside, the central
bureaucracy was assigning more and more tasks to the local police: not just the
maintenance of law and order but also the collection of taxes, the implementation of
government laws and military decrees, the enforcement of health and safety regulations,
the inspection of public roads and buildings, the collection of statistics, and the general
supervision of 'public morals' (e.g. making sure that the peasants washed their beards).
The police, in short, were being used as a sort of catch-all executive organ. They were
often the only agents of the state with whom the peasants ever came into contact. 18

Russia's general backwardness — its small tax-base and poor communications —
largely accounts for this under-government. The legacy of serfdom also played a part.
Until 1861 the serfs had been under the jurisdiction of their noble owners and, provided
they paid their taxes, the state did not intervene in

the relations between them. Only after the Emancipation — and then very slowly — did
the tsarist government come round to the problem of how to extend its influence to its
new 'citizens' in the villages and of how to shape a policy to help the development of
peasant agriculture.

Initially, in the 1860s, the regime left the affairs of the country districts in the hands of
the local nobles. They dominated the zemstvo assemblies and accounted for nearly
three-quarters of the provincial zemstvo boards. The noble assemblies and their elected
marshals were left with broad administrative powers, especially at the district level
(uezd) where they were virtually the only agents upon whom the tsarist regime could
rely. Moreover, the new magistrates (mirovye posredniki) were given broad judicial
powers, not unlike those of their predecessors under serfdom, including the right to flog
the peasants for minor crimes and misdemeanours.

It was logical for the tsarist regime to seek to base its power in the provinces on the
landed nobility, its closest ally. But this was a dangerous strategy, and the danger grew
as time went on. The landed nobility was in severe economic decline during the years of
agricultural depression in the late nineteenth century, and was turning to the zemstvos to
defend its local agrarian interests against the centralizing and industrializing
bureaucracy of St Petersburg. In the years leading up to 1905 this resistance was
expressed in mainly liberal terms: it was seen as the defence of 'provincial society', a
term which was now used for the first time and consciously broadened to include the



interests of the peasantry. This liberal zemstvo movement culminated in the political
demand for more autonomy for local government, for a national parliament and a
constitution. Here was the start of the revolution: not in the socialist or labour
movements but — as in France in the 1780s — in the aspirations of the regime's oldest
ally, the provincial nobility.

The Emancipation came as a rude shock not just to the economy but also to the whole of
the provincial civilization of the gentry. Deprived of their serfs, most of the landed
nobles went into terminal decline. Very few were able to respond to the new challenges
of the commercial world in which as farmers — and less often industrialists and
merchants — they were henceforth obliged to survive. The whole of the period between
1861 and 1917 could be presented as the slow death of the old agrarian elite upon which
the tsarist system had always relied.

From Gogol to Chekhov, the figure of the impoverished noble landowner was a
perennial of nineteenth-century Russian literature. He was a cultural obsession.
Chekhov's play The Cherry Orchard (1903) was particularly, and subtly, resonant with
the familiar themes of a decaying gentry: the elegant but loss-making estate is sold off
to a self-made businessman, the son of a serf on the very same estate, who chops down
the orchard to build houses. Most of the

squires, like the Ranevskys in Chekhov's play, proved incapable of transforming their
landed estates into viable commercial farms once the Emancipation had deprived them
of the prop of free serf labour and forced them into the capitalist world. They could not
follow in the footsteps of the Prussian Junkers. The old Russian serf economy had never
been run, in the main, with the intention of making profits. Nobles gained prestige (and
sometimes high office) from the number of serfs they owned — whence the story of
Chichikov in Gogol's Dead Souk (1842), who travels around the estates of Russia
buying up the lists of deceased serfs (or 'souls' as they were then called) whose death
had not yet been registered — and from the ostentation of their manor houses rather
than the success of their farms. Most seigneurial demesnes were farmed by the serfs
with the same tools and primitive methods as they used on their own household plots.
Many of the squires squandered the small income from their estates on expensive
luxuries imported from Europe rather than investing it in their farms. Few appeared to
understand that income was not profit.

By the middle of the nineteenth century many of the squires had fallen hopelessly into
debt. By 1859, one-third of the estates and two-thirds of the serfs owned by the landed
nobles had been mortgaged to the state and aristocratic banks. This, more than anything,
helped the government to force Emancipation through against considerable opposition
from the gentry. Not that the conditions of the liberation were unfavourable to the
landowners: they received good money for the (often inferior) land which they chose to
transfer to the peasants.* But now the squires were on their own, deprived of the free
labour of the serfs and their tools and animals. They could no longer live a life of ease:
their survival depended on the market place. They had to pay for tools and labour and
learn the difference between profit and loss. Yet there was almost nothing in their
backgrounds to prepare them for the challenge of capitalism. Most of them knew next to
nothing about agriculture or accounting and went on spending in the same old lavish



way, furnishing their manor houses in the French Empire style and sending their sons to
the most expensive schools. Once again their debts increased, forcing them to lease or
sell off first one or two and then more and more chunks of land. Between 1861 and
1900 more than 40 per cent of the gentry's land was sold to the peasants, whose growing
land hunger, due to a population boom, led to a seven-fold increase in land values.
There was a similar rise in rental values and, by 1900, two-thirds of the gentry's arable
land had been rented out to the peasants. It was ironic that the depression of agricultural
prices during the 1880s and the 1890s, which forced the peasants

* Under the terms of the Emancipation the serfs were forced to pay for their newly
acquired land through a mortgage arrangement with the state, which paid the gentry for
it in full and directly. Thus, in effect, the serfs bought their freedom by paying off their
masters' debts.

to increase the land they ploughed, also made it more profitable for the squires to rent
out or sell their land rather than cultivate it. Yet despite these speculative profits, by the
turn of the century most of the squires found they could no longer afford to live in the
manner to which they had grown accustomed. Their neo-classical manor houses, with
their Italian paintings and their libraries, their ballrooms and their formal gardens,
slowly fell into decay."”

Not all the squires went willingly to the wall. Many of them made a go of running their
estates as commercial enterprises, and it was from these circles that the liberal zemstvo
men emerged to challenge the autocracy during the last decades of the century.

Prince G. E. Lvov (1861—1925) — who was to become the first Prime Minister of
democratic Russia in 1917 — typified these men. The Lvovs were one of the oldest
noble Russian families. They traced their roots back thirty-one generations to Rurik
himself, the ninth-century founder of the Russian 'state'. Popovka, the ancestral home of
the Lvovs, was in Tula province, less than 120 miles — but on Russia's primitive roads
at least two days' travel by coach — from Moscow. The Tolstoy estate at Yasnaya
Polyana was only a few miles away, and the Lvovs counted the great writer as one of
their closest friends. The manor house at Popovka was rather grand for what, at only
1,000 acres, was a small estate by Russian standards. It was a two-storey residence,
built in the Empire style of the 1820s, with over twenty rooms, each with a high ceiling,
double-doors and windows, overlooking a formal garden planted with roses and
classical statues at the front. There was a park behind the house with a large white-stone
chapel, an artificial lake, an orangery, a birch avenue and an orchard. The domestic
regime was fairly standard for the nineteenth-century provincial gentry. There was an
English governess called 'Miss Jenny' (English was the first language Lvov learned to
read). Lvov's father was a reform-liberal, a man of 1864, and spent all his money on his
children's education. The five sons — though not the only daughter — were all sent off
to the best Moscow schools. Luxuries were minimal by the spendthrift standards of the
Russian noble class: the standard First Empire mahogany furniture; one or two Flemish
eighteenth-century landscapes; a few dogs for the autumn hunt; and an English carriage
with pedigree horses; but very little to impress the much grander Tolstoys.



Yet, even so, by the end of the 1870s, the Lvovs had managed to clock up massive debts
well in excess of 150,000 roubles. 'With the abolition of serfdom,' recalled Lvov, 'we
soon fell into the category of landowners who did not have the means to live in the
manner to which their circle had become accustomed.' The family had to sell off its two
other landed estates, one in Chernigov for 30,000 roubles, the other in Kostroma for
slightly less, as well as a beer factory in Briansk and the Lvovs' apartment in Moscow.
But this still left

them heavily in debt. They now had to choose between selling Popovka or making it
profitable as a farm. Despite their inexperience, and the onset of the worst depression in
agriculture for a century, the Lvovs had no doubts about opting for the latter. "The idea
of giving up the home of our ancestors was unthinkable,' Lvov wrote later. The farm at
Popovka had become so run down from decades of neglect that when the Lvovs first
returned there to run it even the peasants from the neighbouring villages shook their
heads and pitied them. They offered to help them restore the farm buildings and clear
the forest of weeds from the fields. The four eldest brothers took charge of the farm —
their father was too old and ill to work — while Georgii studied law at Moscow
University and returned to Popovka during the holidays. The family laid off the
servants, leaving all the housework to Georgii's sister, and lived like peasants on rye
bread and cabbage soup. Later Lvov would look back at this time as a source of his own
emancipation — his own personal revolution — from the landowners' culture of the
tsarist order. 'It separated us from the upper crust and made us democratic. I began to
feel uncomfortable in the company of aristocrats and always felt much closer to the
peasants.' Gradually, by their own hard labour in the fields, the Lvovs restored the farm.
They learned about farming methods from their peasant neighbours and from
agricultural textbooks purchased in Moscow by Georgii. The soil turned out to be good
for growing clover and, by switching to it from rye, they even began to make impressive
profits. By the late 1880s Popovka was saved, all its debts had been repaid, and the
newly graduated Georgii returned to transform it into a commercial farm. He even
planted an orchard and built a canning factory near the estate to make apple puree for
the Moscow market.”’ What could be a more fitting counter to Chekhov's vision of the
gentry in decline?

Prince Lvov became a leading member of the Tula zemstvo during the early 1890s. The
ideals and limitations which he shared with the liberal 'zemstvo men' were to leave their
imprint on the government he led between March and July 1917. Prince Lvov was not
the sort of man whom one would expect to find at the head of a revolutionary
government. As a boy he had dreamed of 'becoming a forester and of living on my own
in the woods'. This mystical aspect of his character — a sort of Tolstoyan naturalism —
was never extinguished. Ekaterina Kuskova said that 'in one conversation he could
speak with feeling about mysticism and then turn at once to the price of potatoes'. By
temperament he was much better suited to the intimate circles (kruzhki) of the zemstvo
activists than to the cut-throat world of modern party politics. The Prince was shy and
modest, gentle and withdrawn, and quite incapable of commanding people by anything
other than a purely moral authority. None of these were virtues in the eyes of more
ambitious politicians, who found him 'passive', 'grey' and 'cold'. Lvov's sad and noble
face, which rarely showed signs



of emotion or excitement, made him appear even more remote. The metropolitan and
arrogant elite considered Lvov parochial and dim — the liberal leader Pavel Miliukov,
for example, called him 'simple-minded' (shliapa) — and this largely accounts for
Lvov's poor reputation, even neglect, in the history books. But this is both to
misunderstand and to underestimate Lvov. He had a practical political mind — one
formed by years of zemstvo work dedicated to improving rural conditions — and not a
theoretical one like Miliukov's. The liberal V A. Obolensky, who knew Lvov well,
claimed that he mever once heard him make a remark of a theoretical nature. The
"ideologies" of the intelligentsia were completely alien to him.' Yet this practicality —
what Obolensky called his 'native wit' — did not necessarily make Lvov an inferior
politician. He had a sound grasp of technical matters, bags of common sense and a rare
ability to judge people — all good political qualities.”!

Lvov was not just an unlikely revolutionary: he was also a reluctant one. His ideals
were derived from the Great Reforms — he was born symbolically in 1861 — and, in
his heart, he was always to remain a liberal monarchist. He believed it was the calling of
the noble class to dedicate itself to the service of the people. This sort of paternal
populism was commonplace among the zemstvo men. They were well-meaning and
dedicated public servants, of the sort who fill the pages of Tolstoy and Chekhov, who
dreamt of bringing civilization to the dark and backward countryside. As the liberal (and
thus guilt-ridden) sons of ex-serf-owners, many of them no doubt felt that, in this way,
they were helping to repay their debts to the peasants. Some were ready to make
considerable personal sacrifices. Lvov, for example, spent three months a year travelling
around the villages inspecting schools and courts. He used some of the profits from the
estate at Popovka to build a school and install an improved water system for the nearby
villages. Under his leadership in the 1890s, the Tula zemstvo became one of the most
progressive in the whole country. It established schools and libraries; set up hospitals
and lunatic asylums; built new roads and bridges; provided veterinary and agronomic
services for the peasantry; invested in local trades and industries; financed insurance
schemes and rural credit; and, in the best liberal tradition, completed ambitious
statistical surveys in preparation for further reforms. It was a model of the liberal
zemstvo mission: to overcome the backwardness and apathy of provincial life and
integrate the peasantry, as 'citizens', into the life of 'the nation'.

The optimistic expectations of the zemstvo liberals were, it is almost needless to say,
never realized. Theirs was a vast undertaking, quite beyond the limited capabilities of
the zemstvos. There were some achievements, especially in primary education, which
were reflected in the general increase of zemstvo expenditure from 15 million roubles
per annum in 1868 to 96 million per annum by the turn of the century. However, the
overall level of spending was

not very high,considering the zemstvos' wide range of responsibilities; and the
proportion of local to state taxation (about 15 per cent) remained very low compared
with most of Europe (where it was over 50 per cent).”* There was, moreover, a
fundamental problem — one which undermined the whole liberal project — of how to
involve the peasants in the zemstvo's work. The peasants after the Emancipation were



kept isolated in their village communes without legal rights equal to the nobility's or
even the right to elect delegates directly to the district zemstvo. They saw the zemstvo
as an institution of the gentry and paid its taxes reluctantly.

But an even more intractable problem for the zemstvos was the growing opposition of
the central government to their work under the last two tsars. Alexander III looked upon
the zemstvos as a dangerous breeding place of liberalism. Most of his bureaucrats
agreed with him. Polovtsov, for example, thought that the zemstvos had 'brought a
whole new breed of urban types — writers, money-lenders, clerks, and the like — into
the countryside who were quite alien to the peasantry'. The government was very
concerned about the 70,000 professional employees of the zemstvos — teachers,
doctors, statisticians and agronomists — who were known collectively as the Third
Element. In contrast to the first two zemstvo Elements (the administrators and elected
deputies), who were drawn mainly from the landed nobility, these professionals often
came from peasant or lower-class backgrounds and this gave their politics a democratic
and radical edge. As their numbers increased in the 1880s and 1890s, so they sought to
broaden the zemstvos' social mission. In effect they transformed them from organs for
the gentry into organs mainly for the peasantry. Ambitious projects for agricultural
reform and improvements in health and sanitation were advanced in the wake of the
great famine which struck rural Russia in the early 1890s. Liberal landowners like Lvov
went along with them. But the large and more conservative landowners were very
hostile to the increased taxes which such projects would demand — after more than a
decade of agricultural depression many of them were in dire financial straits — and
campaigned against the Third Element. They found a natural and powerful ally in the
Ministry of the Interior, which since the start of Alexander's reign had campaigned to
curtail the democratic tendencies of local government. Successive Ministers of the
Interior and their police chiefs portrayed the Third Element as revolutionaries —
'cohorts of the sans-culottes' in the words of Plehve, Director of the Police Department
and later Minister of the Interior — who were using their positions in the zemstvos to
stir up the peasantry.

In response to their pressure, a statute was passed in 1890 which increased the landed
nobles' domination of the zemstvos by disenfranchising Jews and peasant landowners
from elections to these assemblies. It also brought the zemstvos' work under the tight
control of a new provincial bureau, headed by

the provincial governor and subordinated to the Ministry of the Interior, which was
given a wide veto over the appointment of zemstvo personnel, the zemstvos' budgets
and publications, as well as most of their daily resolutions. Armed with these sweeping
powers, the Ministry and its provincial agents constantly obstructed the zemstvos' work.
They imposed stringent limits on their budgets on the grounds that some of their
expenditures were unnecessary. Some of this was extremely petty. The Perm zemstvo,
for example, had its budget capped for commissioning a portrait of Dr Litvinov, the
long-serving director of the provincial lunatic asylum. The Suzdal zemstvo was
similarly punished for using fifty roubles from a reserve fund to help pay for the
building of a library. The police also blocked the zemstvos' work. They arrested
statisticians and agronomists as 'revolutionaries' and prevented them from travelling into
the countryside. They raided the zemstvo institutions — including hospitals and lunatic



asylums — in search of 'political suspects'. They even arrested local noblewomen for
teaching peasant children how to read and write in their spare time.*

The counter-reforms of Alexander's reign, of which the 1890 Statute was a cornerstone,
were essentially an attempt to restore the autocratic principle to local government. The
provincial governor, whose powers over the zemstvos and the municipal bodies had
been greatly increased by the counter-reforms, was to play the role of a tsar in
miniature. The same idea lay behind the institution of the land captains (zemskie
nachal'nikt) as a result of another counter-reform in 1889. They remained the central
agents of the tsarist regime in the countryside until 1917, although after the 1905
Revolution their powers were considerably diluted. Appointed by the provincial
governors and subordinated to the Ministry of the Interior, the 2,000 land captains,
mainly from the gentry, were given a wide range of executive and judicial powers over
the peasants, to whom they were known as the 'little tsars'. Their powers included the
right to overturn the decisions of the village assemblies, to discharge elected peasant
officials, and to decide judicial disputes. Until 1904 they could even order the public
flogging of the peasants for minor misdemeanours, such as (and most commonly) for
trespassing on the gentry's land or for failing to pay their taxes. It is hard to overstress
the psychological impact of this public flogging — decades after the Emancipation —
on the peasant mind. The peasant writer Sergei Semenov* (1868—1922), whom we
shall encounter throughout this book, wrote that his fellow peasants saw the land
captains as 'a return to the days of serfdom, when the master squire had lorded it over
the village'. Semen* Kanatchikov, another peasant-son we shall encounter, also voiced
the resentment caused by the captains' feudal treatment of the peasantry. One peasant,
who had been arrested for failing to remove his hat and bow before the land captain
while he delivered a lecture to

* Semenov is pronounced Semyonov and Semen is Semyon.

the village, asked Kanatchikov: "What's a poor peasant to a gentleman? Why he's worse
than a dog. At least a dog can bite, but the peasant is meek and humble and tolerates
everything.'

Worried by the damage the land captains were causing to the image of the regime in the
countryside, many of the more liberal bureaucrats — and even some of the
conservatives — pressed for their abolition during the first decade of Nicholas's reign.
They pointed to the low calibre of the land captains — who were often retired army
officers or the lesser sons of the local squires too dim to advance within the regular
bureaucracy — and warned that their readiness to resort to the whip might provoke the
peasants to rebel. But Nicholas would not hear a word against them. He saw the land
captains as the 'knight servitors' of his personal power in the countryside. They would
give him a direct link with the peasantry — a link which the 'wall' of the bureaucracy
had blocked — and help to realize his dream of a popular autocracy in the Muscovite
style. Through their power he sought to restore the traditional order of society, with the
landed2 4gentry at its head, thereby counteracting the democratic trends of the modern
world.



The counter-reforms of Alexander's reign were a vital turning point in the pre-history of
the revolution. They set the tsarist regime and Russian society on the path of growing
conflict and, to a certain extent, determined the outcome of events between 1905 and
1917. The autocratic reaction against the zem-stvos — like the gentry's reaction against
democracy with which it became associated — had both the intention and the effect of
excluding the mass of the people from the realm of politics. The liberal dream of the
'Men of 1864' — of turning the peasants into citizens and broadening the base of local
government — was undermined as the court and its allies sought to reassert the old
paternal system, headed by the Tsar, his clergy and his knights, in which the peasants,
like children or savages, were deemed too primitive to play an active part. The demise
of the liberal agenda did not become fully clear until the defeat of Prime Minister
Stolypin's reforms — above all his project to establish a volost zemstvo dominated by
the peasantry — between 1906 and 1911. But its likely consequences were clear long
before that. As their pioneers had often pointed out, the zemstvos were the one
institution capable of providing a political base for the regime in the countryside. Had
they been allowed to integrate the peasants into the system of local politics, then
perhaps the old divide between the 'two Russias' (in Herzen's famous phrase), between
official Russia and peasant Russia, might at least have been narrowed if not bridged.
That divide defined the whole course of the revolution. Without a stake in the old ruling
system, the peasants in 1917 had no hesitation in sweeping away the entire state,
thereby creating the political vacuum for the Bolshevik seizure

of power. Tsarism in this sense undermined itself; but it also created the basic
conditions for the triumph of Bolshevism.

iii Remnants of a Feudal Army

'T promise and do hereby swear before the Almighty God, before His Holy Gospels, to
serve His Imperial Majesty, the Supreme Autocrat, truly and faithfully, to obey him in
all things, and to defend his dynasty, without sparing my body, until the last drop of my
blood." Every soldier took this oath of allegiance upon entering the imperial army.
Significantly, it was to the Tsar and the preservation of his dynasty rather than to the
state or even to the nation that the soldier swore his loyalty. Every soldier had to renew
this oath on the coronation of each new Tsar. The Russian army belonged to the Tsar in
person; its officers and soldiers were in effect in vassalage to him.”

The patrimonial principle survived longer in the army than in any other institution of the
Russian state. Nothing was closer to the Romanov court or more important to it than the
military. The power of the Empire was founded on it, and the needs of the army and the
navy always took precedence in the formulation of tsarist policies. All the most
important reforms in Russian history had been motivated by the need to catch up and
compete in war with the Empire's rivals in the west and south: Peter the Great's reforms
had been brought about by the wars with Sweden and the Ottomans; those of Alexander
II by military defeat in the Crimea.

The court was steeped in the ethos of the military. Since the late eighteenth century it
had become the custom of the tsars to play soldiers with their families. The royal
household was run like a huge army staff, with the Tsar as the Supreme Commander, all



his courtiers divided by rank, and his sons, who were enrolled in the Guards, subjected
from an early age to the sort of cruel humiliations which they would encounter in the
officers' mess, so as to inculcate the principles of discipline and subordination which it
was thought they would need in order to rule. Nicholas himself had a passion for the
Guards. His fondest memories were of his youthful and carefree days as Colonel in the
Preobrazhensky Regiment. He had a weakness for military parades and spared no
expense on gold braid for his soldiers. He even restored some of the more archaic and
operatic embellishments to the uniforms of the elite Guards regiments which Alexander
I had thought better to abolish in the interests of economy. Nicholas was constantly
making fussy alterations to the uniforms of his favourite units — an extra button here,
another tassel there — as if he was still playing with the toy soldiers of his boyhood. All
his daughters, as well as his son, were enrolled in Guards regiments. On namedays and
birthdays they wore their

uniforms and received delegations of their officers. They appeared at military parades
and reviews, troop departures, flag presentations, regimental dinners, battle
anniversaries and other ceremonies. The Guards officers of the Imperial Suite, who
accompanied them everywhere they went, were treated almost as extended members of
the Romanov family. No other group was as close or as loyal to the person of the Tsar.”®

Many historians have depicted the army as a stalwart buttress of the tsarist regime. That
was also the view of most observers until the revolution. Major Von Tettau from the
German General Staff wrote in 1903, for example, that the Russian soldier 'is full of
selflessnesss and loyalty to his duty' in a way 'that is scarcely to be found in any other
army of the world'. He did 'everything with a will' and was always 'unassuming,
satisfied and jolly — even after labour and deprivation'.?” But in fact there were
growing tensions between the military — in every rank — and the Romanov regime.

For the country's military leaders the root of the problem lay in the army's dismal record
in the nineteenth century, which many of them came to blame on the policies of the
government. Defeat in the Crimean War (1853—6), followed by a costly campaign
against Turkey (1877—3S), and then the humiliation of defeat by the Japanese — the
first time a major European power had lost to an Asian country — in 1904—S5, left the
army and the navy demoralized. The causes of Russia's military weakness were partly
economic: her industrial resources failed to match up to her military commitments in an
age of increasing competition between empires. But this incompetence also had a
political source: during the later nineteenth century the army had gradually lost its place
at the top of government spending priorities. The Crimean defeat had discredited the
armed services and highlighted the need to divert resources from the military to the
modernization of the economy. The Ministry of War lost the favoured position it had
held in the government system of Nicholas I (1825—55) and became overshadowed by
the Ministries of Finance and the Interior, which from this point on received between
them the lion's share of state expenditure. Between 1881 and 1902 the military's share
of the budget dropped from 30 per cent to 18 per cent. Ten years before the First World
War the Russian army was spending only 57 per cent of the amount spent on each
soldier in the German army, and only 63 per cent of that spent in the Austrian. In short,
the Russian soldier went to war worse trained, worse equipped and more poorly
serviced than his enemy. The army was so short of cash that it relied largely on its own



internal economy to clothe and feed itself. Soldiers grew their own food and tobacco,
and repaired their own uniforms and boots. They even earned money for the regiment
by going off to work as seasonal labourers on landed estates, in factories and mines near
their garrisons. Many soldiers spent more time growing vegetables or repairing boots
than they did learning how to handle their

guns. By reducing the military budget, the tsarist regime created an army of farmers and
cobblers.

The demoralization of the army was also connected to its increasing role in the
suppression of civilian protests. The Russian Empire was covered with a network of
garrisons. Their job was to provide more or less instant military assistance for the
provincial governors or the police to deal with unrest. Between 1883 and 1903 the
troops were called out nearly 1,500 times. Officers complained bitterly that this police
duty was beneath the dignity of a professional soldier, and that it distracted the army
from its proper military purpose. They also warned of the damaging effect it was likely
to have on the army's discipline. History proved them right. The vast majority of the
private soldiers were peasants, and their morale was heavily influenced by the news
they received from their villages. When the army was called out to put down the peasant
uprisings of 1905—6 many of the units, especially in the peasant-dominated infantry,
refused to obey and mutinied in support of the revolution. There were over 400 mutinies
between the autumn of 1905 and the summer of 1906. The army was brought to the
brink of collapse, and it took years to restore a semblance of order.”®

Many of these mutinies were part of a general protest against the feudal conditions
prevailing in the army. Tolstoy, who had served as an army officer in the Crimean War,
described them in his last novel Hadji-Murad. The peasant soldiers, in particular,
objected to the way their officers addressed them with the familiar 'you' (#yi) —
normally used for animals and children — rather than the polite 'you' (vyi). It was how
the masters had once addressed their serfs; and since most of the officers were nobles,
and most of the soldiers were sons of former serfs, this mode of address symbolized the
continuation of the old feudal world inside the army. The first thing a recruit did on
joining the army was to learn the different titles of his officers: "Your Honour' up to the
rank of colonel; "Your Excellency' for generals; and 'Your Radiance' or 'Most High
Radiance' for titled officers. Colonels and generals were to be greeted not just with the
simple hand salute but by halting and standing sideways to attention while the officer
passed by for a strictly prescribed number of paces. The soldier was trained to answer
his superiors in regulation phrases of deference: Not at all, Your Honour'; 'Happy to
serve you, Your Excellency.' Any deviations were likely to be punished. Soldiers could
expect to be punched in the face, hit in the mouth with the butt of a rifle and sometimes
even flogged for relatively minor misdemeanours. Officers were allowed to use a wide
range of abusive terms — such as 'scum' and 'scoundrel' — to humiliate their soldiers
and keep them in their place. Even whilst off-duty the common soldier was deprived of
the rights of a normal citizen. He could not smoke in public places, go to restaurants or
theatres, ride in trams, or occupy a seat in a first- or second-class



railway carriage. Civic parks displayed the sign: DOGS AND SOLDIERS
FORBIDDEN TO ENTER. The determination of the soldiery to throw off this 'army
serfdom' and gain the dignity of citizenship was to become a major story of the
revolution.”

It was not just the peasant infantry who joined the mutinies after 1905. Even some of
the Cossack cavalry — who since the start of the nineteenth century had been a model
of loyalty to the Tsar — joined the rebellions. The Cossacks had specific grievances.
Since the sixteenth century they had developed as an elite military caste, which in the
nineteenth century came under the control of the Ministry of War. In exchange for their
military service, the Cossacks were granted generous tracts of fertile land — mainly on
the southern borders they were to defend (the Don and Kuban) and the eastern steppes
— as well as considerable political freedom for their self-governing communities
(voiskos, from the word for 'war'). However, during the last decades of the nineteenth
century the costs of equipping themselves for the cavalry, of buying saddles, harnesses
and military-grade horses, as they were obliged to in the charters of their estate, became
increasingly burdensome. Many Cossack farmers, already struggling in the depression,
had to sell part of their livestock to meet their obligations and equip their sons to join.
The voiskos demanded more and more concessions — both economic and political — as
the price of their military service. They began to raise the flag of 'Cossack nationalism'
— a parochial and nasty form of local patriotism based on the idea of the Cossacks'
ethnic superiority to the Russian peasantry, and the memory of a distant and largely
mythic past when the Cossacks had been left to rule themselves through their 'ancient’
assemblies of elders and their elected atamans."

The government's treatment of the army provoked growing resentment among Russia's
military elite. The fiercest opposition came from the new generation of so-called
military professionals emerging within the officer corps and the Ministry of War itself
during the last decades of the old regime. Many of them were graduates from the Junker
military schools, which had been opened up and revitalized in the wake of the Crimean
defeat to provide a means for the sons of non-nobles to rise to the senior ranks. Career
officers dedicated to the modernization of the armed services, they were bitterly critical
of the archaic military doctrines of the elite academies and the General Staff. To them
the main priorities of the court seemed to be the appointment of aristocrats loyal to the
Tsar to the top command posts and the pouring of resources into what had become in
the modern age a largely ornamental cavalry. They argued, by contrast, that more
attention needed to be paid to the new technologies — heavy artillery, machine-guns,
motor transportation, trench design and aviation — which were bound to be decisive in
coming wars. The strains of

modernization on the politics of the autocracy were just as apparent in the military as
they were in all the other institutions of the old regime.

Alexei Brusilov (1853—1926) typified the new professional outlook. He was perhaps
the most talented commander produced by the old regime in its final decades; and yet,
after 1917, he did more than any other to secure the victory of the Bolsheviks. For this
he would later come to be vilified as a 'traitor to Russia' by the White Russian emigres.
But the whole of his extraordinary career — from his long service as a general in the



imperial army to his time as the commander of Kerensky's army in 1917 and finally to
his years as a senior adviser in the Red Army — was dedicated to the military defence
of his country. In many ways the bitter life of Brusilov, which we shall be tracing
throughout this book, symbolized the tragedy of his class.

There was nothing in Brusilov's background or early years to suggest the revolutionary
path he would later take. Even physically, with his handsome fox-like features and his
fine moustache, he cut the figure of a typical nineteenth-century tsarist general. One
friend described him as a 'man of average height with gentle features and a natural easy-
going manner but with such an air of commanding dignity that, when one looks at him,
one feels duty-bound to love him and at the same time to fear him'. Brusilov came from
an old Russian noble family with a long tradition of military service. One of his
ancestors in the eighteenth century had distinguished himself in the battle for the
Ukraine against the Poles — a feat he would emulate in 1920 — and for this the family
had been given a large amount of fertile land in the Ukraine. At the age of nineteen
Brusilov graduated from the Corps des Pages, the most elite of all the military
academies, where officers were trained for the Imperial Guards. He joined the Dragoons
of the Tver Regiment in the Caucasus and fought there with distinction, winning several
medals, in the war against Turkey in 1877—S8, before returning to St Petersburg and
enrolling in the School of Guards Sub-Ensigns and Cavalry Junkers, where he rose to
become one of Russia's top cavalry experts. Not surprisingly, given such a background,
he instinctively shared the basic attitudes and prejudices of his peers. He was a
monarchist, a Great Russian nationalist, a stern disciplinarian with his soldiers and a
patriarch with his family. Above all, he was a devout, even mystical, believer in the
Orthodox faith. It was this, according to his wife, that gave him his legendary calmness
and self-belief even at moments of impending disaster for his troops.”’

But Brusilov's views were broader and more intelligent than those of the average
Guards officer. Although by training a cavalryman, he was among the first to recognize
the declining military significance of the horse in an age of modern warfare dominated
by the artillery, railways, telephones and motor transportation. 'We were too well
supplied with cavalry,’ he would later recall in his memoirs, 'especially when trench
fighting took the place of open warfare."?

He believed that everything had to be subordinated to the goal of preparing the imperial
army for a modern war. This meant inevitably sacrificing the archaic domination of the
cavalry, and if necessary even the dynastic interests of the court, for the good of
defending the Russian Fatherland. While he was by instinct a monarchist, he placed the
army above politics, and his allegiance to the Tsar weakened as he saw it undermined
and destroyed by the leadership of the court.

Brusilov's disaffection with the monarchy was to conclude in 1917 when he threw in his
lot with the revolution. But the roots of this conversion went back to the 1900s, when,
like many of the new professionals, he came to see the court's domination of the
military as a major obstacle to its reform and modernization in readiness for the
European war that, with every passing year, seemed more likely to break out on Russia's
western borders. The critical turning point was the failure of the General Staff to learn
the lessons of the disastrous defeat in the Japanese war of 1904—S5. Like many officers,



he bitterly resented the way the military had been forced into this campaign, 6,000 miles
away and virtually without preparation, by a small clique at court. The war in the Far
East had led to the run-down of the country's defences in the west. When, in 1909, he
assumed the command of the Fourteenth Army in the crucial Warsaw border region,
Brusilov found a state of 'utter chaos and disorganization in all our forces':

In the event of mobilization there would have been no clothes or boots for the men
called up, and the lorries would have broken down as soon as they were put on the
roads. We had machine-guns, but only eight per regiment, and they had no carriages, so
that in case of war they would have had to be mounted on country carts. There were no
howitzer batteries, and we knew that we were very short of ammunition, whether for
field artillery or for rifles. I [later] learnt that the state of affairs was everywhere the
same as with the XIV Army. At that moment it would have been utterly impossible to
make war, even if Germany had thought of seizing Poland or the Baltic provinces.™

Very few Russian soldiers received training for trench warfare. The senior generals
continued to believe that the cavalry was destined to play the key role in any
forthcoming war, just as it had done in the eighteenth century. They dismissed
Brusilov's attempts to involve the soldiers in mock artillery battles as a waste of
ammunition. Their notion of training was to march the men up and down in parades and
reviews: these were nice to look at and gave them the impression of military discipline
and precision, but as a preparation for a modern war they had no value whatsoever.
Brusilov believed that such archaic practices were due

to the domination of the General Staff by the court and the aristocracy. These people
even seemed to think that whole divisions of the infantry could be commanded by
dullards and fools so long as they had gone through one of the elite military schools
reserved for noblemen. Attitudes like these alienated the new career soldiers from the
Junker schools, who, unlike the prodigal sons of the General Staff, had often made it
through the ranks by competence alone. It was not coincidental that, like Brusilov, more
than a few of them would later join the Reds.

The grievances of the military professionals gradually forced them into politics. The
emergence of the Duma after 1905 gave them an organ through which to express their
opposition to the court's leadership of the military. Many of the more progressive
among them, like A. A. Polivanov, the Assistant Minister of War, joined forces with
liberal politicians in the Duma, such as Alexander Guchkov, who, whilst arguing for
increased spending on the army and especially the navy, wanted this connected with
military reforms, including the transfer of certain controls from the court to the Duma
and the government. Slowly but surely, the Tsar was losing his authority over the most
talented elements of the military elite. Nicholas tried to reassert his influence by
appointing the elegant and eminently loyal courtier, V A. Sukhomlinov, to the post of
War Minister in 1908. In the naval staff crisis of the following year he made a great
show of forcing the Duma and the government to recognize his exclusive control of the
military command (see pages 225—©6). Yet it was almost certainly too late for the Tsar
to win back the hearts and minds of the military professionals like Brusilov. They were
already looking to the Duma and its broader vision of reform to restore the strength of



their beloved army. Here were the roots of the wartime coalition which helped to bring
about the downfall of the Tsar.

iv Not-So-Holy Russia

God grant health to the Orthodox Tsar Grand Prince Mikhail Fedorovich May he hold
the Muscovite tsardom And all the Holyrussian land.

According to popular song, Mikhail Romanov had been blessed by his father, the
Metropolitan Filaret, in 1619 with this prayer, six years after ascending the Russian
throne. The myth of the 'Holyrussian land' was the founding idea of the Muscovite
tsardom as it was developed by the Romanovs from the start of the seventeenth century.
The foundation of their dynasty, as it was presented in the propaganda of the 1913
jubilee, symbolized the awakening of a new

Russian national consciousness based on the defence of Orthodoxy. Mikhail Romanov,
so the legend went, had been elected by the entire Russian people following the civil
war and Polish intervention during the Time of Troubles (1598—1613). The
'Holyrussian land' was thus reunited behind the Romanov dynasty, and Mikhail saved
Orthodox Russia from the Catholics. From this point on, the idea of 'Holy Russia', of a
stronghold for the defence of Orthodoxy, became the fundamental legitimizing myth of
the dynasty.

Not that the idea of Holy Russia lacked a popular base. Folksongs and Cossack epics
had talked of the Holy Russian land since at least the seventeenth century. It was only
natural that Christianity should become a symbol of popular self-identification for the
Slavs on this flat Eurasian land-mass so regularly threatened by Mongol and Tatar
invasion. To be a Russian was to be Christian and a member of the Orthodox faith.
Indeed it was telling that the phrase 'Holy Russia' (Sviataia Rus') could only be applied
to this older term for Russia, from which the very word for a Russian (russkii) derived;
it was impossible to say Sviataia Rossiia, since Rossiia, the newer term for Russia, was
connected only with the imperial state.* Even more suggestive is the fact that the word
in Russian for a peasant (krest'ianin), which in all other European languages stemmed
from the idea of the country or the land, was coupled with the word for a Christian
(khrist'ianin).

But where the popular myth of Holy Russia had sanctified the people and their customs,
the official one sanctified the state in the person of the Tsar. Moscow became the "Third
Rome', heir to the legacy of Byzantium, the last capital of Orthodoxy; and Russia
became a 'holy land' singled out by God for humanity's salvation. This messianic
mission gave the tsars a unique religious role; to preach the True Word and fight
heresies across the world. The image of the tsar was not just of a king, mortal as a man
but ruling with a divine right, as in the Western medieval tradition; he was fabricated as
a God on earth, divinely ordained as a ruler and saintly as a man. There was a long
tradition in Russia of canonizing princes who had laid down their lives pro patria et
fides, as Michael Cherniavsky has shown in his superb study of Russian myths. The
tsars used Church laws, as no Western rulers did, to persecute their political opponents.



The whole of Russia became transformed into a sort of vast monastery, under the rule of
a tsar-archimandrite, where all heresies were rooted out.**

It was only gradually from the eighteenth century that this religious base of tsarist
power was replaced by a secular one. Peter the Great sought to reform the relations
between Church and state on Western absolutist lines. In an effort to subordinate it to
the state, the Church's administration was transferred from the patriarchate to the Holy
Synod, a body of laymen and clergy

* The difference between Rus and Rossiia was similar to that between 'England' and
'Britain'.

appointed by the Tsar. By the nineteenth century its secular representative, the
Procurator-General, had in effect attained the status of minister for ecclesiastical affairs
with control of episcopal appointments, religious education and most of the Church's
finances, although not of questions of theological dogma. The Holy Synod remained,
for the most part, a faithful tool in the hands of the Tsar. It was in the Church's interests
not to rock the boat: during the latter half of the eighteenth century it had lost much of
its land to the state and it now relied on it for funding to support 100,000 parish clergy
and their families.* Still, it would be wrong to portray the Church as a submissive organ
of the state. The tsarist system relied on the Church just as much as the Church relied on
it: theirs was a mutual dependence. In a vast peasant country like Russia, where most of
the population was illiterate, the Church was an essential propaganda weapon and a
means of social control.’

The priests were called upon to denounce from the pulpit all forms of dissent and
opposition to the Tsar, and to inform the police about subversive elements within their
parish, even if they had obtained the information through the confessional. They were
burdened with petty administrative duties: helping the police to control vagrants;
reading out imperial manifestos and decrees; providing the authorities with statistics on
births, deaths and marriages registered in parish books, and so on. Through 41,000
parish schools the Orthodox clergy were also expected to teach the peasant children to
show loyalty, deference and obedience not just to the Tsar and his officials but also to
their elders and betters. Here is a section of the basic school catechism prepared by the
Holy Synod:

Q. How should we show our respect for the Tsar?

A. 1. We should feel complete loyalty to the Tsar and be prepared to lay
down our lives for him. 2. We should without objection fulfil his
commands and be obedient to the authorities appointed by him.

3. We should pray for his health and salvation, and also for that of

all the Ruling House. Q. What should we think of those who violate their duty toward
their



Sovereign? A. They are guilty not only before the Sovereign, but also before God.
The Word of God says, "Whosoever therefore resisteth the power,
resisteth the ordinance of God.' (Rom. 13: 2)*°

For its part the Church was given a pre-eminent position in the moral order of the old
regime. It alone was allowed to proselytize and do missionary

* Unlike their Catholic counterparts, Russian Orthodox priests were allowed to marry.
Only the monastic clergy were not.

work in the Empire. The regime's policies of Russification helped to promote the
Orthodox cause: in Poland and the Baltic, for example, 40,000 Catholics and Lutherans
were converted to the Orthodox Church, albeit only nominally, during the reign of
Alexander III. The Church applied a wide range of legal pressures against the dissident
religious sects, especially the Old Believers.* Until 1905, it remained an offence for
anyone in the Orthodox Church to convert from it to another faith or to publish attacks
on it. All books on religion and philosophy had to pass through the Church's censors.
There was, moreover, a whole range of moral and social issues where the Church's
influence remained dominant and sometimes even took precedence over the secular
authorities. Cases of adultery, incest, bestiality and blasphemy were tried in the
Church's courts. Convictions resulted in the application of exclusively religious, not to
say medieval, punishments, such as penance and incarceration in a monastery, since the
state left such questions in the Church's hands and abstained from formulating its own
punishments. Over divorce, too, the Church's influence remained dominant. The only
way to attain a divorce was on the grounds of adultery through the ecclesiastical courts,
which was a difficult and often painful process. Attempts to liberalize the divorce laws,
and to shift the whole issue to the criminal courts, were successfully blocked in the late
nineteenth century by a Church which was becoming more doctrinaire on matters of
private sexuality and which, in upholding the old patriarchal order, forged a natural
alliance with the last two tsars in their struggle against the modern liberal world. In
short, late imperial Russia was still very much an Orthodox state.™

But was it still holy? That was the question that worried the leaders of the Church. And
it was from this concern that many of the more liberal Orthodox clergy called for a
reform in Church—state relations during the last decades of the old regime. After 1917
there were many shell-shocked Christians — Brusilov was a typical example — who
argued that the revolution had been caused by the decline of the Church's influence.
This of course was a simplistic view. Yet there is no doubt that the social revolution was
closely connected with the secularization of society, and to a large extent dependent on
it.

Urbanization was the root cause. The growth of the cities far outstripped the pace of
church-building in them, with the result that millions of

* The Old Believers rejected the liturgical reforms of Patriarch Nikon during the 1660s
as well as the government that enforced them. Fleeing persecution, most of them settled



in the remote areas of Siberia, where they remain to this day. At the turn of the century
there were estimated to be as many as eighteen million Old Believers. The other main
religious sects, closer in spirit to Evangelicalism, were the Stundists (Baptists), the
Dukhobortsy ('Fighters for the Spirit') and the Molokane (Milk-Drinkers). They had
about one million followers between them. Many of these sects had a radical tradition of
dissent, which is both explained by and helps to explain their persecution by the state.

workers, having been uprooted from the village with its church, were consigned to live
in a state of Godlessness. The industrial suburb of Orekhovo-Zuevo, just outside
Moscow, for example, had only one church for 40,000 residents at the turn of the
century. luzovka, the mining capital of the Donbass, today called Donetsk, had only two
for 20,000. But it was not just a question of bricks. The Church also failed to find an
urban mission, to address the new problems of city life in the way that, for example,
Methodism had done during the British industrial revolution. The Orthodox clergy
proved incapable of creating a popular religion for the world of factories and tenements.
Those who tried, such as Father Gapon, the radical preacher of St Petersburg who led
the workers' march to the Winter Palace in January 1905, were soon disavowed by the
Church's conservative leaders, who would have nothing to do with religiously inspired
calls for social reform.*®

The experience of urbanization was an added pressure towards secularization. Young
peasants who migrated to the cities left behind them the old oral culture of the village,
in which the priests and peasant elders were dominant, and joined an urban culture
where the written word was dominant and where the Church was forced to compete
with the new socialist ideologies. One peasant who made this leap was Semen
Kanatchikov during his progress through the school of industry and into the ranks of the
Bolsheviks. In his memoirs he recalled how his apostasy was slowly nurtured in the
1890s when he left his native village for Moscow and went to work in a machine-
building factory where socialists often agitated. To begin with, he was somewhat afraid
of these 'students' because 'they didn't believe in God and might be able to shake my
faith as well, which could have resulted in eternal hellish torments in the next world'.
But he also admired them 'because they were so free, so independent, so well informed
about everything, and because there was nobody and nothing on earth that they feared'.
As the country boy grew in confidence and sought to emulate their individualism, so he
became more influenced by them. Stories of corrupt priests and 'miracles'-cum-frauds
began to shake 'the moral foundations with which I had lived and grown up'. One young
worker 'proved' to him that God had not created man by showing that, if one filled a box
with earth and kept it warm, worms and insects would eventually appear in it. This sort
of vulgarized pre-Darwinian science, which was widely found in the left-wing
pamphlets of that time, had a tremendous impact on young workers like Kanatchikov.
"Now my emancipation from my old prejudices moved forward at an accelerated tempo,'
he later wrote. 'l stopped going to the priest for "confession", no longer attended church,
and began to eat "forbidden" food during Lenten fast days. However, for a long time to
come I didn't abandon the habit of crossing myself, especially when I returned to the
village for holidays."

And what about the countryside itself? This was the bedrock of 'Holy



Russia', the supposed stronghold of the Church. The religiosity of the Russian peasant
has been one of the most enduring myths — along with the depth of the Russian soul —
in the history of Russia. But in reality the Russian peasant had never been more than
semi-detached with the Orthodox religion. Only a thin coat of Christianity had been
painted over his ancient pagan folk-culture. To be sure, the Russian peasant displayed a
great deal of external devotion. He crossed himself continually, pronounced the Lord's
name in every other sentence, regularly went to church, always observed the Lenten
fast, never worked on religious holidays, and was even known from time to time to go
on pilgrimage to holy shrines. Slavophile intellectuals, like Dostoevsky or Solzhenitsyn,
might wish to see this as a sign of the peasant's deep attachment to the Orthodox faith.
And it is certainly true that most of the peasants thought of themselves as Orthodox. If
one could go into a Russian village at the turn of the century and ask its inhabitants who
they were, one would probably receive the reply: 'We are Orthodox and from here.' But
the peasants' religion was far from the bookish Christianity of the clergy. They mixed
pagan cults and superstitions, magic and sorcery, with their adherence to Orthodox
beliefs. This was the peasants' own vernacular religion shaped to fit the needs of their
precarious farming lives.

Being illiterate, the average peasant knew very little of the Gospels. The Lord's Prayer
and the Ten Commandments were unknown to him. But he did vaguely understand the
concepts of heaven and hell, and no doubt hoped that his lifelong observance of the
church rituals would somehow save his soul. He conceived of God as a real human
being, not as an abstract spirit. Gorky described one peasant he encountered in a village
near Kazan, who:

pictured God as a large, handsome old man, the kindly, clever master of the universe
who could not conquer evil only because: 'He cannot be everywhere at once, too many
men have been born for that. But he will succeed, you see. But I can't understand Christ
at all! He serves no purpose as far as I'm concerned. There is God and that's enough. But
now there's another! The son, they say. So what if he's God's son. God isn't dead, not
that [ know of.'

The icon was the focus of the peasant's faith. He followed the Bible stories from the
icons in his church and believed that icons had magical powers. The corner in the
peasant's hut, where he positioned the family icon, was, like the stove, a holy place. It
sheltered the souls of his deceased ancestors and protected the household from evil
spirits. Whenever the peasant entered or left his house he was supposed to take off his
hat, bow and cross himself in front of it. And yet, as Belinsky pointed out to Gogol, the
peasant also found another use for this

sacred object. 'He says of the icon: "It's good for praying — and you can cover the pots
with it too." "

The peasant shared in the Church's cult of the saints in a similarly down-to-earth
fashion, adding to it his own pagan gods and spirits connected with the agricultural
world. There were Vlas (the patron saint of cattle), Frol and Lavr (the saints of horses),



Elijah (the saint of thunder and rain), Muchenitsa Paraskeva (the saint of flax and yarn),
as well as countless other spirits and deities — household, river, forest, mountain,
lakeland and marine — called on by midwives, healers, witch doctors, bloodletters,
bonesetters, sorcerers and witches through their charms and prayers. The peasants were
proverbially superstitious. They believed that their lives were plagued by demons and
evil spirits who cast their spells on the crops and the cattle, made women infertile,
caused misfortune and illness, and brought back the souls of the dead to haunt them.
The spells could only be exorcised by a priest or some other gifted person with the help
of icons, candles, herbs and primitive alchemy. This was a strange religious world
Whiﬁlll’ despite much good research in recent years, we can never hope to understand in
full.

The position of the parish priest, who lived on the constantly shifting border between
the official religion of the Church and the paganism of the peasants, was precarious. By
all accounts, the peasants did not hold their priests in high esteem.* The Russian
peasants looked upon their local priests, in the words of one contemporary, not so much
as 'spiritual guides or advisers but as a class of tradesmen with wholesale and retail
dealings in sacraments'. Unable to support themselves on the meagre subsidies they
received from the state, or from the farming of their own small chapel plots, the clergy
relied heavily on collecting peasant fees for their services: two roubles for a wedding; a
hen for a blessing of the crops; a few bottles of vodka for a funeral; and so on. The
crippling poverty of the peasants and the proverbial greed of the priests often made this
bargaining process long and heated. Peasant brides would be left standing in the church
for hours, or the dead left unburied for several days, while the peasants and the priest
haggled over the fee. Such shameless (though often necessary) bargaining by the clergy
was bound to harm the prestige of the Church. The low educational level of many of the
priests, their tendency to corruption and drunkenness, their well-known connections
with the police and their general subservience to the local gentry, all added to the low
esteem in which they were held. 'Everywhere', wrote a nineteenth-century parish priest,
'from the most resplendent drawing rooms to smoky peasant huts, people

* When one compares this with the respect and deference shown by the peasants of
Catholic Europe towards their priests then one begins to understand why peasant Russia
had a revolution and, say, peasant Spain a counter-revolution.

disparage the clergy with the most vicious mockery, with words of the most profound
scorn and infinite disgust."

This was hardly a position of strength from which the Church could hope to defend its
peasant flock from the insidious secular culture of the modern city. Towards the end of
the nineteenth century a growing number of Orthodox clergy came to realize this. They
were worried about the falling rate of church attendance which they blamed for the rise
of 'hooliganism', violent attacks on landed property and other social evils in the
countryside. It was from this concern for the Christian guidance of the peasants that
calls were increasingly made for a radical reform of the Church. They were first voiced
by the generation of liberal clergymen who had emerged from the seminaries during the
middle decades of the century. Better educated and more conscientious than their
predecessors, these 'clerical liberals' were inspired by the Great Reforms of the 1860s.



They talked of revitalizing the life of the parish and of instilling a 'conscious'
Christianity into the minds of the peasants. This they thought they could achieve by
bringing the parish church closer to the peasants' lives: parishioners should have more
control of their local church; there should be more parish schools; and parish priests
should be allowed to concentrate on religious and pastoral affairs instead of being
burdened with petty bureaucratic tasks. By the turn of the century, as it became clear
that the Church could not be revitalized until it was liberated from its obligations to the
state, the demands of the liberal clergy had developed into a broader movement for the
wholesale reform of the Church's relations with the tsarist state. This movement
climaxed in 1905 with calls from a broad cross-section of the clergy for a Church
Council (Sobor) to replace the Holy Synod. Many also called for the decentralization of
ecclesiastical power from St Petersburg and the monastic hierarchy to the dioceses and
indeed from there to the parishes. While it would be wrong to claim that this movement
was part of the 1905 democratic revolution, there were certainly parallels between the
clergy's demands for church reform and the liberals' demands for political reform. Like
the zemstvo men, the liberal clergy wanted more self-government so that they could
better serve society in their local communities.

This was much further than the conservatives within the ecclesiastical hierarchy were
prepared to go. While they supported the general notion of self-government for the
Church, they were not prepared to see the authority of the appointed bishops or the
monastic clergy weakened in any way. Even less were they inclined to accept the
argument put forward by the Prime Minister, Count Witte, on proposing the Law of
Religious Toleration in 1905, that ending discrimination against the rivals of Orthodoxy
would not harm the Church provided it embraced the reforms that would revive its own
religious life. The senior hierarchs of the Church might have flirted for a while with the
heady

ideas of self-government being bandied about by their liberal brethren, but Witte s
insistence on making religious toleration the price of such autonomy (a policy
motivated by the prospect of wooing important commercial groups in the Old Believer
and Jewish communities) was guaranteed to drive them back into the arms of reaction.
After 1905 they allied themselves with the court and extreme Rightist organizations,
such as the Union of the Russian People, in opposing all further attempts by the liberals
to reform the Church and extend religious toleration. The old alliance of Autocracy,
Orthodoxy and Nationality' was thus revived against the threat of a liberal moral order.
This clash of ideologies was one of the most decisive in shaping Russian history
between 1905 and 1917.

With the liberal clergy defeated, the Church was left in a state of terminal division and
weakness. The central ideological pillar of the tsarist regime was at last beginning to
crumble. Rasputin's rise to power within the Church signalled its own final fall from
grace. 'The Most Holy Synod has never sunk so low!" one former minister told the
French Ambassador in February 1916. 'If they wanted to destroy all respect for religion,
all religious faith, they would not go about it in any other way. What will be left of the
Orthodox Church before long? When Tsarism, in danger, seeks its support, it will find
there is nothing left.”**



v Prison of Peoples

The collapse of the tsarist system, like that of its successor, was intimately connected
with the growth of nationalist movements in the non-Russian parts of the Empire. In
neither the tsarist case nor in the Soviet were these movements the direct cause of the
collapse. Rather they developed in reaction to it, at first putting forward moderate
proposals for autonomy and then, only when Russia's impotence became clear, pushing
on to the demand for complete independence. But, in both cases, the old regime was
weakened by the growth of nationalist aspirations during the decades of gradual decline
which led to its final downfall. From the post-Soviet perspective, all this may seem
obvious. Nationalism today is such a potent force that we are inclined to believe that it
is, and always has been, part of human nature. But, as the late Ernest Gellner warned us,
'having a nation is not an inherent attribute of humanity'. The development of a mass
national consciousness did not occur in most of Eastern Europe until the final decades
of the nineteenth century. It was contingent on many other factors associated with the
rise of a modern civil society: the transition from an agrarian society and polity to an
urban and industrial one; the shift from a folk to a national culture through the
development of schooling, mass literacy and

communication; and an increase in the mobility of the population which not only made
it more aware of its own ethnic differences and disadvantages, compared with other
groups in the broader world, but also resulted in its literate sons and grandsons joining
the leadership of the embryonic nation. In short, the failure of the tsarist system to cope
with the growth of nationalism was yet another reflection of its failure to cope with the
challenges of the modern world.*

So new were these national movements that, even after the Polish uprisings of the
nineteenth century, they took the tsarist regime largely by surprise when they appeared
as a political force during the 1905 Revolution. Neither of the two mainstream Russian
schools of thought could handle the conceptual problems thrown up by the rise of
nationalism. Both the conservatives and the liberals were entrapped by the fact that
Russia had become an Empire before it had become a nation: for it obliged them as
patriots to identify with Russia's imperial claims. For right-wing supporters of autocracy
the non-Russian lands were simply the possessions of the Tsar. The Russian Empire
was indivisible, just as the Tsar's power was divine. Even Brusilov, who in 1917 would
throw in his lot with the Republic, could not give up the idea of the Russian Empire, and
it was this that made him join the Reds, whose regime was destined to preserve it.
Since, moreover, in the Rightists' view Orthodoxy was the basis of the Russian nation,
the Ukrainians and the Belorussians were not separate peoples but 'Little’ and 'White'
Russians; yet by the same token, the Poles, the Muslims and the Jews could never be
assimilated into the Russian nation, or given equal rights to the Russian people, but had
to be kept within the Empire in a sort of permanent apartheid. Hence the supporters of
autocracy had no conceptual means of dealing with the problems of nationalism: for
even to recognize the validity of the claims of the non-Russians would be to undermine
the racial basis of their own ruling ideology. And yet the liberals were equally unable to
meet the challenges of nationalism. They subordinated the question of national rights to
the struggle for civil and religious freedoms, in the belief that once these had been
achieved the problem of nationalism would somehow disappear. Some liberals were



prepared to talk of a Russian federation in which the non-Russians would be granted
some rights of self-rule and cultural freedoms, but none of them was ready to concede
that the aspirations of the non-Russian peoples might legitimately be extended to the
demand for an independent state. Even Prince Lvov could not understand the Ukrainian
claims to nationhood: in his view the Ukrainians were Little Russian peasants who had
different customs and a different dialect from the Great Russians of the north.

Only the socialist parties in Russia embraced the ideas of national autonomy and
independence, although even they tended to subordinate the national question to the
broader democratic struggle within Russia. It is hardly

surprising, then, that the national movements for liberation should have formed such a
central part of the revolutionary movement as a whole. Indeed this was the pretext for
their persecution by the Right: simply to be a Pole or, even worse, a Jew was to be a
revolutionary in their eyes. This socialistic aspect of the nationalist movements is worth
underlining. For the late twentieth-century reader might be tempted to assume, on the
basis of the collapse of Communism and the rise of nationalism in Eastern Europe, that
they must have been opposed to socialist goals. What is striking about the nationalist
movements within the Russian Empire is that their most successful political variants
were nearly always socialist in form: Joseph Pilsudski's Polish Socialist Party led the
national movement in Poland; the Socialist Party became the national party of the Finns;
the Baltic movements were led by socialists; the Ukrainian Socialist Revolutionaries
were the leading Ukrainian national party; the Mensheviks led the Georgian national
movement; and the Dashnak socialists the Armenian one. This was in part because the
main ethnic conflict also tended to run along social lines: Estonian and Latvian peasants
against German landlords and merchants; Ukrainian peasants against Polish or Russian
landlords and officials; Azeri workers, or Georgian peasants, against the Armenian
bourgeoisie; Kazakh and Kirghiz pastoralists against Russian farmers; and so on. Parties
which appealed exclusively to nationalism effectively deprived themselves of mass
support; whereas those which successfully combined the national with the social
struggle had an almost unstoppable democratic force. In this sense it is worth repeating,
given the understandably bad press which nationalism has received in the twentieth
century, that for the subject peoples of the Tsarist Empire, as indeed of the Soviet
Empire, nationalism was a means of human liberation from oppression and foreign
domination. Lenin himself acknowledged this when, paraphrasing the Marquis de
Custine, he called Imperial Russia a 'prison of peoples'.*®

* * * Most of the national movements in the Tsarist Empire began with the growth of a
literary cultural nationalism in the middle decades of the nineteenth century. Romantic
writers, students and artists, alienated by the life of the cities, travelled to the
countryside for refreshment and inspiration. They idealized the simple rustic lifestyle of
their peasant countrymen and added folk themes to their works in an effort to create a
'national style'. This appropriation of the native culture — of folksongs and folklore,
local customs and dialects, peasant crafts and costumes — was more than a passing
fashion for the pastoral. It was part of a broader project by a newly conscious urban
middle class: the creation of a set of ethnic symbols as the basis of their own national
ethos and identity. This was their 'imagined community'. The urban intelligentsia did



not so much observe peasant life as reinvent and mythologize it in their own image. The
folk culture of the countryside, which they believed was the ancient origin of their

nation, was in fact often little more than the product of their own fertile imagination. It
was increasingly the urban middle classes, rather than the peasants, who dressed up in
folk costumes when they went to church, and who filled their homes with furniture and
tableware in the 'peasant style'. It was they who flocked to the ethnographic and folk
museums which were opened in cities throughout Eastern Europe around the turn of the
century.* But if instead of these museums they had gone into the villages themselves, to
observe this folk culture, so to speak, in its native habitat, they would have found it was
disappearing fast. The old handicrafts were dying out under competition from cheaper
industry. The peasants were increasingly wearing the same manufactured clothes as the
urban workers, buying the same food in tins and jars, the same factory furniture,
household utensils and linen. It was only the urban middle classes who could afford to
buy the old handicrafts.*’

The essentially bourgeois character of this kind of nationalism was clearly visible in
Finland. The Grand Duchy of Finland enjoyed more self-rule and autonomy than any
other part of the Tsarist Empire because on its capture from Sweden in 1808—9 the
Russians confirmed the same rights and privileges that had been granted to the Finns by
the more liberal Swedes. These cultural freedoms enabled the growth of a small but
nationally conscious native intelligentsia, which took its inspiration from the publication
of such Finnish folk-epics as the Kalevala, and which, from the 1860s, became
increasingly unified through the national campaign for the Finnish language to be put on
an equal footing with the historically dominant Swedish.*®

In the Baltic provinces there was a similar cultural movement based around the
campaign for native language rights in schools and universities, literary publications
and official life. It was directed less against the Russians than the Germans (in Estonia
and Latvia) or the Poles (in Lithuania), who had dominated these regions before their
conquest by the Russians in the eighteenth century. Here the native languages had
survived only in the remote rural areas (the native elites had been assimilated into the
dominant linguistic culture). They were really no more than peasant dialects, closely
related but locally varied, not unlike the Gaelic of the Irish and the Scots. During the
nineteenth century linguists and ethnographers collected together and standardized these
dialects in the form of a written language with a settled grammar and orthography.
Ironically, even if the peasants could have read this 'national language', most of them
would have found it hard to understand, since it was usually either based on just one of
the dominant dialects or was an artificial construction, a sort of

* Warsaw established the first Ethnographic Museum in 1888. It was followed by
Sarajevo in 1888, Helsinki in 1893, Prague and Lvov in 1895, Belgrade in 1901, St
Petersburg in 1902, and Krakov in 1905.

peasant Esperanto, made up from all the different dialects. Nevertheless, this creation of
a literary native language, and the publication of a national literature and history written



in its prose, helped to start the process of nation-building and made it possible, in future
decades, to educate the peasantry in this emergent national culture. In Estonia the
cultural landmarks of this national renaissance were the publication of the epic poem
Kalevipoeg by Kreutzwald in 1857, and the foundation, in the same year, of an
Estonian-language newspaper, Postimees, aimed at peasant readers. In Latvia there was
also a native-language newspaper, Balss (The Voice), from 1878, which, like the
Latvian Association, was committed to the idea of uniting the peoples of the two
provinces of Livonia and Kurland — which then comprised the territory of Latvia — to
form a single Latvian nation. Finally, in Lithuania, which for so long had been
dominated by the Poles, a national written language was also developed during the latter
half of the nineteenth century (just to spite the Poles it was based on the Czech
alphabet) and a native literature began to appear.*

As on the Baltic, so in post-partition Poland, the nation was an idea and not yet a place.
Poland existed only in the imagination and in the memory of the historic Polish
kingdom which had existed before its defeat and subjugation to the great powers of
Eastern Europe towards the end of the eighteenth century. Its spirit was expressed in the
poetry of Adam Mickiewicz, in the patriotic hymns of the Catholic Church, and — or so
at least the patriots claimed (for he was half-French) — in the music of Chopin. This
cultural nationalism was a comfort for the Poles, and a substitute for politics. Very few
people were engaged in public life, even fewer in open dissent against Russia.
Censorship and the constant danger of arrest forced the literate population to withdraw
into the world of poetry (as in Russia, literature in Poland served as a metaphor for
politics). The 1830 Polish uprising, even the great 1863 uprising, were the work of a
relatively small nationalist minority, mostly students, officers, priests and the more
liberal noble landowners. Neither won much support from the peasantry, who had little
concept of themselves as Poles and who, in any case, were much more interested in
gaining their own land and freedom from the nobles than in fighting for a cause led by
noblemen and intellectuals.>

This first and primarily cultural expression of aspiring nationhood was nowhere more in
evidence than in the Ukraine, no doubt in part due to the fact that of all the Empire's
subject nationalities the Ukrainians were the closest culturally to the Russians. The
Russians called the Ukraine 'Little Russia', and made it illegal to print the word
'Ukraine'. Kiev, the Ukrainian capital, was the tenth-century founding place of Russian
Christianity. The cultural differences between Russia and the Ukraine — mainly in
language, land rights and customs — had really only developed between the thirteenth
and seventeenth centuries, when the western Ukraine fell under Polish-Lithuanian
domination.

Thus the Ukrainian nationalists had their work cut out to make a case for these
distinctions as the basis of a separate national culture.

They took inspiration from the Ukrainian national movement in neighbouring Galicia.
As part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Galicia had been granted relatively liberal
rights of self-government. This had allowed the Ukrainians, or 'Ruthenians' (dog-Latin
for 'Russians') as they were known by the Austrians, to promote their own Ukrainian
language in primary schools and public life, to publish native-language newspapers and



books, and to advance the study of Ukrainian history and folk culture. Galicia became a
sort of 'Ukrainian Piedmont' for the rest of the national movement in tsarist Ukraine: a
forcing-house of national consciousness and an oasis of freedom for nationalist
intellectuals. Lviv, its capital, also known as Lemberg (by the Germans) and as Lvov
(by the Russians), was a thriving centre of Ukrainian culture. Although subjects of the
Tsar, both the composer Lysenko and the historian Hrushevsky had found their nation
in Galicia. The nationalist intellectuals who pioneered the Ukrainian literary language in
the middle decades of the nineteenth century all borrowed terms from the Galician
dialect, which they considered the most advanced, although later, as they tried to reach
the peasantry with newspapers and books, they were forced to base it on the Poltavan
folk idiom, which, as the dialect of the central Ukraine, was the most commonly
understood. The seminal texts of this national literary renaissance were published by the
Brotherhood of Saints Cyril and Methodius prior to its dissolution by the tsarist
authorites in 1847. The romantic poetry of Taras Shevchenko, which played the same
role as Mickiewicz's poetry in Poland in shaping the intelligentsia's national
consciousness, was the most important of these. Ukrainian-language publications
continued to appear, despite the legal restrictions on them. Many were published by the
Kiev section of the Russian Geographical Society, whose increasingly nationalist
membegs1 devoted themselves to the study of Ukrainian folk culture, language and
history.

In the non-European sectors of the Empire this cultural stage of the national movements
was much slower to take off. The Armenian intelligentsia had welcomed the extension
of tsarist rule to the eastern half of their country after the Russian defeat of Persia in
1827. They now had a Christian ruler to protect them from the Turks, and, or so they
hoped, to free the larger half of the Armenian people who remained subjects of the
Ottoman Empire. The defence of Armenian culture remained centred on the Gregorian
Church and its schools, which, at least until the Russification campaign of the 1880s,
aligned the Armenians with the Russians as fellow Christians against the Turks. In
neighbouring Georgia, by contrast, language rather than religion was the key to the
evolution of national identity. The Georgian Church, unlike the Armenian, had been
merged with the Russian Orthodox; while the Georgian social system,

the historic product of a specific type of feudalism, had been, albeit imperfectly,
assimilated into the Russian system of estates during the half-century following
Georgia's annexation in 1801. The Georgian nobles, ruined by the Emancipation of their
serfs in the 1860s, dominated the intelligentsia. Theirs was a nostalgic nationalism: the
romantic poetry of Chavchavadze and Baratashvili lamented the lost greatness of the
Georgian kingdoms in the Middle Ages. Finally, in Azerbaijan, conquered by Russia in
the 1800s, the emergence of a national consciousness was complicated by the
domination of Islam, which tended towards supranational forms and blocked the growth
of a secular culture and a written language for the masses. To begin with, ironically, it
was the Russians who encouraged the Azeris' secular culture to develop, promoting the
plays of Akhundzada, the 'Tatar Moliere', and commissioning histories of the Azeri folk
culturgzand language, as a way of weakening the influence of the Muslim powers to the
south.



Here, more than anywhere, the incipient nationalist intelligentsia found its ability to
influence the peasant masses hampered by the general backwardness of society. This
was a problem throughout the Tsarist Empire. Isolated in their remote settlements,
without schools or communications with the broader world, the vast majority of the
peasants had no concept of their nationality. Theirs was a local culture dominated by
tradition and the spoken word. It was confined to a small and narrow world: the village
and its fields, the parish church, the landowner's manor and the local market. Beyond
that was a foreign country. In Estonia, for example, the peasants simply called
themselves maarahvas, meaning 'country people', while they understood the term saks
(from Saxon — i.e. German) to mean simply a landlord or a master; it was only in the
late nineteenth century, when the Tallinn intellectuals spread their influence into the
villages, that these terms took on a new ethnic meaning. Much the same was true in
Poland. 'I did not know that I was a Pole till I began to read books and papers,' recalled
one peasant in the 1920s. The people of his region, not far from Warsaw on the Vistula,
called themselves Mazurians rather than Poles.™

In Belorussia and the northern Ukraine there was so much ethnic and religious
intermingling — in an area the size of Cambridgeshire there might be a mixture of
Belorussian, Ukrainian, Russian, Polish, Jewish and Lithuanian settlements — that it
was difficult for anything more than a localized form of ethnic identity to take root in
the popular consciousness. One British diplomat — though no doubt a great imperialist
and therefore somewhat contemptuous of the claims of small peasant nations like the
Ukraine — concluded that this was still the case as late as 1918:

Were one to ask the average peasant in the Ukraine his nationality he would answer that
he is Greek Orthodox; if pressed to say whether he is

a Great Russian, a Pole, or an Ukrainian, he would probably reply that he is a peasant;
and if one insisted on knowing what language he spoke, he would say that he talked 'the
local tongue'. One might perhaps get him to call himself by a proper national name and
say that he is 'russki', but this declaration would hardly yet prejudge the question of an
Ukrainian relationship; he simply does not think of nationality in the terms familiar to
the intelligentsia. Again, if one tried to find out to what state he desires to belong —
whether he wants to be ruled by an Ail-Russian or a separate Ukrainian government —
one would find that in his opinion all governments alike are a nuisance, and it would be
best if the 'Christian peasant folk' were left to themselves.

Such localized forms of identity were even more marked in the Muslim regions of the
Caucasus (among the Chechens, Daghestanis and Azeris) as well as in much of Central
Asia where tribal fiefdoms remained dominant, despite the superimposition of tsarist
administrative structures.”

Clearly, then, the process of exposing the peasantry to this emergent national culture,
centred in the cities, and of getting them to think in national terms, depended upon the
general opening up of their narrow village culture to the outside world. This was a pan-
European phenomenon during the latter half of the nineteenth century, as Eugen Weber
has shown in his splendid book Peasants into Frenchmen. It was contingent on the
extension of state education in the countryside, on the growth of rural institutions, such



as clubs and societies, markets and co-operatives, peasant unions and mass-based
parties, which were integrated at the national level, and on the penetration of roads and
railways, postal services and telegraphs, newspapers and journals, into the remote rural
areas.

In Poland, for example, the development of a national consciousness among the mass of
the peasantry followed the spread of rural schooling and rural institutions such as the
co-operatives, and the increased movement of the peasants into towns. In Georgia the
rise of popular nationalism was linked to similar processes. The Georgian peasants were
becoming increasingly integrated into the market economy, selling cereals, fruit, wine
and tobacco to Armenian traders, while Tiflis itself, once a predominantly Armenian
city, developed a Georgian working class from the poorer and immigrant peasants. As
in Tiflis, so in Baku, the domination of Armenian merchants and industrialists served as
a focus for the growing national and class consciousness of the immigrant Azeri
peasants who flooded into the oil-industrial suburbs of Baku during the last decades of
the century. In the Tatar regions of the Volga the origins of pan-Turkic nationalism
were to be found in the Jadidist movement, which advocated the secular education of
the native masses in opposition to the old elite schooling

provided by the Muslim religious leaders. By 1900 the Volga Jadidists controlled over a
thousand primary schools. Meanwhile, in the Kazan Teachers' School and at Kazan
University, there were the makings of a native and increasingly rebellious Tatar
intelligentsia, although Kazan itself was mainly Russian.>

In the western Ukraine (Galicia) the development of the peasants' national
consciousness went hand in hand with the formation of a network of rural institutions
such as reading clubs, credit unions, co-operative stores, choirs, insurance agencies,
volunteer fire departments and gymnastic societies, which were linked with the national
movement. The Ukrainian-language newspaper Baktivshchyna (‘'Fatherland') was the
nationalists' main route into the village: it attracted a mass peasant readership through
its close attention to local affairs which it mixed with a subtle propaganda for the
national cause. The readers of Baktivshchyna, like the members of the reading clubs and
the other primary institutions of the national movement, were mainly the new and
'conscious type' of peasants — young and literate, thrifty and sober, and, above all, self-
improving — who emerged from the parish schools around the turn of the century. They
formed the village cohort of the national movement, together with the local priests,
cantors and teachers, who slowly took over local government from the local mayors and
their (mainly Jewish) henchmen in the villages, most of whom had been appointed by
the Polish landowners. In this sense the national movement was thoroughly democratic:
it brought politics to the village.™

The most remarkable thing about the Ukrainian national movement, both under
Austrian and tsarist rule, was that it remained based on the peasants. Most nationalist
movements are centred on the towns. In the Constituent Assembly elections of
November 1917 — the first democratic elections in the country's history — 71 per cent
of the Ukrainian peasants voted for the nationalists. In the end, of course, when it came
to the naked power struggles of 1917—21, this would be the national movement's
fundamental weakness: the history of almost every country shows that the peasants are



too weak politically to sustain a revolutionary regime without the support of the towns.
But in the earlier period, when the main concern of the national movement was to build
up a popular base, this distinctive peasant character was a source of strength. Ninety per
cent of the Ukrainian people lived in rural areas. The towns of the Ukraine were
dominated by the Russians, the Jews and the Poles; and even those few Ukrainians who
lived there, mostly professionals and administrators, easily became Russified. Thus to
be a Ukrainian meant in effect to be a peasant (i.e. doubly disadvantaged). Indeed this
was symbolized by the fact that the original Ukrainian word for 'citizen' (hromaijanyn),
which in all other European languages is derived from the word for a city, was based on
the word for the village assembly (hromada). The Ukrainian national movement
developed as a peasant movement against the influence of the 'foreign' towns.
Nationalist agitators

blamed all the evils which the peasants associated with towns — the oppression of the
state, the wealth and privilege of the nobility, the greed and swindling of usurers and
merchants — on the Russians, Poles and Jews who lived there. They contrasted the pure
and simple lifestyle of the Ukrainian village with the corruption of this alien urban
world; and as the influence of the latter grew, with the penetration of capitalism, of
factory-made goods and city fashions, into the Ukrainian countryside, so they were able
to present this as a threat to the 'national way of life'. More and more traditional crafts
would be pushed aside, they said, by manufactured goods. The 'honest' Ukrainian
shopkeeper would be superseded by the 'cheating' Jewish one. The co-operative
movement, which became the backbone of the Ukrainian nationalist organization in the
countryside, was developed with the aim — and the rhetoric — of protecting the simple
peasants from exploitation by the Jewish traders and money-men.”’

But it would be unfair to suggest that the nationalists' appeal to the peasantry was based
solely on xenophobia and hatred of the towns. The peasant land struggle, for example,
was intertwined with the nationalist movement in the Ukraine, where three-quarters of
the landowners were either Russians or Poles. It is no coincidence that the peasant
revolution on the land erupted first, in 1902, in those regions around Poltava province
where the Ukrainian nationalist movement was also most advanced. The national
movement strengthened and politicized the peasant-landlord conflict. It linked the
struggle of an individual village to the national liberation movement of the whole of the
Ukrainian people against a foreign class of landowners and officials. How did the
nationalists make this link? Let's take two examples of their rhetoric. One concerns the
peasants' conflict with the landowners over the forests and pasture lands. During the
Emancipation in the Ukraine the landowners had enclosed the woods and pastures as
their private property, thus depriving the peasants of their traditional rights of access to
these lands, granted under serfdom, for timber and grazing. By helping the peasants in
their long and bitter struggles for the restoration of these rights, the nationalists were
able to involve them in their own broader political movement. Indeed it is telling that
much of the romantic, nationalist folk culture of this period played on the theme of the
forests and the pastures as a primal symbol of the native soil: nothing would have stirred
up more the passions and emotions of the peasantry. A second example concerns the
causes of rural poverty. Nationalist agitators explained their poverty to the peasants in
the broader context of the semi-colonial exploitation of the Ukraine. They told them that
more than half its agricultural surplus was exported to Russia or abroad; and that the



Ukrainian peasant was poor because of the high taxes on Russian goods, such as
kerosene, vodka and matches, which forced him to sell most of his foodstuffs in order to
provide for his basic household needs. The peasant would be better off in an
independent Ukraine. Through their exposure

to such arguments, the Ukrainian peasants increasingly interpreted their own economic
struggles in a broader national context — and as a result they gained both strength and
unity. One recent scholar has found, for example, that the peasants would co-ordinate
their voting patterns throughout a whole district in order to secure the defeat of the more
powerful Polish-Jewish or Russian candidates in local government elections.’®

The nationalist struggle for language rights was also a liberation movement for the
peasants. Unless the peasants could understand the language of the government and the
courts, they had no direct access to political or civil rights. Unless they could learn to
read in their own tongue, they had no hope of social betterment. And unless they could
understand their priests, they had reason to fear for their souls. The public use of their
native language was not just a matter of necessity, however. It became an issue of
personal pride and dignity for the Ukrainian peasant, and this gave the nationalists a
profound base of emotional support. As Trotsky himself later acknowledged, looking
back on the events of 1917: 'This political awakening of the peasantry could not have
taken place otherwise . . . than through their own native language — with all the
consequences ensuing in regard to schools, courts, self-administration. To oppose this
would have been to try to drive the peasants back into non-existence."”

* * * The rise of these nationalist movements need not have spelled the end of the
Russian Empire. Not even the most advanced of them had developed as a mass-based
political movement before the reign of the last Tsar. Most of them were still mainly
limited to cultural goals, which were not necessarily incompatible with the continuation
of imperial rule. There was no historical law stating that this cultural nationalism had to
evolve into fully fledged national independence movements against Russia. Indeed it
was clear that many of the nationalist leaders saw that their country's interests would
best be served by preserving the union with Russia, albeit with looser ties and more
autonomy. But tsarist ideology would not tolerate such autonomy — its ruling motto of
Autocracy, Orthodoxy, and Nationality' meant subordinating the non-Russian peoples to
Russia's cultural domination. More than anything else, it was this policy of
Russification, pursued increasingly by the last two tsars, that politicized the nationalist
movements and turned them into enemies of Russia. By 1905 nationalist parties had
emerged as a major revolutionary force in most of the non-Russian borderlands. By its
failure to come to terms with nationalism, the tsarist regime had created another
instrument of its own destruction. The same was true of its clumsy handling of the
liberal movement before 1905: by repressing this moderate opposition it helped to
create a revolutionary one. Sir John Maynard, who as an Englishman writing in the
twilight of the British Empire was in a good position to appreciate the dangers of
colonial nationalism,



went so far as to say that half the causes of the Russian Revolution resided in the
policies of the last two tsars towards their non-Russian subjects.®’

There was nothing new in the policy of Russification. It had always been a central aim
of the tsarist imperial philosophy to assimilate the non-Russian peoples into the Russian
cultural and political system, to turn them into 'true Christians, loyal subjects, and good
Russians', although different tsars laid different emphases on the three principles of the
policy. There was an ethnic hierarchy — parallel to the social one — within the tsarist
ruling system that ranked the different nationalities in accordance with their loyalty to
the Tsar and gave each a different set of legal rights and privileges. At the top were the
Russians and the Baltic Germans, who between them occupied the dominant positions
in the court and the civil and military services. Below them were the Poles, the
Ukrainians, the Georgians, the Armenians, and so on. The Empire's five million Jews, at
the bottom of its ethnic hierarchy, were subject to a comprehensive range of legal
disabilities and discriminations which by the end of the nineteenth century embraced
some 1,400 different statutes and regulations as well as thousands of lesser rules,
provisions and judicial interpretations. They — alone of all the ethnic groups — were
forbidden to own land, to enter the Civil Service, or to serve as officers in the army;
there were strict quotas on Jewish admissions into higher schools and universities; and,
apart from a few exceptions, the Jews were forced by law to live within the fifteen
provinces of the western Ukraine, Belorussia, Lithuania and Poland which made up the
Pale of Settlement. This was a tsarist version of the Hindu caste system, with the Jews
in the role of the Untouchables.®!

As the regime's fears about nationalism grew, however, during the later nineteenth
century, so its policies of Russification were gradually intensified. One cause for
anxiety was that the Russians were losing their demographic domination as a result of
the Empire's territorial expansion into Asia, especially, with its high birth-rates and
overpopulation. The census of 1897 showed that the Russians accounted for only 44 per
cent of the Empire's population and that, even more alarmingly, they were one of the
slowest-growing ethnic groups.®” The Slavophile nationalists, who were responsible for
shaping the Russification campaigns of the last two tsars, argued that in this age of
growing nationalism and imperial competition the Russian Empire would eventually
break up unless something was done to preserve the cultural domination of the
Russians. In short, they argued that Russian nationalism should be mobilized as a
political force and consolidated at the heart of the tsarist ruling system as a
counterweight to the centrifugal forces of the non-Russian nationalities.

Along with the persecution of their religion, the banning of the non-Russians' native
language from schools, literature, streets signs, courts, and public offices, was the most
conspicuous and the most oppressive of the Russification

policies pursued after 1881. The language ban was particularly clumsy. One of its
effects was to block the path for the growing native-language intelligentsia to make its
way up through the education system and bureaucracy, so that it was drawn increasingly
into the nationalist and revolutionary opposition. Trying to stamp out the native
language was not just an insulting and demoralizing policy as far as the non-Russians
were concerned; it was ridiculous as well. Polish students at Warsaw University, for



example, had to suffer the absurd indignity of studying their own native literature in
Russian translation. High-school students could be expelled for speaking in Polish in
their dormitories, as the Bolshevik leader and founder of the Cheka, Felix Dzerzhinsky,
discovered. Even Anton Denikin, the future leader of the Whites, who as a Russian in a
Warsaw district high school during the mid-1880s was obliged to monitor the
conversations of his Polish classmates, thought that the policy was 'unrealistically harsh'
and always wrote down 'mothing to report'. But if forbidding high-school students to
speak in Polish was merely harsh (at least they had learned to speak in Russian), to do
the same to railway porters (most of whom had never learned Russian, which as "public
officials' they were ordered to speak) was to enter into the cruelly surreal. This was not
the only act of bureaucratic madness. In 1907 the medical committee in Kiev Province
refused to allow cholera epidemic notices to be published in Ukrainian with the result
that many of the peasants, who could not read Russian, died from drinking infected
water.

Of all the non-Russian nationalities, the Jews suffered the most from this Great Russian
chauvinist backlash during the last years of tsarism. The Jews were widely, if
mistakenly, blamed for the assassination of Alexander II in 1881. They were the victims
of hundreds of pogroms throughout the Ukraine in that year. Contrary to the old and
well-established myth, none of these pogroms — and there were to be many more (e.g.
in Kishinev in 1903 and throughout the Empire in 1905—6) — was ever instigated by
the government. True, the authorities were slow to restore order and few pogromists
were ever brought to trial. But this was not part of a conspiracy, just a reflection of the
authorities' ineffectiveness and their general hostility to Jews. During the 1880s, at a
time when both the German and the Austrian Empires were beginning to dismantle their
legal restrictions on the Jews, the tsarist regime was continuing to add to its own
cumbersome structure of institutionalized anti-Semitism. The last two tsars were vocal
anti-Semites — both associated the Jews with the threats of urban modernity, capitalism
and socialism — and it became fashionable in official circles to repeat their racial
prejudices. Nicholas II, in particular, was increasingly inclined to see the anti-Jewish
pogroms of his reign as an act of patriotism and loyalty by the 'good and simple Russian
folk'. Indeed, at the time of the Beiliss Affair in 1911—13, when a Jew was dragged
through the Kiev courts on trumped-up charges of ritual murder, Nicholas was clearly
looking to

use the widespread anti-Semitism within the population at large, drummed up by
extremist nationalist groups such as his own beloved Union of the Russian People, as a
banner to rally the masses against the opponents of his faltering regime (see pages
241—6).%

Hardly surprising, then, that such a large and prominent part in the revolutionary
movement should have been played by the Jews.* Even Witte, speaking in the wake of
the Kishinev pogrom in 1903, was forced to admit that if the Jews 'comprise about 50
per cent of the membership in the revolutionary parties' then this was 'the fault of our
government. The Jews are too oppressed.' The Jewish Bund was Russia's first mass-
based Marxist party. Established in 1897, it had 35,000 members by 1905. It declared
the Jews to be a 'nation' and demanded full national autonomy for them, with Yiddish as
the official language, within a Russian federation. Such demands were rejected by the



Russian Marxists (including Iulii Martov and Leon Trotsky, who were themselves
Jews), who put class interests above nationalist ones and who, in any case, were deeply
hostile to the Jewish nationalism of the Bundists (Georgii Plekhanov accused them of
being Zionists who were afraid of sea-sickness). The result was that the two Marxist
movements went their separate ways. There was also a large Zionist movement, which
the tsarist regime had allowed to grow after the early 1880s because it advocated Jewish
emigration in reponse to the pogroms; although it too was banned in 1903 on the
grounds that inside Russia it served as a vehicle for Jewish nationalism.®

It was not just the Jews who were turning to nationalism in response to the growing
discrimination against them at the turn of the century. Throughout the Empire the effect
of the Russification campaign was to drive the non-Russians into the new anti-tsarist
parties. Virtually the whole of the Finnish population rallied to the Young Finns, the
Social Democrats and the Party of Active Resistance, against the imposition of Russian
rule and military conscription, in contravention of Finland's rights of self-rule, after
1899. In the Baltic provinces the native population turned to the Social Democrats to
defend their national rights against the tsarist state. In Poland they turned to the Polish
Socialist Party, which argued that the Polish problem could only be solved by the
combination of a social and a national revolution. In the Ukraine it was the
Revolutionary Ukrainian Party, established in 1902, which made the early running in
the national and social revolution, playing a key role in the peasant

* Although, of course, it must never be forgotten that while many revolutionaries were
Jews, relatively few Jews were revolutionaries. It was a myth of the anti-Semites that all
the Jews were Bolsheviks. In fact, as far as one can tell from the elections to the
Constituent Assembly in 1917, most of the Jewish population favoured the Zionist and
democratic socialist parties. As the Chief Rabbi of Moscow once remarked, not without
his usual Jewish humour: 'The Trotskys make the revolutions and the Bronsteins pay the
bills.' (Melamed, 'St Paul and Leon Trotsky', 8.)

uprisings of 1902, although it was quickly overshadowed by the Ukrainian National
Party and the Ukrainian Social Democrats. In Georgia the Social Democrats led the
national revolution, which was both anti-Russian and socialist, in 1904-6. Even the
Armenians, who had always been the most loyal to their Russian masters, rallied to the
Dashnaks after 1903 in opposition to the Russification of their local schools. In short,
the whole of the Tsarist Empire was ripe for collapse on the eve of the 1905 Revolution.
Its peoples wanted to escape.

3 Icons and Cockroaches
i A World Apart

Early one morning in March 1888 Mikhail Romas left Kazan and sailed thirty miles
down the Volga River as far as the village of Krasnovidovo. There he hoped to change
the life of the peasants by setting up a co-operative store. Romas was a Populist, a
member of the clandestine People's Right group, who had recently returned from twelve



years in prison and exile for trying to organize the peasants. Siberia had not made him
change his views. At Krasnovidovo he aimed to rescue the villagers from the clutches of
the local merchants by selling them cheap manufactured goods and organizing them
into a gardeners' cooperative selling fruit and vegetables direct to Kazan.

He took with him Alexei Peshkov, later to become known as the writer Maxim Gorky
(1868—1936), who was then, at the age of twenty, already known as an 'old man'
(Tolstoy once said of him that he seemed 'to have been born a grown-up'). In his first
eight years Gorky had experienced more human suffering than the literary Count would
see in the whole of his eight decades. His grandfather's household in Nizhnyi Novgorod
where he had been brought up after the death of his father, was, as he described it in My
Childhood, a microcosm of provincial Russia — a place of poverty, cruelty and cholera,
where the men took to the bottle in a big way and the women found solace in God. By
the age of nine, Gorky had already been put out to work, scavenging for rags, bones and
nails, and occasionally thieving timber from the banks of the Volga. Then his mother
had died and his grandfather had sent him out into the world to fend for himself. Like
countless other abandoned orphans, Gorky had roamed around the booming industrial
towns of the Volga, a shoeless street urchin dressed in rags. He had worked as a dish
washer on a steamboat, as a stevedore, a watchman, a cobbler's assistant, an apprentice
draughtsman, an icon painter, and finally as a baker in Kazan, where Romas had found
him and taken pity on the lad after he had tried to kill himself by shooting himself in the
chest.

Krasnovidovo was set on a steep hill overlooking the Volga River. At the top of the hill
was a church with a light-blue onion dome, and below it a row of log huts stretching
down towards the river. Beyond these were the kitchen gardens, the bath-houses and the
rickety animal sheds, and then the dark

ploughed fields which 'gently rolled away towards the blue ridge of the forest on the
horizon'. It was a relatively wealthy village. Its proximity to Kazan had made it a centre
of production for the market and its most successful farmers had come to enjoy a
modicum of comfort. Their well-built huts had boarded roofs and colourful
ornamentation, with animal designs on their wooden shutters and window-frames.
Inside them one would find an assortment of factory-made items from Russia's
burgeoning industries: iron pots and pans, samovars, curtains, mirrors, bedsteads,
kerosene lamps, accordions, and so on. Slowly but surely, like the rest of peasant
Russia, Krasnovidovo was being drawn into the market economy.'

This put it in the front line of the Populists' battle for the peasantry. Central to their
philosophy was the idea that the egalitarian customs of the peasant commune could
serve as a model for the socialist reorganization of society. If the village was protected
against the intrusions of capitalism, Russia, they believed, could move directly towards
the socialist Utopia without going through the 'bourgeois stage of development' — with
all the negative features which that entailed — as had happened in Western Europe. The
ancient village commune would be preserved as the basis of Russian communism.

Responding to the calls of the Populist leaders to 'Go to the People', thousands of radical
students, Mikhail Romas among them, poured into the countryside during the 1870s in



the naive belief that they could win over the peasantry to their revolutionary cause.
Finding in the world of the village a reflection of their own romantic aspirations, they
convinced themselves that they would find in the ordinary peasants soul-mates and
allies in their socialist struggle. Some of them tried to dress and talk like peasants, so
much did they identify themselves with their 'simple way of life'. One of them, a Jew,
even converted to Orthodoxy in the belief that this would bring him closer to the
'peasant soul'. These romantics conceived of the village as a collective and harmonious
community that testified to the basic socialist instincts of the Russian people. Among
the peasantry, wrote one of the Populist leaders, 'there is more attentiveness to the worth
of the individual man, less indifference to what my neighbour is like and what I appear
like to my neighbour'. Such was their idealized view of the peasants that many Populists
even contended that in sexual matters they were more moral and celibate than the
corrupted urban population. So, for example, they believed that prostitution did not exist
among the peasants (even though the majority of urban prostitutes were originally
peasant women); that there was no rape or sexual assault in the village (despite the
peasant custom of snokhachestvo which gave the household patriarchs a sexual claim on
their daughters-in-law in the absence of their husbands); and that whereas syphilis
(which was endemic throughout Russia) might have been

venereal in the depraved cities, in the villages it was caused more innocently by the
peasant custom of sharing wooden spoons and bowls.”

These romantic missionaries were shattered by the reality they encountered in the
countryside. Most of the students were met by a cautious suspicion or hostility on the
part of the peasantry, and were soon arrested by the police. Looking back on the
experience from prison and exile, moderate Populists such as Romas were convinced
that the basic problem had been the peasantry's isolation from the rest of society.
Through the centuries of serfdom the only outsiders they had met had been the gentry
and state officials, so it was hardly surprising that they were wary of the student
agitators. What was needed now was years of patient work to build up the bonds of trust
between the peasants and the Populist intelligentsia. Hence Romas had come to
Krasnovidovo. His efforts were in vain. From the start the villagers were suspicious of

his co-operative. They could not understand why its prices were so much cheaper than
the other retail outlets. The richest peasants, who were closely linked with the
established merchants, intimidated Romas and his allies. They filled one of his firewood
logs with gunpowder, causing a minor explosion. They threatened the poorer peasants
who began to show an interest in the co-operative; and brutally murdered one of his
assistants, a poor peasant from the village, leaving his horribly mutilated body in several
pieces along the river bank. Finally, they blew up the co-operative (along with half the
rest of the village) by setting light to the kerosene store. Romas's enemies blamed him
and Gorky for the fire, and set the angry peasants on them. But the 'heretics' fought
themselves free and fled for their lives.

Romas accepted defeat philosophically, putting it down to the ignorance of the
villagers. He refused to give up his belief in the peasants' socialist potential and when,
fifteen years later, Gorky met him again, he had already served another ten-year
sentence of exile in Siberia for his involvement in the Populist movement. But for



Gorky the experience was a bitter disillusionment. It led him to the conclusion that,
however good they may be on their own, the peasants left all that was fine behind them
when they 'gathered in one grey mass":

Some dog-like desire to please the strong ones in the village took possession of them,
and then it disgusted me to look at them. They would howl wildly at each other, ready
for a fight — and they would fight, over any trifle. At these moments they were
terrifying and they seemed capable of destroying the very church where only the
previous evening they had gathered humbly and submissively, like sheep in a fold.’

The 'noble savage' whom the Populists had seen in the simple peasant was, as Gorky
now concluded, no more than a romantic illusion. And the more he

experienced the everyday life of the peasants, the more he denounced them as savage
and barbaric*

Such misunderstandings were a constant theme in the history of relations between
educated and peasant Russia — the "Two Russias', as Herzen once called them. The
Populists, though perhaps the most conspicuous, were not the only people to impose
their own ideals on the peasants. Virtually every trend of Russian social thought fell into
the same trap. As Dostoevsky wrote:

We, the lovers of 'the people', regard them as part of a theory, and it seems that none us
really likes them as they actually are but only as each of us has imagined them.
Moreover, should the Russian people, at some future time, turn out to be not what we
imagin46d, then we, despite our love of them, would immediately renounce them without
regret.

Long before the Populists came on to the scene, Slavophile writers had argued for the
moral superiority of the 'ancient' peasant commune over modern Western values. A
commune', wrote Konstantin Aksakov, 'is a union of the people who have renounced
their egoism, their individuality, and who express their common accord; this is an act of
love, a noble Christian act.' Similar virtues were attributed to the peasants by the great
romantic writers of the nineteenth century. Dostoevsky, for example, claimed that the
simple Russian peasant — the 'kitchen muzhik' as he once called him in a famous
dispute — lived on a higher moral plane than the more sophisticated citizens of Western
Europe. The peasants, he had written in his Diary of a Writer, were truly Christian and
long-suffering. It was they who would 'show us a new road, a new way out of all our
apparently insoluble difficulties. For it will not be St Petersburg that finally settles the
Russian destiny . . . Light and salvation will come from below.' Tolstoy also saw the
simple peasant as a natural sage. Thus it is from the peasants that Prince Levin learns
how to live in Anna Karenina; just as in War and Peace it is from Karataev, a humble
Russian peasant, that Pierre Bezukhov comes to understand the spiritual meaning of
life. Karataev's character — spontaneous, direct and unselfconscious — was a
projection of Tolstoy's own moral philosophy. He lived in harmony with the world and
humanity.’



These romantic visions of the peasantry were constantly undone by contact with reality,
often with devastating consequences for their bearers. The Populists, who invested
much of themselves in their conception of the peasants, suffered the most in this
respect, since the disintegration of that conception

* At the age of twenty-three Gorky was beaten unconscious by a group of peasants
when he tried to intervene on behalf of a peasant woman, who had been stripped naked
and horsewhipped by her husband and a howling mob after being found guilty of
adultery.

threatened to undermine not only their radical beliefs but also their own self-identity.
The writer Gleb Uspensky, to cite an extreme and tragic example, drove himself insane
after years of trying to reconcile his romantic view of the peasants with the ugly reality
of human relations which he was forced to observe in the countryside. Many of the
'realist’ writers of the 1860s, who described the darker side of the countryside, ended up
as alcoholics. There was a general sense of Angst amongst the liberal educated classes
whenever the hard facts of peasant life disturbed their idealized images of it. Witness
the storm of debate caused by the unflattering portrait of village life in Chekhov's
Peasants (1897), the short story of a sick Moscow waiter who returns with his wife to
his native village, only to find that his poverty-stricken family resents him for bringing
another set of mouths to feed. Or the even greater public outrage at the publication of
Bunin's novella The Village (1910), which spared nothing in its dark portrayal of
peasant poverty and cruelty. 'What stunned the Russian reader in this book', a
contemporary critic remarked, 'was not the depiction of the [peasants'] material, cultural
and legal poverty .. . but the realization that there was no escape from it. . . The most
that the Russian peasant, as depicted by Bunin, was capable of achieving . . . was only
the awareness of his hopeless savagery, of being doomed."

Gorky wrote about The Village that it had forced society to think 'seriously not just
about the peasant but about the grave question of whether Russia was to be or not to
be?” The enigma of the peasant stood at the heart of the problem of Russia's national
self-identity. The 'Peasant Question' was the starting point of all those interminable
debates (they fill the largely unread pages of nineteenth-century Russian novels) about
the future of Russia itself.

Russia was still a peasant country at the turn of the twentieth century: 80 per cent of the
population was classified as belonging to the peasantry; and most of the rest traced their
roots back to it. Scratch a Russian townsman and one found a peasant. Most of the
workers in the cities' factories and workshops, laundries and kitchens, bath-houses and
shops, were either immigrants from the countryside or the children of such immigrants,
who still returned to their farms for harvest and sent money back to their villages.
Restaurants employed vast armies of peasant waiters, while the houses of the wealthy
relied on peasant domestics in numbers that made European visitors gasp. The vendors
on the city streets were mostly peasants by origin, as were the cabmen, doormen,
hauliers, builders, gardeners, dustmen, draymen, hawkers, beggars, thieves and
prostitutes. Russia's towns and cities all remained essentially 'peasant' in their social
composition and character. Only a few miles from any city centre one would find
oneself already in the backwoods, where there were bandits living in the forests, where



roads turned into muddy bogs in spring, and where the external signs of life in the
remote hamlets had remained essentially unchanged since the Middle Ages. Yet, despite
living so close to the peasants,

the educated classes of the cities knew next to nothing about their world. It was as
exotic and alien to them as the natives of Africa were to their distant colonial rulers.
And in this mutual incomprehension, in the cultural gulf between the "Two Russias', lay
the roots of the social revolution and its tragic destiny.

* * * The isolation of the peasantry from the rest of society was manifested at almost
every level — legal, political, economic, cultural, social and geographic. The peasants
inhabited three-quarters of a million rural settlements scattered across one-sixth of the
worlds surface. They rarely came across anything beyond the narrow confines of their
own village and its fields, the parish church, the squire's manor and the local market.
The village community was the centre of this small and isolated world. Indeed, the old
peasant term for it (the mir) also carried the meaning in Russian of 'world', 'peace' and
'universe'. The mir was governed by an assembly of peasant elders which, alongside the
land commune (obhchina), regulated virtually every aspect of village and agrarian life.
Its powers of self-government had been considerably broadened by the Emancipation,
when it took over most of the administrative, police and judicial functions of the
landlords and became the basic unit of rural administration (obshchestva) subordinate to
the rudimentary organs of state administration in the volost township. It controlled the
land transferred to the peasants from the landlords during the Emancipation and was
made collectively responsible for the payment of redemption dues on the land. In most
parts of Russia the arable land was kept in communal tenure and every few years the
mir would redistribute the hundreds of arable strips between the peasant households
according to the number of workers or 'eaters' in each. It also set the common patterns
of cultivation and grazing on the stubble necessitated by the open-field system of strip-
farming;* managed the woods and communal pasture lands; hired village watchmen and
shepherds; collected taxes; carried out the recruitment of soldiers; saw to the repair of
roads, bridges and communal buildings; established charity and other welfare schemes;
organized village holidays; maintained public order; arbitrated minor disputes; and
administered justice in accordance with local custom.

The mir could engender strong feelings of communal solidarity among the peasants,
bound as they were by their common ties to the village and to the land. This was
reflected in many peasant sayings: "What one man can't bear, the mir can'; 'No one is
greater than the mir; and so on.® The existence of such ties can be found in peasant
communities throughout the world. They bear

* Since there were no hedges between the strips or the fields it was essential for every
household to sow the same crops at the same time (e.g. a three-field rotation of
winter/spring/fallow), otherwise the cattle left to graze on the stubble of one strip would
trample on the crops of the neighbouring strip.



witness not so much to the 'natural collectivism' of the Russian people, so beloved by
the Slavophiles and the Populists, as to the functional logic of peasant self-organization
in the struggle for survival against the harsh realities of nature and powerful external
enemies, such as the landlords and the state. Indeed, beneath the cloak of communal
solidarity observed by outsiders, fellow villagers continued to struggle between
themselves for individual advantage. The village was a hotbed of intrigue, vendettas,
greed, dishonesty, meanness, and sometimes gruesome acts of violence by one peasant
neighbour against another; it was not the haven of communal harmony that intellectuals
from the city imagined it to be. It was simply that the individual interests of the peasants
were often best served by collective activity. The brevity of the agricultural season in
Russia, from the thaw and the start of the spring ploughing in April to the first snows in
early November, made some form of labour co-operation essential so that the major
tasks of the agricultural cycle could be completed in brief bursts of intense activity. That
is why the traditional peasant household tended to be much larger than its European
counterpart, often containing more than a dozen members with the wives and families of
two or three brothers living under the same roof as their parents. Statistical studies
consistently highlighted the economic advantages of the bigger households (a higher
proportion of adult male labourers, more land and livestock per head and so on) and
these had much to do with the benefits of labour co-operation. The difficulties of small-
scale peasant farming, which in the vast majority of households was carried out with
only one horse and a tiny store of seed and tools, also made simple forms of
neighbourly co-operation, such as borrowing and lending, advantageous to all parties.
Finally, there were many worthwhile projects that could only be done by the village as a
whole, such as clearing woods and swamp-lands, constructing barns, building roads and
bridges, and organizing irrigation schemes.

The village assembly, or skhod, where these decisions were taken, was attended by the
peasant household elders and usually held on a public holiday in the street or in a
meadow, since few villages had a big enough building to accommodate the whole
meeting. There was no formal procedure as such. The peasants stood around in loose
groups, drinking, smoking and debating different subjects of local interest, until the
village elder, having mingled in the crowd and ascertained the feelings of the dominant
peasants, called for the meeting to vote on a series of resolutions. Voting was done by
shouting, or by standing in groups, and all the resolutions were passed unanimously, for
when opinion was divided the minority always submitted to the majority, or, as the
peasants put it, to the 'will of the mir. Romantic observers took this self-imposed
conformity as a sign of social harmony. In Aksakov's words, the commune expressed its
will as one, like a 'moral choir'. But in fact the decision-making was usually dominated
by a small clique of the oldest household heads, who were often also

the most successful farmers, and the rest of the villagers tended to follow their lead. The
unanimity of the mir was not the reflection of some natural peasant harmony, but an
imposed conformity set from above by the patriarchal elders of the village.

Some observers of peasant life (and this was to include the Bolsheviks) described these
dominant patriarchs as 'commune-eaters' (miroyeiy) or 'kulaks'.* These were the so-
called 'rich' and 'cunning' peasants, 'petty-capitalist entrepreneurs', 'usurers', 'parasites'
and 'strongmen', whom the rest of the villagers feared and whose greed and



individualism would eventually lead to the commune's destruction. 'At the village
assemblies', wrote one jurist in the early 1900s, 'the only people to participate are the
loud-mouths and the lackeys of the rich. The honest working peasants do not attend,
realising that their presence is useless.”

But this too was by and large the outcome of looking at the peasants not for what they
were but for the proof of some abstract theory, in this case the Marxist one. The
dominant peasants within the village were, on the whole, the oldest patriarchs, who
were often but not necessarily the heads of the richest households too. The late
nineteenth-century Russian village still retained many of the features of what
anthropologists would call a 'traditional society'. Although capitalism was certainly
developing in Russia as a whole, apart from in a few specific regions it had yet to
penetrate the village, where indeed the purpose of the commune was to limit its effects.
The domination of the peasant patriarchs was not based on capitalist exploitation but on
the fact that, by and large, this was still an oral culture, where the customs of the past,
passed down through the generations, served as a model for the collective actions of the
village in the present and the future: 'Our grandfathers did it this way, and so shall we.'
In this sort of culture the old men were invariably deemed to be the most important
people in the village — they had the most experience of farming and knew the most
about the land — and their opinion was usually decisive. Old women, too, were
respected for their expertise in handicrafts, medicine and magic. This was by and large a
conservative culture. True, as the social anthropologist Jack Goody's many works have
shown, there are ways in which an oral culture may produce an informal dynamism:
since no one knew for sure what their grandfathers did, the peasant elders could remake
tradition in every gener-

* The term 'kulak’, derived from the word for a 'fist', was originally used by the peasants
to delineate exploitative elements (usurers, sub-renters of land, wheeler-dealers and so
on) from the farming peasantry. An entrepreneurial peasant farmer, in their view, could
not be a kulak, even if he hired labour. The Bolsheviks, by contrast, misused the term in
a Marxist sense to describe any wealthy peasant. They made it synonymous with
'capitalist' on the false assumption that die use of hired labour in peasant farming was a
form of 'capitalism'. Under Stalin, the term 'kulak' was employed against the
smallholding peasantry as a whole. Through collectivization die regime set about the
'destruction of the kulaks as a class'.

ation to fit in with their changing needs. But on the whole the peasant patriarchs had an
inbred mistrust of any ideas from the world outside their own experience. They aimed to
preserve the village traditions and to defend them against progress. The 'old way of life'
was always deemed to be better than the new. There was, they believed, a peasant
Utopia in the distant past, long before the gentry and the state had imposed their
domination on the village.

Of course, it was true that there were broader forces leading to the decline of this
patriarchal world. The money economy was slowly penetrating into remote rural areas.
Urban manufactures were replacing the old peasant handicrafts. New technologies were
becoming available to the enterprising peasant. Railways, roads, postal services and
telegraphs were opening up the village to the outside world. Hospitals and schools,



reading clubs and libraries, local government and political parties, were all moving
closer to the peasantry. The growth of rural schooling, in particular, was giving rise to a
new generation of 'conscious' peasant men and women — young and literate, thrifty and
sober, self-improving and individualistic — who sought to overturn the old village
world.

We can see it first in the fragmentation of the patriarchal household during the later
nineteenth century. There was a sharp rise in the rate of household partitions following
the Emancipation. Between 1861 and 1884 the annual rate of partitions rose from
82,000 to 140,000 households. Over 40 per cent of all peasant households were divided
in these years. As a result, the average household size in central Russia declined from
9.5 members to 6.8. The peasants were moving from the traditional extended family to
the modern nuclear one. Such partitions made little economic sense — the newly
partitioned households, like the ones from which they had split, were left with much
less livestock, tools and labour than before — and this was a cause of considerable
anxiety to the tsarist government, which for moral and social reasons as much as for
economic ones saw the peasantry's livelihood as dependent upon the survival of the
patriarchal family. But it was the individualistic aspirations of the younger peasants that
maintained the pressure for these partitions, in spite of their economic costs. Peasant
sons and their young wives, fed up with the tyranny of the household elder, were
breaking away to set up their own farms rather than wait until his death (when they
themselves might be forty or fifty) to take his place at the household head. Their new
farms might be small and weak but at least they were working for themselves. 'In the
small family', explained one young peasant in the 1880s, 'everyone works for himself,
everyone earns for himself; but if the family is large, then he doesn't end up with
anything for himself.' The rate of partitioning was directly related to the involvement of
the peasantry in off-farm employment as labourers. Once the younger peasants were
earning wages there was a marked increase in disputes between them and

their household elders over money and property. Peasant sons would refuse to send their
wages home, or would set up their own farm rather than share their earnings in the
household fund. They made the distinction between their own private earnings off the
farm and the family's common property from its collective labour on it.'® It was a sign
of their own growing sense of individual worth: 'l earn money therefore I am.'

The growing literacy of the younger peasants was another source of their aspiring
individualism. Literacy in Russia rose from 21 per cent of the Empire's population in
1897 to 40 per cent on the eve of the First World War. The highest rural rates were
among young men in those regions closest to the cities. Nine out of ten peasant recruits
into the imperial army from the two provinces of Petersburg and Moscow were
considered literate by 1904. These peasant youths were the main beneficiaries of the
boom in rural schooling during the last decades of the old regime. The number of
primary schools quadrupled (from 25,000 to 100,000) between 1878 and 1911; and well
over half the peasant children of school age (eight to eleven) were enrolled in primary
schools by the latter date.""

The link between literacy and revolutions is a well-known historical phenomenon. The
three great revolutions of modern European history — the English, the French and the



Russian — all took place in societies where the rate of literacy was approaching 50 per
cent. The local activists of the Russian Revolution were drawn mainly from this newly
literate generation. Ironically, in its belated efforts to educate the common people, the
tsarist regime was helping to dig its own grave.

Literacy has a profound effect on the peasant mind and community. It promotes abstract
thought and enables the peasant to master new skills and technologies, which in turn
help him to accept the concept of progress that fuels change in the modern world. It also
weakens the village's patriarchal order by breaking down the barriers between it and the
outside world, and by shifting power within the village to those with access to the
written word. The young and literate peasant was much better equipped than his father
to deal with the new agricultural technologies of the late nineteenth century; with the
accounting methods of the money system; with written contracts, land deeds and loan
agreements; and with the whole new world of administration — from the simple
recording of clock-time and dates, to the reading of official documents and the
formulation of village resolutions and petitions to the higher authorities — into which
they entered after 1861. The status of the young and literate peasant rose as the market
and bureaucracy filtered down to the village level and the peasant community relied
more upon leaders with the skills which this new society demanded.

The written word divided the village into two generational groups. The older and
illiterate generation feared and mistrusted too much education ('You

can't eat books') and tried to limit its corrosive effects on the traditional culture of the
village. They were worried by the urban-individualistic ways — the fashions and
haircuts, the growing disrespect for peasant elders, and the dangerous political ideas —
which the young picked up from their reading. As an inspector of church schools —
who was clearly sympathetic to these concerns — wrote in 1911:

The only thing observed [as a result of schooling] is a heightened interest in tasteless
and useless dandyism. In many areas, the normal peasant dress is being replaced by
urban styles, which cut deeply into the peasants' skimpy budget, hindering major
improvements to other, far more important sides of peasant life . .. Family ties, the very
foundation of the well-being of state and society, have been deeply shaken. Complaints
about insubordination to parents and elders are ubiquitous. Young men and adolescents
often verbally abuse their elders and even beat them; they file complaints in the courts
and remove from the home whatever [possessions] they can. It seems that parents have
lost all authority over their children.'?

On the other hand, the younger peasants — and with the explosion of the rural
population they were fast becoming the majority (65 per cent of the rural population
was aged under thirty by 1897)" — placed education at the top of their list of priorities.
It was the key to their social betterment. This cultural divide was to be a major feature
of the peasant revolution. One part of it was progressive and reforming: it sought to
bring the village closer to the influences of the modern urban world. But another part of
the peasant revolution was restorationist: it tried to defend the traditional village against
these very influences. We shall see how these two conflicting forces affected the life of



a single village when we turn to the story of Sergei Semenov and the revolution in
Andreevskoe.

Nevertheless, despite these modernizing forces, the basic structure of peasant politics
remained essentially patriarchal. Indeed the upholders of the patriarchal order had a
whole range of social controls with which to stem the tide of modernity. In every aspect
of the peasants' lives, from their material culture to their legal customs, there was a
relentless conformity. The peasants all wore the same basic clothes. Even their
hairstyles were the same — the men with their hair parted down the middle and cut
underneath a bowl, the women's hair plaited, until they were married, and then covered
with a scarf. The peasants in the traditional village were not supposed to assert their
individual identity, as the people of the city did, by a particular fashion of dress. They
had very little sense of privacy. All household members ate their meals from a common
pot and slept together in one room. Lack of private spaces, not to speak of

fertility rites, dictated that the sexual act was kept at least partly in the public domain. It
was still a common practice in some parts of Russia for a peasant bride to be deflowered
before the whole village; and if the groom proved impotent, his place could be taken by
an older man, or by the finger of the matchmaker. Modesty had very little place in the
peasant world. Toilets were in the open air. Peasant women were constantly baring their
breasts, either to inspect and fondle them or to nurse their babies, while peasant men
were quite unselfconscious about playing with their genitals. Urban doctors were
shocked by the peasant customs of spitting into a persons eye to get rid of sties, of
feeding children mouth to mouth, and of calming baby boys by sucking on their

penis.'*

The huts of the peasants, both in their external aspect and in their internal layout and
furnishings, conformed to the same rigid pattern that governed the rest of their lives.
Throughout Russia, in fact, there were only three basic types of peasant housing: the
northern izba, or log hut, with the living quarters and outbuildings all contained under
one roof around a quadrangle; the southern izba, with the outbuildings separate from the
living quarters; and the Ukrainian khata, again a separate building made of wood or
clay, but with a thatched roof. Every hut contained the same basic elements: a cooking
space, where the stove was located, upon which the peasants (despite the cockroaches)
liked to sleep; a 'red™ or 'holy' corner, where the icons were hung, guests were
entertained, and the family ate around a whitewashed table; and a sleeping area, where
in winter it was common to find goats, foals and calves bedded down in the straw
alongside the humans. The moist warmth and smell of the animals, the black fumes of
the kerosene lamps, and the pungent odour of the home-cured tobacco, which the
peasants smoked rolled up in newspaper, combined to create a unique, noxious
atmosphere. 'The doors are kept vigorously closed, windows are hermetically sealed and
the atmosphere cannot be described,' wrote an English Quaker from one Volga village.
'Its poisonous quality can only be realised by experience.! Given such unsanitary
conditions, it is hardly surprising that even as late as the 1900s one in four peasant
babies died before the age of one. Those who survived could expect to live in poor
health for an average of about thirty-five years."” Peasant life in Russia really was nasty,
brutish and short.



It was also cramped by strict conformity to the social mores of the village. Dissident
behaviour brought upon its perpetrators various punishments, such as village fines,
ostracism, or some sort of public humiliation. The most common form of humiliation
was 'rough music', or charivari, as it was known in

* The Russian word for red (krasnyi) is connected with the word for beautiful (krasivyr),
a fact of powerful symbolic significance for the revolutionary movement.

southern Europe, where the villagers made a rumpus outside the house of the guilty
person until he or she appeared and surrendered to the crowd, who would then subject
him or her to public shame or even violent punishment. Adulterous wives and horse-
thieves suffered the most brutal punishments. It was not uncommon for cheating wives
to be stripped naked and beaten by their husbands, or tied to the end of a wagon and
dragged naked through the village. Horse-thieves could be castrated, beaten, branded
with hot irons, or hacked to death with sickles. Other transgressors were known to have
had their eyes pulled out, nails hammered into their body, legs and arms cut off, or
stakes driven down their throat. A favourite punishment was to raise the victim on a
pulley with his feet and hands tied together and to drop him so that the vertebrae in his
back were broken; this was repeated several times until he was reduced to a spineless
sack. In another form of torture the naked victim was wrapped in a wet sack, a pillow
was tied around his torso, and his stomach beaten with hammers, logs and stones, so
that his internal organs were crushed without leaving any external marks on his body.'®

It is difficult to say where this barbarism came from — whether it was the culture of the
Russian peasants, or the harsh environment in which they lived. During the revolution
and civil war the peasantry developed even more gruesome forms of killing and torture.
They mutilated the bodies of their victims, cut off their heads and disgorged their
internal organs. Revolution and civil war are extreme situations, and there is no
guarantee that anyone else, regardless of their nationality, would not act in a similar
fashion given the same circumstances. But it is surely right to ask, as Gorky did in his
famous essay 'On the Russian Peasantry' (1922), whether in fact the revolution had not
merely brought out, as he put it, 'the exceptional cruelty of the Russian people'? This
was a cruelty made by history. Long after serfdom had been abolished the land captains
exercised their right to flog the peasants for petty crimes. Liberals rightly warned about
the psychological effects of this brutality. One physician, addressing the Kazan Medical
Society in 1895, said that it 'not only debases but even hardens and brutalizes human
nature'. Chekhov, who was also a practising physician, denounced corporal punishment,
adding that 'it coarsens and brutalizes not only the offenders but also those who execute
the punishments and those who are present at it'.'” The violence and cruelty which the
old regime inflicted on the peasant was transformed into a peasant violence which not
only disfigured daily village life, but which also rebounded against the regime in the
terrible violence of the revolution.

If the Russian village was a violent place, the peasant household was even worse. For
centuries the peasants had claimed the right to beat their wives. Russian peasant
proverbs were full of advice on the wisdom of such beatings:



'Hit your wife with the butt of the axe, get down and see if she's breathing. If she is,
she's shamming and wants some more.'

"The more you beat the old woman, the tastier the soup will be.'
'Beat your wife like a fur coat, then there'll be less noise.'

A wife is nice twice: when she's brought into the house [as a bride] and when she's
carried out of it to her grave.'

Popular proverbs also put a high value on the beating of men: 'For a man that has been
beaten you have to offer two unbeaten ones, and even then you may not clinch the
bargain.' There were even peasant sayings to suggest that a good life was not complete
without violence: 'Oh, it's a jolly life, only there's no one to beat.' Fighting was a
favourite pastime of the peasants. At Christmas, Epiphany and Shrovetide there were
huge and often fatal fist-fights between different sections of the village, sometimes even
between villages, the women and children included, accompanied by heavy bouts of
drinking. Petty village disputes frequently ended in fights. 'Just because of a broken
earthenware pot, worth about 12 kopecks,' Gorky wrote from his time at Krasnovidovo,
'three families fought with sticks, an old woman's arm got broken and a young boy had
his skull cracked. Quarrels like this happened every week."® This was a culture in which
life was cheap and, however one explains the origins of this violence, it was to play a
major part in the revolution.

Many people explained the violence of the peasant world by the weakness of the legal
order and the general lawlessness of the state. The Emancipation had liberated the serfs
from the judicial tyranny of their landlords but it had not incorporated them in the world
ruled by law, which included the rest of society. Excluded from the written law
administered through the civil courts, the newly liberated peasants were kept in a sort of
legal apartheid after 1861. The tsarist regime looked upon them as a cross between
savages and children, and subjected them to magistrates appointed from the gentry.
Their legal rights were confined to the peasant-class courts, which operated on the basis
of local custom. The peasants were deprived of many civil rights taken for granted by
the members of other social estates. Until 1906, they did not have the right to own their
allotments. Legal restrictions severely limited their mobility. Peasants could not leave
the village commune without paying off their share of the collective tax burden or of the
redemption payments on the land gained from the nobles during the Emancipation. For
a household to separate from the commune, a complex bureaucratic procedure was
necessary, requiring the consent of at least two-thirds of the village assembly, and this
was difficult to

obtain.* Even a peasant wanting to leave the village for a few weeks on migrant labour
could not do so without first obtaining an internal passport from the commune's elders
(who were usually opposed to such migration on the grounds that it weakened the
patriarchal household and increased the tax burden on the rest of the village). Statistics
show that the issuing of passports was heavily restricted, despite the demands of
industrialization and commercial agriculture for such migrant labour.” The peasants
remained tied to the land and, although serfdom had been abolished, it enjoyed a



vigorous afterlife in the regulation of the peasant. Deprived of the consciousness and the
legal rights of citizenship, it is hardly surprising that the peasants respected neither the
state's law nor its authority when its coercive power over them was removed in 1905
and again in 1917.

* % * It is mistaken to suppose, as so many historians do, that the Russian peasantry had
no moral order or ideology at all to substitute for the tsarist state. Richard Pipes, for
example, in his recent history of the revolution, portrays the peasants as primitive and
ignorant people who could only play a destructive role in the revolution and who were
therefore ripe for manipulation by the Bolsheviks. Yet, as we shall see, during 1917—
18 the peasants proved themselves quite capable of restructuring the whole of rural
society, from the system of land relations and local trade to education and justice, and in
so doing they often revealed a remarkable political sophistication, which did not well up
from a moral vacuum. The ideals of the peasant revolution had their roots in a long
tradition of peasant dreaming and Utopian philosophy. Through peasant proverbs,
myths, tales, songs and customary law, a distinctive ideology emerges which expressed
itself in the peasants' actions throughout the revolutionary years from 1902 to 1921.
That ideology had been shaped by centuries of opposition to the tsarist state. As Herzen
put it, for hundreds of years the peasant's 'whole life has been one long, dumb, passive
opposition to the existing order of things: he has endured oppression, he has groaned
under it; but he has never accepted anything that goes on outside the life of the
commune'.”’ It was in this cultural confrontation, in the way that the peasant looked at
the world outside his village, that the revolution had its roots.

Let us look more closely at this peasant world-view as expressed in customary law.
Contrary to the view of some historians, peasant customary law

* Even in communes with hereditary tenure (mainly in the north-west and the Ukraine)
it was hardly easier. There the household wishing to separate had either to pay off its
share of the communal tax debt in full (a near-impossible task for the vast majority of
the peasants) or find another household willing to take over the tax burden in return for
its land allotment. Since the taxes usually exceeded the cost of rented land outside the
commune, it was difficult to find a household willing to do this.
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1 St Petersburg illuminated for the Romanov tercentenary in 1913. This electric display
of state power was the biggest light show in tsarist history.



2 The imperial family rides from the Winter Palace to the Kazan Cathedral for the
opening ceremony of the tercentenary.

3 Nicholas Il rides in public view for the first time since the 1905 Revolution.




5 Guards officers greeting the imperial family at the Kazan Cathedral. Note the icons,
the religious banners, and the crosses of the onlookers.




6 Townspeople and peasants come to see the Tsar in Kostroma during the tercentenary
provincial tour.

7 The court ball of 1903 was a landmark in the cult of ancient Muscovy. Each guest
dressed in the seventeenth-century costume of his twentieth-century rank. The Tsar and
Tsarina are standing in the centre of the front row.




8 The Temple of Christ's Resurrection on the Catherine Canal - a hideous example of
the last tsars' efforts to 'Muscovitize' St Petersburg.
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9 Trubetskoi's bronze statue of Alexander III on Znamenskaia Square in St Petersburg.
The workers called it 'the hippopotamus'.

10 The Moscow statue of Alexander III - with its back to the Cathedral of Christ the
Saviour - at its opening ceremony in 1913.




11 The imperial family (right to left): Olga, Tatyana, Nicholas, Alexandra, Maria,
Alexis and Anastasia.

12 Rasputin with his admirers. Anna Vyrubova, the closest friend of both Rasputin and
the Empress, is standing fifth from left.



13 The Tsarevich Alexis with his playmate and protector, the sailor Derevenko. After
the February Revolution Derevenko joined the Bolsheviks.

contained a fairly comprehensive set of moral concepts. True, these were not always
applied uniformly. The peasant-class courts often functioned in a random manner,
deciding cases on the basis of the litigants' reputations and connections, or on the basis
of which side was prepared to bribe the elected judges with the most vodka. Yet, amidst
all this chaos, there could be discerned some pragmatic concepts of justice, arising from



the peasants' daily lives, which had crystallized into more-or-less universal legal norms,
albeit with minor regional variations.

Three legal ideas, in particular, shaped the peasant revolutionary mind. The first was the
concept of family ownership. The assets of the peasant household (the livestock, the
tools, the crops, the buildings and their contents, but not the land beneath them) were
regarded as the common property of the family.* Every member of the household was
deemed to have an equal right to use these assets, including those not yet born. The
patriarch of the household, the bol'shak, it is true, had an authoritarian influence over
the running of the farm and the disposal of its assets. But customary law made it clear
that he was expected to act with the consent of the other adult members of the family
and that, on his death, he could not bequeath any part of the household property, which
was to remain in the common ownership of the family under a new bol'shak (usually the
eldest son). If the bol'shak mismanaged the family farm, or was too often drunk and
violent, the commune could replace him under customary law with another household
member. The only way the family property could be divided was through the partition
of an extended household into smaller units, according to the methods set out by local
customary law. In all regions of Russia this stipulated that the property was to be
divided on an equal basis between all the adult males, with provision being made for the
elderly and unmarried women.”' The principles of family ownership and egalitarian
partition were deeply ingrained in Russian peasant culture. This helps to explain the
failure of the Stolypin land reforms (1906—17), which, as part of their programme to
create a stratum of well-to-do capitalist farmers, attempted to convert the family
property of the peasant household into the private property of the bol'shak, thus
enabling him to bequeath it to one or more of his sons.f The peasant revolution of 1917
made a clean sweep of these reforms, returning to the traditional legal principles of
family ownership.

The peasant family farm was organized and defined according to the

* The one major exception was the peasant wife's dowry and other personal effects (e.g.
clothing and domestic utensils), which were regarded as her private property and could
be passed on to her daughter.

f Whereas the partitioning of household property was entirely controlled by local
customary law, Stolypin's new laws of inheritance came under the Civil Code. Cases
concerning peasant inheritance of land were thus heard in the civil (i.e. non-peasant)
courts — the first major instance of the peasantry being integrated into the national legal
system.

labour principle, the second major peasant legal concept. Membership of the household
was defined by active participation in the life of the farm (or, as the peasants put it,
'eating from the common pot') rather than by blood or kinship ties. An outsider adopted
by the family who lived and worked on the farm was usually viewed as a full member
of the household with equal rights to those of the blood relatives, whereas a son of the
family who left the village to earn his living elsewhere eventually ceased to be seen as a
household member. This same attachment of rights to labour could be seen on the land
as well.* The peasants believed in a sacred link between land and labour. The land



belonged to no one but God, and could not be bought or sold. But every family had the
right to support itself from the land on the basis of its own labour, and the commune
was there to ensure its equal distribution between them.?” On this basis — that the land
should be in the hands of those who tilled it — the squires did not hold their land
rightfully and the hungry peasants were justified in their struggle to take it from them. A
constant battle was fought between the written law of the state, framed to defend the
property rights of the landowners, and the customary law of the peasants, used by them
to defend their own transgressions of those property rights. Under customary law, for
example, no one thought it wrong when a peasant stole wood from the landlord's forest,
since the landlord had more wood than he could personally use and, as the proverb said,
'God grew the forest for everyone.' The state categorized as 'crimes' a whole range of
activities which peasant custom did not: poaching and grazing livestock on the squire's
land; gathering mushrooms and berries from his forest; picking fruit from his orchards;
fishing in his ponds, and so on. Customary law was a tool which the peasants used to
subvert a legal order that in their view maintained the unjust domination of the
landowners and the biggest landowner of all: the state.f It is no coincidence that the
revolutionary land legislation of /977—18 based itself on the labour principles found in
customary law.

The subjective approach to the law — judging the merits of a case according to the
social and economic position of the parties concerned — was the third specific aspect of
the peasantry's legal thinking which had an affinity with the revolution. It was echoed in
the Bolshevik concept of 'revolutionary justice', the guiding principle of the People's
Courts of 1917—18, according to

* For example, under customary law a peasant found guilty of tilling another man's land
was always compensated for his labour, though the bulk of the harvest went to the land's
rightful holder. The peasants, in the words of one observer, 'looked on the right to own
the product of one's own labour on the land with an almost religious respect' and by
custom this had to be balanced against the formal right of land tenure (Efimenko,
Isshdovaniia, 2, 143).

t This was partly the reason why peasants had so few scruples about perjuring
themselves in court and, indeed, why they tended to sympathize with convicted
criminals. It was common for peasants to give away food to gangs of prisoners as they
passed through the villages on their way to Siberia.

which a man's social class was taken as the decisive factor in determining his guilt or
innocence. The peasants considered stealing from a rich man, especially by the poor, a
much less serious offence than stealing from a man who could barely feed himself and
his family.* In the peasants' view it was even justified, as we have seen, to kill someone
guilty of a serious offence against the community. And to murder a stranger from
outside the village was clearly not as bad as killing a fellow villager. Similarly, whereas
deceiving a neighbour was seen by the peasants as obviously immoral, cheating on a
landlord or a government official was not subject to any moral censure; such 'cunning'
was just one of the many everyday forms of passive resistance used by peasants to
subvert an unjust established order.”> Within the context of peasant society this
subjective approach was not without its own logic, since the peasants viewed justice in



terms of its direct practical effects on their own communities rather than in general or
abstract terms. But it could often result in the sort of muddled thinking that made people
call the peasants 'dark'. In The Criminal for example, Chekhov tells the true story of a
peasant who was brought to court for stealing a bolt from the railway tracks to use as a
weight on his fishing tackle. He fails to understand his guilt and in trying to justify
himself repeatedly talks of 'we' (the peasants of his village): 'Bah! Look how many
years we have been removing bolts, and God preserve us, and here you are talking about
a crash, people killed. We do not remove all of them — we always leave some. We do
not act without thinking. We do understand.'

Here, in this moral subjectivity, was the root of the peasant's instinctive anarchism. He
lived outside the realm of the states laws — and that is where he chose to stay.
Centuries of serfdom had bred within the peasant a profound mistrust of all authority
outside his own village. What he wanted was volia, the ancient peasant concept of
freedom and autonomy without restraints from the powers that be. 'For hundreds of
years', wrote Gorky, 'the Russian peasant has dreamt of a state with no right to influence
the will of the individual and his freedom of action, a state without power over man.'
That peasant dream was kept alive by subversive tales of Stenka Razin and Emelian
Pugachev, those peasant revolutionaries of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
whose mythical images continued as late as the 1900s to be seen by the peasants flying
as ravens across the Volga announcing the advent of Utopia. And there were equally
fabulous tales of a 'Kingdom of Opona', somewhere on the edge of the flat earth, where
the peasants lived happily, undisturbed by gentry or state. Groups of peasants even set
out on expeditions in the far north in the hope of finding this arcadia.**

* This was connected with the religious belief of the peasants that to be poor was to be
virtuous.

As the state attempted to extend its bureaucratic control into the countryside during the
late nineteenth century, the peasants sought to defend their autonomy by developing
ever more subtle forms of passive resistance to it. What they did, in effect, was to set up
a dual structure of administration in the villages: a formal one, with its face to the state,
which remained inactive and inefficient; and an informal one, with its face to the
peasants, which was quite the opposite. The village elders and tax collectors elected to
serve in the organs of state administration in the villages (obshchestva) and the volost
townships (upravy) were, in the words of one frustrated official, 'highly unreliable and
unsatisfactory', many of them having been deliberately chosen for their incompetence in
order to sabotage government work. There were even cases where the peasants elected
the village idiot as their elder.”> Meanwhile, the real centre of power remained in the
mir, in the old village assembly dominated by the patriarchs. The power of the tsarist
state never really penetrated the village, and this remained its fundamental weakness
until 1917, when the power of the state was removed altogether and the village gained
its volia.

The educated classes had always feared that a peasant volia would soon degenerate into
anarchic licence and violent revenge against figures of authority. Belinsky wrote in
1837: 'Our people understand freedom as volia, and volia for the people means to make
mischief. The liberated Russian nation will not head for the parliament but will run for



the tavern to drink liquor, smash glasses, and hang the nobility, whose only guilt is to
shave their beards and wear a frock-coat instead of a peasant tunic.”® The revolution
would, in all too many ways, fulfil Belinsky's prophecy.

ii The Quest to Banish the Past

As a young girl in the 1900s the writer Nina Berberova used to observe the peasants as
they came to consult her grandfather in his study on the family estate near Tver. '"They
were of two kinds,' she recalled, 'and it seemed to me that they were two completely
different breeds':

Some muzhiks [peasants] were demure, well bred, important-looking, with greasy hair,
fat paunches, and shiny faces. They were dressed in embroidered shirts and caftans of
fine cloth. These were the ones who were later called kulaks. They . . . felled trees for
new homes in the thick woods that only recently had been Grandfather's. They walked
in the church with collection trays and placed candles before the Saint-Mary-Appease-
My-Grief icon. But what kind of grief could they have? The Peasants' Credit Bank gave
them credit. In their houses, which I sometimes visited, there were

geraniums on the window sills and the smell of rich buns from the ovens. Their sons
grew into energetic and ambitious men, began new lives for themselves, and created a
new class in embryo for Russia.

The other muzhiks wore bast sandals, dressed in rags, bowed fawningly, never went
further than the doors, and had faces that had lost all human expression . .. They were
undersized, and often lay in ditches near the state-owned wine shop. Their children did
not grow because they were underfed. Their consumptive wives seemed always to be in
the final month of pregnancy, the infants were covered with weeping eczema, and in
their homes, which I also visited, broken windows were stopped up with rags, and
calves and hens were kept in the corners. There was a sour stench.”’

The differences between rich and poor peasants had been widely debated since the
1870s, when the whole issue of rural poverty and its causes had first come to the
shocked attention of the Russian public. To Marxists and many liberals it was axiomatic
that the peasantry should be divided into two separate classes — the one of
entrepreneurial farmers, the other of landless labourers — as capitalism took root in the
Russian countryside. But the Populists, who dreamt of a united peasantry leading Russia
directly towards socialism, denied this process was taking place at all. Each side
produced a library of statistics to prove or disprove that capitalism was leading to the
disintegration of the peasantry, and historians today still dispute their significance.

There were, it is true, growing inequalities between the richest and the poorest sections
of the peasantry. At one extreme there was a small but growing class of wealthy peasant
entrepreneurs; at the other an impoverished peasantry increasingly forced to abandon its
farms and join the army of migrant wage-labourers in agriculture, mining, transport and
industry. The young Lenin set out to prove in the 1890s that these two extremes were
the result of capitalist development. But this is not necessarily true.



The major differences in the living standards of the peasantry were in fact geographic.
Commercial farming had taken root in a circular band of regions around the periphery
of the old Muscovite centre of Russia during the nineteenth century. In parts of the
Baltic the Emancipation of the serfs in 1817 had enabled the local landowners, with
access to the Western grain markets, to turn their estates into capitalist farms worked by
wage-labourers. In the western Ukraine, too, the nobles had established huge sugar-beet
farms. Meanwhile, in the fertile regions of south Russia, the Kuban and the northern
Caucasus a wealthy stratum of mixed farmers had emerged from the peasants and the
Cossacks. The same was true in western Siberia, where the building of the Trans-
Siberian Railway had made it possible for the smallholders to grow rich producing
cereals and dairy products for the market. These regions accounted for the national rise
in

peasant living standards — reflected in their increased spending-power — which recent
historians have detected and used to refute the old historical orthodoxy that the peasants
were becoming increasingly impoverished before 1917.2* What was emerging, in fact,
was a growing divergence in the economic position of the peasantry between the new
and relatively affluent areas of commercial farming in the west, the south and the east,
on the one hand, and, on the other, the old and increasingly overpopulated central
agricultural zone, where the majority of the gentry's estates were located, and where
backward farming methods were unable to maintain all of the peasants on the land. It is
no coincidence that after 1917 the richer agricultural regions became strongholds of
counter-revolution, whereas the impoverished central zone remained loyal to the
revolution.

In the central agricultural zone of Russia there were few signs of commercialism and the
main inequalities in the living standards of the peasants were explained by local
differences in the quality of the soil or by historic legacies stretching back to the days of
serfdom. So, for example, villages made up of former state peasants (i.e. peasants
settled on state land) tended to be more land-rich than villages of former serfs. The
market economy was weak in these regions and most peasants were engaged in a natural
system of production. They sold a small amount of produce and perhaps some
handicrafts, the product of their winter labours, in order to pay off their taxes and buy a
few household goods, but otherwise their production was geared towards the basic food
requirements of the family. According to a zemstvo survey of the 1880s, two out of
three peasant households in the central Russian province of Tambov were unable to feed
themselves without getting into debt. 'In our village', recalled Semenov, 'only five or six
families managed to survive the whole year on their own. As for the rest, some got by
until the Mikhailov holiday [in early November], some until Christmas, and some until
Shrovetide, but then they had to borrow to buy grain.' It was the tragedy of millions of
peasants that constant debt and taxes forced them to sell off their grain in the autumn,
when supplies were plentiful and prices were low, only to buy it back in the hungry
spring, when prices were at their peak. Every volost township had its handful of usurers
and merchants — the peasants called them 'kulaks' — who bought up the peasants' grain
cheaply in the autumn and, six months later, sold it back to them at twice the price.
Theirs was a hard and cruel greed, the sort to be found, as one contemporary put it, in 'a
thoroughly uneducated man who has made his way from poverty to wealth and has
come to consider money-making, by whatever means, as the only pursuit to which a



rational being should devote himself." Whole villages were indebted to these 'kulaks',
and many were forced to sell part of their land to repay them. If this was 'capitalism', as
the Bolsheviks insisted, it was of a primitive kind.”

The number of 'capitalist' peasants (those employing permanent wage-

labour) was probably no more than I per cent.’® That more of them did not emerge had
much to do with the periodic redistribution of the communal allotment land; and with
the fact that the richest peasant farms, which also tended to have the most members,
customarily divided their property when the adult sons were married and ready to set up
new family households of their own.* In other words, the peasants failed to become
capitalists because they rarely held on to their property for more than a generation.

Nor did peasant poverty have much to do with the development of capitalism. The basic
problem in the central agricultural zone was that the peasantry's egalitarian customs
gave them little incentive to produce anything other than babies. The birth-rate in
Russia (at about fifty births for every 1,000 people every year) was nearly twice the
European average during the second half of the nineteenth century, and the highest rates
of all were in the areas of communal tenure where the holding of land was fixed
according to family size. The astronomical rise of the peasant population (from 50 to 79
million during 1861—1897) resulted in a growing shortage of land. By the turn of the
century 7 per cent of the peasant households had no land at all, while one in five had
only a tiny plot of less than one desyatina (2.7 acres). This may seem odd in a country
the size of Russia. But in central Russia, where most of the peasantry lived, the density
of the population was similar to that of Western Europe. The average peasant allotment,
at 2.6 desyatiny in 1900, was comparable in size to the typical smallholding in France or
Germany. But Russian peasant farming was much less intensive, with grain yields at
barely half the level reached in the rest of Europe. The light wooden scratch plough
used by the majority of Russian peasants with a single horse, or a pair of oxen, was
similar to the aratrum used in the Roman Empire and vastly inferior to the heavy iron
ploughs used in Western Europe with a four- or six-horse team. The small hand sickle
was still being used on most peasant farms in Russia on the eve of the First World War,
more than a half-century after it had been replaced by the scythe and the heavy reaping
hook in the West. Sowing, threshing and winnowing were all done by hand, long after
they had been mechanized elsewhere. The application of manure, let alone of chemical
fertilizers, was far behind European standards. And the

* So, for example, a study in Tula province found that 62 per cent of the peasant
households with four or more horses had partitioned their property between 1899 and
1911, compared with only 23 per cent of those with one horse (Shanin, Awkward Class,
83). Statisticians such as A. V Chayanov believed that the life-cycle of the peasant
household largely explained economic inequalities within the village. The newly
partitioned household, consisting of a married couple and one or two children, tended to
have only a small plot of land and very little livestock. But as the children grew up and
began to contribute as workers to the family economy, the household was able to
accumulate more land and livestock, until it partitioned itself. Chayanov argued that the
statistical surveys used by the Marxists to show the economic differentiation of the



peasantry were in fact no more than 'snapshots' of the peasant households at different
stages of this life-cycle.

advanced field rotations, root crops alternating with cereals, which had been introduced
into Western Europe during the agricultural revolution of the eighteenth century, were
still largely unknown in backward peasant Russia.’’

Under these circumstances, lacking the capital to modernize their farms, the only way
for the peasants to feed the growing number of mouths was to bring more land under the
plough. The easiest way to achieve this within the three-field system was by reducing
the size of the fallow land — and thousands of villages did just that. But the long-term
effect was only to make the situation worse, since the soil was exhausted by being
overworked, while livestock herds (the main source of fertilizer) were reduced because
of the shortage of fallow and other pasture lands. By the turn of the century one in three
peasant households did not even have a horse.* To cultivate their land they had to hire
horses or else attach themselves to the plough. There is no sadder symbol of the
crippling poverty in which millions of peasants were forced to live than the image of a
peasant and his son struggling to drag a plough through the mud.

The most tempting solution to the peasantry's hunger for land could be seen every day
from their villages — in the form of the squire's estate. 'Every single peasant', wrote
Prince Lvov, 'believed from the very bottom of his soul that one day, sooner or later, the
squire's land would belong to him.' One-third of the arable land in Russia was owned by
nobles in the 1870s. By 1905 this proportion had declined to 22 per cent, mainly as a
result of peasant communal purchases (the peasant share of landownership had
increased in these years from 58 per cent to 68 per cent). Moreover, by this time about
one-third of the gentry land was rented out to the peasantry. Yet this should not deceive
us into thinking, as so many right-wing historians have claimed, that there was no land
problem. Most of the peasants who rented land from the gentry did so under the
pressure of poverty rather than of wealth: with the rapid rise of the peasant population
they had come to depend on renting extra land to feed themselves and their families. For
this reason, they were often prepared to pay a much higher rent than the land was worth
in strictly economic terms. It was the readiness of the peasant family to work itself into
the ground in order to feed itself that fuelled the seven-fold increase in rental values, on
which the late-nineteenth-century gentry lived.*

There was a clear geographic pattern in peasant—gentry land relations which helps to
explain the distinctive distribution of agrarian violence during the revolution. The
peasant war against the squires, both in 1905 and 1917, was concentrated in an arc of
provinces around the southern edge of the central agricultural zone (from Samara and
Saratov in the south-east, through Tambov, Voronezh, Kursk, Kharkov, Chernigov,
Ekaterinoslav, Kherson and Poltava, as far as Kiev and Podolia in the south-west).
These were regions of peasant overpopulation and large-scale landownership by the
gentry. Land rents were high and



wages low. They were also regions where the fertile soil and the relatively long growing
season favoured the development of commercial farming in wheat, sugar-beet and other
crops suitable for mechanization. In other words, the peasants of these transitional
regions were caught in the worst of all possible worlds: between the old pre-capitalist
system of agriculture in the centre, and the emergent system of commercial farming at
the periphery. As long as the landowners continued to lease out their land to them, albeit
at exorbitant prices, then the peasants could just about survive. With the depression of
world agricultural prices between 1878 and 1896 most of the landowners had done just
that. But then cereal prices rose, freight transportation became cheaper, and, encouraged
by the prospect of high profits, many landowners returned to their estates to transform
them into commercial farms. Between 1900 and 1914 the amount of arable farmed by
the landowning gentry in Russia increased by almost a third, and in these transitional
regions the increase was considerably more. In Poltava province, for example, which
saw the first wave of real peasant violence in 1902, the amount of land farmed by the
squires almost doubled in these years. Land previously leased out to the peasants — and
upon which the peasants had relied in order to feed their families — was withdrawn
from them, or else rented under even more exploitative conditions. These often involved
a switch from money rent to rental payments by labour on the squire's estate (otrabotka)
which the peasants saw as a new type of serfdom. Moreover, many of these large-scale
commercial farms were mechanized with the introduction of harvesters and threshing
machines so that the need for peasant labour — and thus the wage level — was further
reduced. Many peasant families dependent on seasonal labour were forced off the land
altogether.**

During the last decades of the old regime millions of peasants were gradually driven off
the land by poverty or by some other misfortune, such as a fire or the death of an adult
worker, which to the poor family, up to its neck in debt, was enough to make all the
difference between survival and catastrophe. Drink was also a growing cause of peasant
debt and ruination. Semenov described a whole class of heavy drinkers in Andreevskoe:
"The adults were always thin and looked down and out; the children were rickety, with
swollen necks from scrofula, big frightened eyes in pale anaemic faces, and inflated
bellies on spindly legs."””

Some of these poor peasants managed to scrape a living through local trades, such as
weaving, carpentry, pottery, shoe-making, timber-felling and carting, although many of
these handicrafts were being squeezed out by factory competition. Others migrated to
Siberia, where land was made available to the colonists. Over a million peasants,
especially from the Ukraine, made this trek during the decade following the famine of
1891. But the vast majority joined the army of migrant labourers who every spring
made their way along the

country's muddy roads by foot or in carts, sailed down its swollen rivers in home-made
rowing-boats or stowed away on steamers, and travelled across Russia by rail in
unheated carriages or clinging to the roofs of trains. This nomadic host, some nine
million strong by the turn of the century,*® headed for the Easter holiday markets where
men were hired for ploughing on the large commercial estates. Later in the summer they
were followed by reinforcements for the harvest. And then they dispersed throughout



Russia in search of winter work on the railways, in dockyards, mines, construction sites,
workshops and factories, only to repeat the whole cycle the following spring.

Every year, in body and spirit, these peasant migrants were taken further away from
their villages and drawn into the new world of Russia's industrial revolution. In the last
half-century of the old regime the Empire's urban population quadrupled, from 7 to 28
million. Most of the increase was accounted for by peasants flooding into the cities in
search of work. First came the young peasant men, many of them no more than boys,
followed by the married men, then unmarried girls, and finally married women and
children. By 1914 three out of four people living in St Petersburg were registered as
peasants by birth, compared with less than one-third fifty years before. Half the city's
population of 2.2 million people had arrived in the previous twenty years.’ The effect
of this massive peasant in-migration was even more pronounced in Moscow. The
crowds of peasants in the streets, the numerous outdoor markets (there was even one on
Red Square), the unpaved streets, the wooden housing, and the livestock that roamed
freely around the workers' quarters, gave large sections of the city a rural feel. Moscow
is still nicknamed the 'Big Village'.

* * * Semen Kanatchikov (1879—1940) was just one of the millions of peasants to
make this transition from the village to the city during the industrial boom of the 1890s.
Many years later, as a minor grandee in the Bolshevik government, he recalled the
experience in his memoirs. He was born to a poor peasant family in the village of
Gusevo in the Volokolamsk district of Moscow province. His father had been born a
serf and, although he had tried to improve his lot by renting land, dabbling in trade and
teaching himself to read, he had lived on the margins of poverty like most of the
peasants in his district. Every winter he left the village to work as a labourer in the city,
leaving his sick and feeble wife, who had lost all but four of her eighteen children, to
run the farm on her own. Years of disappointment had turned him into a heavy drinker,
and when he was drunk he would beat his wife and children. And yet, like many
Russians, he mixed heavy drinking with a deep fear of God; and wanted nothing more
than for his son to become a 'good peasant'. The young Kanatchikov found life
unbearable. After his mother's premature death, for which he blamed his father, he
resolved to run away. 'l wanted to rid myself of the monotony of village life

as quickly as possible,' he later wrote, 'to free myself from my father's despotism and
tutelage, to begin to live a self-reliant and independent life.”® It was not long before
poverty forced his father to give in to his requests. At the age of sixteen Kanatchikov
finally left for Moscow, where his father had arranged for him to work as an apprentice
in the Gustav List metal factory. There, like thousands of other peasant immigrants, he
would begin to redefine himself both as a worker and as a 'comrade’ in the revolutionary
movement.

Kanatchikov's motives for wanting to leave the village were typical of his generation.
The dull routines of peasant life and the isolation of the village were a heavy burden for
young men like him. It became even more difficult once they had learned to read, for
the stories of city life in newspapers and pamphlets could only strengthen their
awareness of these restrictions. Virtually any employment in the city seemed exciting
and desirable compared with the hardships of peasant life. All the healthy and able



young men ran away from our village to Moscow and took whatever jobs they could
find,' recalled Semenov. 'We eagerly awaited the time when we would be old enough to
find something in Moscow and could leave our native village.' Andreevskoe, Semenov's
village, was, like Gusevo, close to Moscow, and the city was a magnet for the young
peasants. 'The proximity of our village to Moscow', Semenov wrote to a friend in 1888,
'has made our peasants sick of the land. The desire for a social life, for fashionable
dress, for drinking, for the pursuit of an easier life — all this weighs very heavily on
them. They do not care any longer for farming. Everyone is trying as hard as he can to
liberate himself from it and find an easier means of existence."”

The desire for social betterment was very often synonymous with the desire to leave the
village and find a job outside agriculture. Becoming a clerk or a shop assistant was seen
by the younger peasants as a move up in the world. For young peasant women, in
particular, who found themselves at the bottom of the patriarchal pile, working as a
domestic servant in the city (which is what most of them did) offered them a better and
more independent life. Many social commentators noted such aspirations. A study of
rural schoolchildren in the 1900s, for example, found that nearly half of them wanted to
pursue an 'educated profession' in the city, whereas less than 2 per cent wanted to follow
in the footsteps of their peasant parents. 'l want to be a shop assistant', remarked one
village schoolboy, 'because I do not like to walk in the mud. I want to be like those
people who are cleanly dressed and work as shop assistants."’ Parents and educators
became alarmed that many peasant boys, in particular, once they learned how to read
and write, refused to do agricultural work and tried to distinguish themselves from the
rest of the village by swaggering around in raffish city clothes.

If social ambition was often the primary motive of those peasants who

went to the towns, more commonly, as in Kanatchikov s case, it was an unexpected
consequence of a move enforced by poverty. But either way the experience of the city
transformed the way most peasants thought — of the world, of themselves, and of the
village life they had left behind. On the whole, it had the effect of making them think in
secular, more rational and more humanistic terms, which brought them closer to the
socialist intelligentsia, and to reject and even despise village culture, with its
superstitions and its dark and backward ways. That was the Russia of 'icons and
cockroaches', to cite Trotsky's phrase, whereas the city, and (for many of them) the
urban culture of the revolutionary movement, stood for progress, enlightenment and
human liberation. The rank and file of the Bolshevik Party were recruited from
peasants, like Kanatchikov. The mistrust and indeed contempt which they were to show
for the peasantry, once in power, can be explained by this social fact. For they
associated the dismal peasant world with their own unhappy past, and it was a vital
impulse of their own emerging personal and class identity, as well as of their
commitment to the revolution, that this world should be abolished.

Kanatchikov's father had arranged an apprenticeship for him at the Gustav List factory
through a neighbour from Gusevo who had gone to work there several years before.
Most immigrants relied on such contacts to get themselves settled in the city. The
peasants of one village or region would form an association (either an artel' or a
zemliachestvo) to secure factory jobs and living quarters for their countrymen. Whole



factories and areas of the city were 'colonized' by the peasants of one locality or another,
especially if they all shared some valuable regional craft, and it was not unusual for
employers to use such organizations to recruit workers. The industrial suburb of
Sormovo near Nizhnyi Novgorod, for example, where one of the country's largest
engineering works was located, recruited all its workers from a handful of surrounding
villages, where metal-working was an established handicraft. Through such associations
the peasant immigrants were able to maintain ties with their native villages. Most of
them supplemented their factory incomes by holding on to their land allotment in the
commune and returning to their village in the summer to help their families with the
harvest. The factories suffered much disruption at harvest time.* Other peasants
regularly sent home money to their families. In this way they were able to keep one foot
in the village, whilst their economic position in

* According to a survey of 1881, over 90 per cent of the workforce in textiles and 71
per cent of all industrial workers returned to their villages during the summer. The
proportion declined towards the turn of the century as the urban workforce became
more settled. Factories adapted to the situation by stopping work during the agricultural
season, or by moving to the countryside. The government encouraged the latter, fearing
the build-up of an urban working class. Only 40 per cent of the Empire's industrial
workers lived in the cities at the turn of the century.

the city was still insecure. Indeed in some industrial regions, such as the Urals and the
mining areas of the south, it was common for the workers to live in their villages, where
their families kept a vegetable plot, and commute to the factories and mines.

Many of these immigrants continued to see themselves as essentially peasants, and
looked on industrial work as a means of 'raiding' the cash economy to support their
family farms. They maintained their peasant appearance — wearing their traditional
home-made cotton-print blouses rather than manufactured ones, having their hair cut
'under a bowl' rather than in the new urban styles, and refusing to shave off their beards.
'They lived in crowded, dirty conditions and behaved stingily, denying themselves
everything in order to accumulate more money for the village," Kanatchikov recalled.
'On holidays they attended mass and visited their countrymen, and their conversations
were mostly about grain, land, the harvest and livestock." When they had saved up
enough money they would go back to their village and buy up a small piece of land.
Others, however, like Kanatchikov, preferred to see their future as urban workers. They
regarded tl}?ir land in the village as a temporary fall-back whilst they set themselves up
in the city.

It was through an artel' of fifteen immigrant workers that Kanatchikov found a 'corner'
of a room in a 'large, smelly house inhabited by all kinds of poor folk'. The fifteen men
who shared the room bought food and paid for a cook collectively. Every day at noon
they hurried home from the factory to eat cabbage soup — just as the peasants did,
'from a common bowl with wooden spoons'. Kanatchikov slept in a small cot with
another apprentice. His windowless 'corner' was dirty and full of 'bed bugs and fleas and
the stench of "humanity" '. But in fact he was lucky to be in a private room at all. Many
workers had to make do with a narrow plank-bed in the factory barracks, where
hundreds of men, women and children slept together in rows, with nothing but their



own dirty clothes for bedding. In these barracks, which Gorky compared with the
'dwellings of a prehistoric people', there were neither washing nor cooking facilities, so
the workers had to visit the bath-house and eat in canteens. There were whole families
living in such conditions. They tried as best they could to get a little privacy by hanging
a curtain around their plank-beds. Others, even less fortunate, were forced to live in the
flophouse or eat and sleep by the sides of their machines. Such was the demand for
accommodation that workers thought nothing of spending half their income on rent.
Landlords divided rooms, hallways, cellars and kitchens to maximize their profits.
Speculative developers rushed to build high tenements, which in turn were quickly sub-
divided. Sixteen people lived in the average apartment in St Petersburg, six in every
room, according to a survey of 1904. In the workers' districts the figures were higher.
The city council could have relieved the housing crisis by building suburbs and

developing cheap transportation, but pressure from the landlords in the centre blocked
all such plans.*

Like most of Russia's industrial cities, St Petersburg had developed without any proper
planning. Factories had been built in the central residential districts and allowed to
discharge their industrial waste into rivers and canals. The domestic water supply was a
breeding ground for typhus and cholera, as the Tsar's own daughter, the Grand Duchess
Tatyana Nikolaevna, discovered to her cost when she contracted it during the
tercentenary celebrations in the capital. The death rate in this City of Tsars was the
highest of any European capital, including Constantinople, with a cholera epidemic on
average once in every three years. In the workers' districts fewer than one in three
apartments had a toilet or running water. Excrement piled high in the back yards until
wooden carts came to collect it at night. Water was fetched in buckets from street
pumps and wells and had to be boiled before it was safe to drink. Throughout the city
— on house-fronts, inside tramcars, and in hundreds of public places — there were
placards in bold red letters warning people not to drink the water, though thirsty
workers, and especially those who had recently arrived from the countryside, paid very
little attention to them. Nothing of any real consequence was done to improve the city's
water and sewage systems, which remained a national scandal even after 30,000
residents had been struck down by cholera in 1908—9. There was a good deal of talk
about building a pipeline to Lake Lagoda, but the project remained on the drawing
board until 1917.*

From his first day at the factory the young Kanatchikov was acutely conscious of his
awkward and rustic appearance: 'The skilled workers looked down on me with scorn,
pinched me by the ear, pulled me by the hair, called me a "green country bumpkin" and
other insulting names.' These labour aristocrats became a model for Kanatchikov as he
sought to assimilate himself into this new working-class culture. He envied their
fashionable dress, with their trouser cuffs left out over their shiny leather boots, their
white 'fantasia' shirts tucked into their trousers, and their collars fastened with lace.
They smelt of soap and eau de Cologne, cut their hair 'in the Polish style' (i.e. with a
parting down one side rather than in the middle as the peasants wore their hair), and on
Sundays dressed in suits and bowler hats. The pride which they took in their physical
appearance seemed to convey 'their consciousness of their own worth'; and it was
precisely this sense of dignity that Kanatchikov set out to achieve.**



But for the moment, he found himself at the bottom of the factory hierarchy, an
unskilled worker, labouring for six days every week, from 6 a.m. to 7p.m., for a measly
wage of 1.5 roubles a week. Russia's late-flowering industrial revolution depended on
cheap labourers from the countryside like Kanatchikov. This was its principal advantage
over the older industrial powers, in which organized labour had won better pay and
working conditions. As

Count Witte put it in 1900, the Russian worker, 'raised in the frugal habits of rural life',
was 'much more easily satisfied' than his counterpart in Europe or North America, so
that 'low wages appeared as a fortunate gift to Russian enterprise'. Indeed, as the
factories became more mechanized, employers were able to exploit the even cheaper
labour of women and children. By 1914 women represented 33 per cent of the industrial
workforce in Russia, compared to 20 per cent in 1885, and in certain sectors, such as
textiles and food processing, women workers were in the majority. The factory took a
heavy toll on their health, additionally burdened, as so many of them were, with
bawling babies and alcoholic husbands. 'One cannot help but note the premature
decrepitude of the factory women,' a senior doctor wrote in 1913. 'A woman worker of
fifty sees and hears poorly, her head trembles, her shoulders are sharply hunched over.
She looks about seventy. It is obvious that only dire need keeps her at the factory,
forcing her to work beyond her strength. While in the West, elderly workers have
pensions, our women workers can expect nothing better than to live out their last days
as lavatory attendants."

The tsarist government was reluctant to better the lot of the workers through factory
legislation. This was one of its biggest mistakes, for the buildup of a large and
discontented working class in the cities was to be one of the principal causes of its
downfall. Part of the problem was that influential reactionaries, like Pobedonostsev, the
Procurator-General of the Holy Synod and close adviser to the last two tsars, refused to
recognize the labour question' at all, since in their view Russia was still (and should
remain) an agrarian society. In other words the workers should be treated as no more
than peasants. Others feared that passing such reforms would only raise the workers'
expectations. But the main concern was that so much of Russian industry remained in
the hands of foreign owners,* and, if their labour costs were to rise, they might take
their capital elsewhere. The gains made by British workers in the 1840s, and by German
workers in the 1880s, remained out of reach of Russian workers at the turn of the
century. The two most important factory laws — one in 1885 prohibiting the night-time
employment of women and children, and the other in 1897 restricting the working day
to eleven and a half hours — had to be wrenched from the government, after major
strikes. But even these reforms left major loopholes. The small artisanal trades and
sweatshops, which probably employed the majority of the country's workers, were
excluded from all such protective legislation. The inspectorates, charged with ensuring
that the factories complied with the regulations, lacked effective powers, and employers
ignored them with impunity. Working areas were filled with noxious fumes and left

* The percentage of foreign shareholding in joint-stock companies rose from 25 per cent
in 1890 to about 40 per cent on the eve of the First World War.



unventilated. Shopfloors were crammed with dangerous machinery, so that accidents
occurred frequently. Yet most workers were denied a legal right to insurance and, if
they lost an eye or a limb, could expect no more than a few roubles' compensation.

'The factory owner is an absolute sovereign and legislator whom no laws constrain,’'
declared Professor Yanzhul, a leading proponent of factory regulation during the 1880s.
Indeed, by hiring workers on private contracts, employers could bypass most of the
government's labour legislation. All sorts of clauses were inserted into workers'
contracts, depriving them of legal rights. Long after such fines had been outlawed,
many workers continued to have their pay docked for low productivity, breakages and
petty infringements of the factory rules (sometimes amounting to no more than going to
the toilet during working hours). Some employers had their workers degradingly
searched for stolen goods whenever they left the factory gates, while others had them
flogged for misdemeanours. Others forbade their workers to wear hats, or to turn up for
work in their best clothes, as a way of teaching them their proper place. This sort of 'serf
regime' was bitterly resented by the workers as an affront to their personal dignity. 'We
are not even recognized as people,' one complained, 'but we are considered as things
which can be thrown out at any moment.' Another lamented that 'outside Russia even
horses get to rest. But our workers' existence is worse than a horse's."*® As they
developed their own sense of self-worth, these workers demanded more respectful
treatment by their employers. They wanted them to call them by the polite 'you' (vyi)
instead of the familiar one (#yi), which they associated with the old serf regime. They
wanted to be treated as 'citizens'. It was often this issue of respectful treatment, rather
than the bread-and-butter question of wages, which fuelled workers' strikes and
demonstrations.

Historians have searched exhaustively for the roots of this labour militancy. The size of
the factories, the levels of skill and literacy, the movement of wages and prices, the
number of years spent living in the city, and the influence of the revolutionary
intelligentsia — all these factors have been examined in microscopic detail in countless
monographs, each hoping to discover the crucial mix that explained the take-off of the
'workers' revolution'. The main argument among historians concerns the effects of
urbanization. Some have argued that it was the most urbanized workers, those with the
highest levels of skill and literacy, who became the foot soldiers of the revolution.*” But
others have argued that the recent immigrants — those who had been 'snatched from the
plough and hurled straight into the factory furnace', as Trotsky once put it — tended to
be the most violent, often adapting the spontaneous forms of rebellion associated with
the countryside (buntarstvo) to the new and hostile industrial environment in which they
found themselves.*®

Now there is no doubt that the peasant immigrants added a volatile and often belligerent
element to the urban working class. Labour unrest during the early decades of
industrialization tended to take the form of spontaneous outbreaks of violence, such as
riots, pogroms, looting and machine-breaking, the sort of actions one might expect from
an uprooted but disorganized peasant mass struggling to adapt to the new world of the
city and the discipline of the factory. Some of these 'pre-industrial' forms of violence
became permanent features of the landscape of labour unrest. A good example is the
common workers' practice during strikes and demonstrations of 'carting out' their



factory boss or foreman in a wheelbarrow and dumping him in a cesspool or a canal.
Nevertheless, it is going too far to suggest that such 'primitive' forms of industrial
protest, or the raw recruits behind them, were the crucial factor in the rise of labour
militancy.*’ During the 1890s strikes became the principal form of industrial protest and
they required the sort of disciplined organization that only the most urbanized workers,
with their higher levels of skills and literacy, could provide. In this context, the peasant
immigrants were unlikely to play a leading role. Indeed, they were often reluctant to
join strikes at all. With a piece of land in the village, to which they could return when
times got hard, they had less inclination to take the risks which a strike entailed,
compared with those workers who had broken their ties with the village and depended
exclusively on their factory wage. The latter stood at the forefront of the labour
movement.

Here Russia stood in stark contrast to Europe, where the most skilled and literate
workers tended to be the least revolutionary and were being integrated into the wider
democratic movement. There were few signs of such a moderate 'labour aristocracy'
emerging in Russia. The print workers, with their high rates of pay and their close ties
with the intelligentsia, were the most likely candidates for such a role. Yet even they
stood firmly behind the Marxist and Social Revolutionary parties. Had they been able to
develop their own legal trade unions, then these workers might have made enough gains
from the status quo not to demand its overthrow. They might then have gone down the
path of moderate reform taken by the European labour movements. But the Russian
political situation naturally pushed them towards extremes. Unable to develop their own
independent organizations, they were forced to rely upon the leadership of the
revolutionary underground. To a large extent, then, the workers' revolutionary
movement was created by the tsarist regime.

Militancy is nothing if not a set of attitudes and emotions. And as Kanatchikov's story
illustrates, the roots of the workers' militancy were essentially psychological. His
personality changed as he adapted himself to the lifestyle of the city and acquired new
skills. Mastering the precision techniques of the pattern-makers, the elite machine-
construction workers who drafted and moulded the metal parts, gave him confidence in
his own powers. It also paid him more

money, which gave him a greater sense of his own worth. Learning to read and talking
to the other workers exposed him to the secular modes of thought and new 'scientific'
theories, such as Darwinism and Marxism, which weakened his belief in religion. In
other ways, too, the young Kanatchikov was struggling to break free from the influence
of the village. He was repelled by the 'hooliganism' of his co-inhabitants in the artel', by
their heavy drinking, their fighting and their rough peasant manners. He moved into a
room on his own, swore a solemn oath never to drink anything stronger than tea, and set
out on a rigorous course of self-improvement to wipe out all traces of his humble
peasant roots. He sought to make a new image for himself, to emulate 'those young
urban metalworkers', as he put it, 'who earned an independent living and didn't ruin
themselves with vodka'. He saved up to get his hair cut in the Polish style and to buy a
stylish jacket with mother-of-pearl buttons, and a cap with a velvet band, such as the
labour aristocrats wore. He bought a suit, with a watch for the waistcoat pocket, a straw
hat and a pair of fancy shoes, for Sundays. For fifteen kopecks, he even bought a Self-



Teacher of Dance and Good Manners, which warned him not to wipe his nose with his
napkin and told him how to eat such delicacies as artichoke and asparagus, although, as
he later admitted, he 'did not even know if these things belonged to the animal,
vegetable, or mineral world'.”

Self-improvement was a natural enough aspiration among skilled workers, like
Kanatchikov, who were anxious to rise above their peasant origins and attain the status
in society which their growing sense of dignity made them feel they deserved. Many
harboured dreams of marrying into the petty-bourgeoisie and of setting themselves up in
a small shop or business. They read the boulevard dailies, such as the Petersburg Sheet
(Peterburgskii listok), which espoused the Victorian ideals of self-help, guided its
readers in questions of good taste and decorum, and entertained them with sensational
stories about the glamorous and the rich.

It was only to be expected that this search for respectability should be accompanied by a
certain priggishness on the part of the labour elite, a fussy concern to set themselves
apart from the 'dark' mass of the peasant-workers by conducting themselves in a sober
and 'cultured' way.* But among those peasant-workers, like Kanatchikov, who would
later join the Bolsheviks, this prudishness was often reflected in an extreme form. Their
sobriety became a militant puritanism, as if by their prim and ascetic manners, by their
tea-drinking and self-discipline, they could banish their peasant past completely. 'We
were of the

* Here lay the roots of that peculiar Russian concept of kul'turnost', the state of having
good manners, rather than being well educated, as in the Western concept of the term
'cultured', from which it is derived. This etymological twist could only have happened
in a country like Russia, which was struggling to rid itself of its peasant past and attain
the external trappings, if not the deeper moral sensibilities, of Western civilization.

opinion that no conscious Socialist should ever drink vodka,' recalled one such
Bolshevik. "We even condemned smoking. We propagated morality in the strictest sense
of the word." It was for this reason that so many rank-and-file Bolsheviks abstained from
romantic attachments, although in Kanatchikov's case this may have had more to do
with his own dismal failure with women. The worker-revolutionaries, he later admitted,
'developed a negative attitude toward the family, toward marriage, and even toward
women'. They saw themselves as 'doomed' men, their fate tied wholly to the cause of
the revolution, which could only be compromised by 'contact with girls'. So strait-laced
were these pioneering proletarians that people often mistook them for the Pashkovites, a
pious Bible sect. Even the police sometimes became confused when they were
instructed to increase their surveillance of 'revolutionary' workers who drank only tea.”'

* * * It was through his tea-drinking friends that the young Kanatchikov first became
involved in the underground 'study circles' (kruzhki) devoted to the reading of socialist
tracts and the education of the workers. In the early days most of these circles had been
organized by Populist students, but by the late 1890s, when Kanatchikov moved to St
Petersburg and joined a circle there, the Marxists were making the running. For him, as
for many other 'conscious' workers, the circle's main attraction was the opening it gave
him to a new world of learning. Through it he was introduced to the writings of Pushkin



and Nekrasov, to books on science, history, arithmetic and grammar, to the theatre and
to serious concerts, as well as to the popular Marxist tracts of the day. All this gave him
the sense of being raised to a higher cultural level than most workers, who spent their
leisure time in the tavern. But he and his comrades were still ill at ease in the company
of the liberal middle classes who patronized their groups. Occasionally, as Kanatchikov
recalls, they would be taken 'for display' to fashionable bourgeois homes:

Our intelligentsia guide would introduce us in a loud voice, emphasizing the words:
'conscious workers'. Then we were regaled with tea and all manner of strange snacks
that we were afraid to touch, lest we make some embarrassing blunder. Our
conversations with such liberals had a very strained character. They would interrogate
us about this or that book we had read, question us about how the mass of workers
lived, what they thought, whether they were interested in a constitution. Some would
ask us if we'd read Marx. Any stupidity that we uttered in our confusion would be met
with condescending approval.

On leaving these parties, Kanatchikov and his friends 'would breathe a sigh of relief and
laugh at our hosts' lack of understanding about our lives'. While on

the surface they agreed with their student mentors that the liberals might be useful to the
revolutionary cause, 'a kind of hostility toward them, a feeling of distrust, was
constantly growing inside us'.> It was precisely this feeling of distrust, the workers'
awareness that their own aspirations were not the same as the liberals', that hastened the
downfall of the Provisional Government in 1917.

Kanatchikov's conception of socialism was extremely malleable at this stage. And the
same was true of most workers. They found it difficult to take on board complex or
abstract ideas, but they were receptive to propaganda in the form of simple pamphlet
stories highlighting the exploitation of the workers in their daily lives. Gorky's stories
were very popular. Since escaping from Krasnovidovo, he had roamed across the
country doing various casual jobs, until he had met the novelist and critic V G.
Korolenko, who had encouraged him to write. By the mid-1890s Gorky had become a
national celebrity, the first real writer of any quality to emerge from the urban
underworld of migratory labourers, vagabonds and thieves, which his stories
represented with vividness and compassion. Dressed like a simple worker, with his
walrus moustache and his strongly chiselled face, Gorky was received as a phenomenon
in the salons of the radical intelligentsia. The workers could easily identify themselves
with his stories, because they drew on the concerns that filled their everyday lives and,
like the writer's pseudonym, captured their own spirit of defiance and revolt (gor'kii
means 'bitter' in Russian). Moreover, Gorky's obvious sympathy for the industrial
worker, and his equal antipathy to the 'backward' peasant Russia of the past, gave
workers like Kanatchikov, who were trying to break free from their own roots, a new set
of moral values and ideals. In a famous passage in My Childhood (1913), for example,
Gorky asked himself why he had recorded all the incidents of cruelty and suffering
which had filled his early years; and he gave an answer with which many workers, like
Kanatchikov, would have sympathized:



When I try to recall those vile abominations of that barbarous life in Russia, at times I
find myself asking the question: is it worth while recording them? And with ever
stronger conviction I find the answer is yes, because that was the real loathsome truth
and to this day it is still valid. It is that truth which must be known down to the very
roots, so that by tearing them up it can be completely erased from the memory, from the
soul of man, from our whole oppressive and shameful life.

All the characters in Gorky's stories were divided into good or bad — both defined in
terms of their social class — with little shading or variation. This moral absolutism also
appealed to the workers' growing class and revolutionary consciousness. But, perhaps
above all, it was the spirit of revolt in Gorky's

writing that made it so inspiring. 'The Stormy Petrel' (1895), his bombastic eulogy to the
romantic revolutionary hero, disguised in the form of a falcon flying above the foamy
waves, became the revolutionaries' hymn and was circulated through the underground in
hundreds of printed, typed and hand-written copies. Like most workers, Kanatchikov
had learned it by heart:

Intrepid petrel, even though you die,

Yet in the song of the bold and firm in spirit,
You'll always live as an example,

A proud summons — to freedom and light!™’

The workers also liked to read stories about the popular struggle for liberation in foreign
lands. "Whether it was the Albigenses battling against the Inquisition, the Garibaldians,
or the Bulgarian nationalists, we saw them all as our kindred spirits,’ wrote
Kanatchikov. It did not matter that these foreign heroes had fought very different battles
from their own, since the workers were quick to reinterpret these stories in the Russian
context. Indeed the censorship of literature about Russia's own historic 'revolutionaries',
such as Pugachev or the Decembrists, obliged them to look abroad for inspiration. In
that good old Russian tradition of reading between the lines they seized upon the
Netherland-ers' struggle against the Inquisition as a stirring example of the spirit and
organization they would need in their own struggle against the police. It was the stories'
emotional content, their romantic depiction of the rebel as a fighter for freedom and
justice, that made them so inspiring. From them, Kanatchikov wrote, 'we learned the
meaning of selflessness, the capacity to sacrifice oneself in the name of the common
good'.** By identifying themselves with the fearless champions of human emancipation
everywhere, they became converted to the revolution.

The special attraction of Marxism stemmed from the importance it gave to the role of
the working class and to the idea of progress. The popular Marxist pamphlets of the late
1890s, which for the first time attracted large numbers of workers like Kanatchikov to
the cause, drove home the lessons of the famine crisis of 1891: that the peasants were
doomed to die out as a result of economic progress; that they were a relic of Russia's
backward past who would be swept away by industry; and that the Populists' belief in



the commune (to which many of the peasant-workers still adhered) was no longer
tenable. Only Marxism could explain to workers why their peasant parents had become
so poor, and why they had been forced into the cities. There was thus a close link
between Kanatchikov's attachment to the Marxist exaltation of industrialization and
progress and his own psychological rejection of his peasant past. Like many workers
from the countryside, Kanatchikov invested much of his own

personality in the ideal of liberation through industry. He found 'poetry' in 'the
rumblings and the puffings' of the factory. To workers like him Marxism appeared as a
modern 'science' that explained in simple black-and-white terms why their world was
structured the way that it was, and how it could be transformed.

Many people have argued that Marxism acted like a religion, at least in its popular form.
But workers like Kanatchikov believed with the utmost seriousness that the teachings of
Marx were a science, on a par with the natural sciences; and to claim that their belief
was really nothing more than a form of religious faith is unfair to them. There was,
however, an obvious dogmatism in the outlook of many such workers, which could
easily be mistaken for religious zealotry. It manifested itself in that air of disdain which
many workers, having reached the uplands of Marxist understanding, showed towards
those who had not yet ascended to such heights. One 'comrade', for example, arrogantly
told a police officer, who was in the process of arresting him, that he was a 'fool'
because he had 'never read Marx' and did 'not even know what politics and economics
[were]'.”> This dogmatism had much to do with the relative scarcity of alternative
political ideas, which might at least have caused the workers to regard the Marxist
doctrine with a little more reserve and scepticism. But it also had its roots in the way
most of these workers had been educated in philosophy. When people learn as adults
what children are normally taught in schools, they often find it difficult to progress
beyond the simplest abstract ideas. These tend to lodge deep in their minds, making
them resistant to the subsequent absorption of knowledge on a more sophisticated level.
They see the world in black-and-white terms because their narrow learning obscures any
other coloration. Marxism had much the same effect on workers like Kanatchikov. It
gave them a simple solution to the problems of 'capitalism' and backwardness without
requiring that they think independently.

For a worker to commit himself to the militant labour movement was to invite
persecution. Once the local police got wind of his activities he would soon find himself
dismissed from his factory as a troublemaker. Yet because of the huge demand for
skilled labour during the industrial boom, workers like Kanatchikov were easily able to
find jobs again. They roamed from factory to factory, organizing illegal workers' clubs
and associations, until the police caught up with them and again forced them to move
on. Faced with a life on the run, the weak-willed militant might have chosen to return to
the security of his native village. But for workers like Kanatchikov this was
unthinkable. They had already committed themselves to the revolutionary movement,
and their identity was invested in it. To return to the backwardness of the village would
undermine their hard-won sense of themselves. The only alternative was to join the
revolutionary movement underground. The comradeship which they found there partly
com-



pensated for the rootlessness which many of them must have felt as they moved from
town to town. The party organization became the workers 'family home and hearth', as
Kanatchikov put it. His 'comrades in struggle' took 'the place of his brothers, sisters,
father and mother'. Belonging to this secret community, moreover, had its own romantic
appeal, as another Bolshevik worker explained: 'The constant danger of arrest, the
secrecy of our meetings and the awareness that I was no longer just a grain of sand, no
longer just another one of the workers, but a member of an organization that was
dangerouss6 and threatening to the government and to the rich — all this was new and
exciting.'

This sense of belonging to the party and of being a part of its historic mission acted as a
solvent on the social divisions between the workers and the Marxist intelligentsia.
Comradeship was, initially, more powerful than class. Yet increasingly the relationship
between the two was marked by tension and distrust. The workers were beginning to
organize themselves. The strikes of the mid-1890s were the first real breakthrough by
the independent labour movement. Most of them were led by the skilled workers
themselves, though the Marxist intelligentsia in the Social Democratic Party played an
important subsidiary role in spreading the propaganda that helped to make the strikes so
widespread and effective. At this stage the Marxists were still committed to the idea of
mass agitation for strikes. But towards the end of the decade many began to claim that
the labour movement, with its narrow focus on bread-and-butter issues, was not strong
enough by itself to bring down the tsarist regime. They demanded a broader political
movement, in which the discipline and organization of the Social Democrats, rather
than the workers themselves, would play the leading role. Here was the root of the
conflict between the economic goals of the labour movement and the political ambitions
of the revolutionary intelligentsia, a conflict that would split the whole Marxist
movement in Russia.

With one foot in the factory and the other in the revolutionary underground,
Kanatchikov now had to choose between them. On the eve of the 1905 Revolution, as
we learn from the last proud sentence of his memoirs, he left the factory and became a
full-time 'professional revolutionary' in the Bolshevik Party.

4 Red Ink
i Inside the Fortress

At the mouth of the Neva River, directly opposite the Winter Palace, stands the Fortress
of Peter and Paul. Constructed in 1703 by Peter the Great as a bastion against the
Swedish fleet, it was the first building in St Petersburg, and for several years served as
the capital of his vast Empire. Once the rest of the city had been constructed — on the
bones of the serfs who died building it — the tiny island fortress ceased to be the seat of
tsarist rule, but it continued to symbolize its awesome power. The tombs of the tsars
were kept in its cathedral, whose golden spire rose like a needle above the centre of the
capital. And inside the thick stone walls and beneath the eight towers of the fortress was
concealed the most infamous of all the regime's political prisons. Its list of inmates



reads like a roll of honour of the Russian radical and revolutionary movements:
Radishchev; the Decembrists; the Petrashevtsy; Kropotkin; Chernyshevsky; Bakunin;
Tkachev; Nechaev; Populists and Marxists; workers and students — they all suffered in
its damp and gloomy cells. In its two centuries as a jail not a single prisoner ever
escaped from the fortress, although many found a different form of deliverance through
suicide or insanity.

This 'Russian Bastille' not only held captive dangerous subversives; it captured the
popular imagination. Folksongs and ballads portrayed the fortress as a living hell.
Legends abounded of how its prisoners were tortured, of how they languished in dark
and vermin-ridden dungeons, or were driven mad by its tomb-like silence (enforced as
part of the prison regime). Tales were told of prisoners kept in cells so small that they
could neither stand nor lie down but had to curl up like a ball; after a while their bodies
became twisted and deformed. There were stories of secret executions, of prisoners
being forced to dig their own graves on the frozen river at night before being drowned
beneath the ice. In the minds of the common people the fortress became a monstrous
symbol of the despotism under which they lived, a symbol of their fears and lack of
freedom, and the fact that it was located right in the middle of St Petersburg, that people
daily passed by its secret horrors, only made it seem more terrible.

In fact, conditions in the prison were not as bad as people believed. Compared with the
conditions which the tyrannies of the twentieth century have

provided for their victims, the fortress was like a comfortable hotel. Most of the inmates
had access to food and tobacco, books and writing paper, and could receive letters from
their relatives. The Bolshevik, Nikolai Bauman, was even allowed to read Marx's
Capital during his stay in the prison. Several classics of Russian literature were
composed in the silence of its cells, including Dostoevsky's story The Little Hero,
Gorky's play The Children of the Sun, and Chernyshevsky's novel What Is To Be Done?,
which became a seminal text of the revolutionary movement.* The public image of the
prison — crammed full to bursting point with tens of thousands of long-term inmates —
could not have been further from the truth. There were never more than a hundred
prisoners there at any time, and after 1908 never more than thirty. Few stayed more than
a month or so before being transferred to provincial jails. In February 1917, when the
fortress was finally taken by the crowd, the anti-climactic reality of liberating a mere
nineteen prisoners (all of them mutinous soldiers imprisoned only the previous day) was
not allowed to intrude on the revolutionaries' mythic expectations. The event was
portrayed as Freedom's triumph over Despotism.

This reinvention of the fortress was a vital aspect of the revolutionaries' demonology. If
the tsarist regime was to be depicted as cruel and oppressive, secretive and arbitrary in
its penal powers, then the fortress was a perfect symbol of those sins. During the latter
half of the nineteenth century, as in reality it became more benign, its prison regime was
described in the writings of its former inmates with increasingly exaggerated horror.
There was a fashion for gothic prison memoirs during the last decades of the old
regime, and these tales fed the public's appetite for revolutionary martyrs. As Gorky put
it, when once asked why he had refused to add his memoirs to the pile: 'Every Russian
who has ever sat in jail, if only for a month, as a "political", or who has spent a year in



exile, considers it his holy duty to bestow on Russia his memoirs of how he has
suffered."”

To its critics the Peter and Paul Fortress was a microcosm of the tsarist system. Russia,
remarked the Marquis de Custine after visiting the fortress in the 1830s, is 'in itself a
prison; a prison whose vast size only makes it the more formidable'. The basic structure
of the tsarist police state had been built up under Nicholas I after the Decembrist
uprising of 1825, when a small coterie of liberal noblemen had conspired — as Pushkin
put it, 'between the claret and champagne' — to impose a constitution on the monarchy
after Alexander Is death. Nicholas introduced sweeping laws — including a new code of
censorship in 1826 that (uniquely in Europe at the time) obliged all printed matter to
gain clearance from the censor before publication — to stamp out all political dissent.

* Chernyshevsky's novel was published while he was still in the Peter and Paul Fortress
— only to be subsequently banned!

The Third Section, or secret police, established that year, had — and this was once
again unique in Europe — the power to detain and even send into administrative exile in
Siberia anyone suspected of 'political crimes'. No other country in the world had two
kinds of police — one to protect the interests of the state, the other to protect its people.

Yet it was not until the late nineteenth century, with the arrival of telegraphs and
telephones, that the machinery of the police state became really efficient. The Okhrana,
which took over the functions of the Third Section in 1881, fought what can only be
described as a secret war, using special powers outside the law, to stamp out
revolutionaries. It had thousands of agents and informers, many of them posing as
revolutionaries, who reported on conditions in the factories, the universities, the army
and the institutions of the state itself. House porters filed daily reports to the police.
Hundreds of bureaucrats were employed in a 'Black Office' to read people's intercepted
mail. 'The whole of St Petersburg is aware that its letters are read by the police,’
complained Countess Vorontsova to Nicholas II. There was a huge list of activities —
from putting on a concert or opening a shop to consulting the works of Darwin — for
which even the most high-born citizen required a licence from the police. Indeed, from
the perspective of the individual, it could be said that the single greatest difference
between Russia and the West, both under Tsarism and Communism, was that in
Western Europe citizens were generally free to do as they pleased so long as their
activities had not been specifically prohibited by the state, while the people of Russia
were not free to do anything unless the state had given them specific permission to do it.
No subject of the Tsar, regardless of his rank or class, could sleep securely in his bed in
the knowledge that his house would not be subject to a search, or he himself to arrest.”

This constant battle with the police state engendered a special kind of mentality among
its opponents. One can draw a straight line from the penal rigours of the tsarist regime
to the terrorism of the revolutionaries and indeed to the police state of the Bolsheviks.
As Flaubert put it, 'inside every revolutionary there is a policeman'. Felix Dzerzhinsky
(1877—1926), the founding father of the Cheka, was a classic case in point. By 1917 he
had spent the best part of his adult life in jails and penal exile, including the last three in
the Orel prison, notorious for its sadistic tortures, where, as the leader of a hunger strike,



he was singled out for punishment (his body was said to be covered with scars). Once
installed in power, he was to copy many of these torture methods during the Red Terror.
Yet Dzerzhinsky was only one of many poachers turned gamekeepers. By 1917, the
average Bolshevik Party activist had spent nearly four years in tsarist jails or exile; the
average Menshevik nearly five. Prison hardened the revolutionaries. It prepared them
for 'the struggle', giving them a private reason to hate the old regime and to seek
revenge against its representatives. Kanatchikov,

who spent several years in tsarist jails, claimed that for Bolshevized workers like
himself prison acted as a form of 'natural selection: 'the weak in spirit left the
revolution, and often life, but the strong and steadfast were toughened and prepared for
future battles'. Many years later, in 1923, Kanatchikov was told that one of the judges
who had sentenced him to jail in 1910 had been shot by the Bolsheviks. "When I heard

this', Kanatchikov confessed, 'it gave me great satisfaction'.”

Justifying violence in the name of revolution was not exclusive to the revolutionaries.
Among the educated elite there was a general cult of revolutionism. The Russian
'intelligentsia’ (a Russian word by derivation) was less a class than a state of mind: it
meant by definition a stance of radical and uncompromising opposition to the tsarist
regime, and a willingness to take part in the struggle for its overthrow. The history of
the revolutionary movement is the history of the intelligentsia. Most of the
revolutionary leaders were first and foremost intellectuals. Their heads were full of
European literature and history, especially the history of the French Revolutions of 1789
and 1848. 'l think', recalled Lydia Dan, a Menshevik, 'that as people we were much
more out of books than out of real life."* No other single group of intellectuals has had
such a huge impact on the twentieth-century world.

Those who thought of themselves as intelligenty (students, writers, professionals, etc.)
had a special set of ethics, and shared codes of dress and language, notions of honour
and comradeship, not to mention salons and coffechouses, clubs and social circles,
newspapers and journals, which set them apart as a sort of sub-culture from the rest of
the privileged society from which most of them had sprung. Many of them even shared
a distinct 'look' — unkempt, long-haired, bearded and bespectacled — which became
the hallmark of left-wingers and revolutionaries across the world.* The philosopher
Nikolai Berdyaev once compared the Russian intelligentsia to a 'monastic order' or
'religious sect'; and there was much in their mentality akin to Christianity. Take, for
example, their rejection of the existing order as sinful and corrupt; or their self-image as
the righteous champions of the 'people's cause'; or indeed their almost mystical belief in
the existence of absolute truth. The radical intelligentsia had a religious veneration for
the revolutionary literary canon. Ariadna Tyrkova-Williams recalls, for example, how in
the 1880s her teenage sister 'used to smuggle a volume of revolutionary verses into
Church during afternoon prayers and, while

* Lydia Dan's father had a nice way of poking fun at these self-conscious radicals. Boys,
he said, did not cut their hair on the grounds that they did not have time; but women cut
their hair short also to save time. Women went to university on the grounds that this was
a mark of progress; but men dropped out of the education system on the grounds that
this was also progressive.



the others read from the Bible, she would recite their summons to revolt and terror'.’

This self-conscious tradition stemmed from the Decembrists. Their execution in 1826
produced the first martyrs of 'the movement'. Younger generations took romantic
inspiration from the self-sacrifice of these noble Jacobins. From that point on — and
here was born the cult of opposition — it became the fashion for the sons of noblemen
to shun careers in the Civil Service 'out of principle'. It was seen as a moral betrayal to
let oneself be used, as Chicherin put it, 'as a direct tool of a government which was
repressing mercilessly every thought and all enlightenment'. Bloody-minded opposition
to the tsarist state and all its officials, however petty, was a matter of honour. Consider
the story of Anatolii Dubois, a student of the University of St Petersburg in 1902, who
refused (‘on principle') to shake the hand of a police sergeant who, whilst registering his
new address, had engaged him in a friendly conversation and had offered to shake hands
as a parting gesture. A police report was made to the rector of the university and Dubois
was expelled — only to join the revolutionary movement and get himself arrested in
1903. It was a typical example of the tsarist police state, by a stupid act of repression,
forcing a middle-class dissident into the revolutionary underground out of which the
terrorist tradition developed (Lenin's own story was very similar). The radical
intelligentsia contemptuously rejected any act of compromise with 'the regime': only
violent struggle could bring about its end. Liberalism was denounced as a weak half-
measure. The law was despised as a tool of the state: it was said to be morally inferior to
the peasants' ancient customs and to the interests of social justice — which justified
breaking the law. This was the shaky moral foundation of the revolutionary sentiment
that gripped the minds of the educated middle classes during the later nineteenth
century. Vera Figner, who was herself a terrorist, spoke of a 'cult of the bomb and the
gun' in which 'murder and the scaffold took on a magnetic charm'. Within the
intelligentsia's circles it was deemed a matter of 'good taste' to sympathize with the
terrorists and many wealthy citizens donated large sums of money to them.®

It is impossible to understand this political extremism without first considering the
cultural isolation of the Russian intelligentsia. This tiny elite was isolated from official
Russia by its politics, and from peasant Russia by its education. Both chasms were
unbridgeable. But, perhaps even more importantly, it was cut off from the European
cultural world which it sought to emulate. The consequence, as Isaiah Berlin has so
elegantly argued, was that ideas imported from the West (as nearly all ideas in Russia
were) tended to become frozen into abstract dogmas once the Russian intelligentsia took
them up. Whereas in Europe new ideas were forced to compete against other doctrines
and attitudes, with the result that people tended towards healthy scepticism about claims
to

absolute truth, and a climate of pluralism developed, in Russia there was a cultural void.
The censor forbade all political expression, so that when ideas were introduced there
they easily assumed the status of holy dogma, a panacea for all the world's ills, beyond
questioning or indeed the need to test them in real life. One European intellectual
fashion would spread through St Petersburg after another — Hegelianism in the 1840s,
Darwinism in the 1860s, Marxism in the 1890s — and each was viewed in turn as a



final truth.” There was much that was endearing in this strangely Russian search for
absolutes — such as the passion for big ideas that gave the literature of nineteenth-
century Russia its unique character and power — and yet the underside of this idealism
was a badgering didacticism, a moral dogmatism and intolerance, which in its own way
was just as harmful as the censorship it opposed. Convinced that their own ideas were
the key to the future of the world, that the fate of humanity rested on the outcome of
their own doctrinal struggles, the Russian intelligentsia divided up the world into the
forces of 'progress' and 'reaction’, friends and enemies of the people's cause, leaving no
room for doubters in between. Here were the origins of the totalitarian world-view.
Although neither would have liked to admit it, there was much in common between
Lenin and Tolstoy.

Guilt was the psychological inspiration of the revolution. Nearly all of these radical
intellectuals were acutely conscious of their wealth and privilege. 'We have come to
realise', the radical thinker Nikolai Mikhailovsky wrote, 'that our awareness of the
universal truth could only have been reached at the cost of the age-old suffering of the
people. We are the peoples debtors and this debt weighs down on our conscience.' As
the children of noblemen brought up by serf domestics on the estate, many of them felt
a special personal sense of guilt, since, as Marc Raeff has pointed out, these 'little
masters' had usually been allowed to treat their serf nannies and 'uncles' (whose job it
had been to play with them) with cruel contempt.* Later in life these conscience-
stricken nobles would seek to repay their debt to 'the people' by serving them in the
revolution. If only, they thought, they could bring about the people's liberation, then
their own original sin — that of being born into privilege — would be redeemed.
Nineteenth-century Russian literature was dominated by the theme of repentance for the
sin of privilege. Take, for example, Prince Levin in Tolstoy's Anna Karenina, who
works alongside the peasants in his fields and dreams of giving them the profits of his
farm so as to bring about a 'bloodless revolution': 'in place of poverty there would be
wealth zgnd happiness for all; in place of hostility, concord and a bond of common
interest'.

" These peasant nannies and domestic servants would not even be called by their proper
names but by a pet name such as Masha or Vanka. They were thus denied the most
basic recognition of a personality.

The first step towards this reconciliation was to immerse oneself in the people's daily
lives. The romantic interest in folk culture which swept through Europe in the
nineteenth century was felt nowhere more keenly than among the Russian intelligentsia.
As Blok wrote (with just a touch of irony) in 1908:

the intelligentsia cram their bookcases with anthologies of Russian folksongs, epics,
legends, incantations, dirges; they investigate Russian mythology, wedding and funeral
rites; they grieve for the people; go to the people; are filled with high hopes; fall into
despair; they even give up their lives, face execution or starve to death for the people's
cause.

Riddled with the guilt of privilege, the intelligentsia worshipped at the altar of 'the
people'. They believed profoundly in their mission of service to the people, just as their



noble fathers had believed in their duty of service to the state. And in their world-view
the 'good of the people' was the highest interest, to which all other principles, such as
law or morals, were subordinate. Here was the root of the revolutionaries' maxim that
any means could be justified in the interests of the revolution.

For all too many of these high-born revolutionaries, the main attraction of 'the cause' lay
not so much in the satisfaction which they might derive from seeing the people's daily
lives improved, as in their own romantic search for a sense of 'wholeness' which might
give higher meaning to their lives and end their alienation from the world. This was
certainly the case with Mikhail Bakunin, the founding father of Russian Anarchism, as
Aileen Kelly has so brilliantly shown in her biography of him. It was, as she puts it, his
own need 'to identify with a meaningful collective entity' that led this wealthy nobleman
to sublimate his (quite enormous) ego in the abstract notion of the people's cause. The
history of the revolutionary movement is to a large extent the prosopography of such
noble and bourgeois intellectuals seeking this sense of belonging. They thought they
had found it in the clan-like atmosphere of the revolutionary underground.

As for their commitment to 'the people', it was essentially abstract. They loved Man but
were not so sure of individual men. M. V Petrashevsky, the Utopian theorist, summed it
up when he proclaimed: 'unable to find anything either in women or in men worthy of
my adherence, I have turned to devote myself to the service of humanity'. In this
idealized abstraction of 'the people' there was not a little of that snobbish contempt
which aristocrats are inclined to nurture for the habits of the common man. How else
can one explain the authoritarian attitudes of such revolutionaries as Bakunin,
Speshnev, Tkachev, Plekhanov and Lenin, if not by their noble origins? It was as if they
saw the people as agents of their abstract doctrines rather than as suffering individuals

with their own complex needs and ideals. Ironically, the interests of 'the cause'
sometimes meant that the people's conditions had to deteriorate even further, to bring
about the final cataclysm. 'The worse, the better,' as Chernyshevsky often said (meaning
the worse things became, the better it was for the revolution). He had advocated, for
example, the emancipation of the serfs without land in 1861 on the grounds that this
would have resulted 'in an immediate catastrophe'.”* In this contempt for the living
conditions of the common people were the roots of the authoritarianism to which the
revolution had such a tragic propensity. Its leaders sought to liberate 'the people’
according to their own abstract notions of Truth and Justice. But if the people were
unwilling to be led in that direction, or became too chaotic to control, then they would
have to be forced to be free.

* % * Literature in modern Russia always was a surrogate for politics. Nowhere else was
Shelley's maxim — that 'poets are the unofficial legislators of the world' — so tragically
relevant as in Russia. In the absence of credible politicians, the Russian public looked to
its writers for moral leadership in the fight against autocracy. 'That is why', Vissarion
Belinsky wrote to Gogol in 1847, 'so much attention is given to every liberal literary
trend, even in the case of inferior talent, and why the popularity of even great writers
rapidly declines when they enlist in the service of autocracy.' Throughout the eighteenth
and nineteenth centuries the intelligentsia had shaped its social codes and conventions
according to literary models and the morals drawn from them by literary critics.'



Russian literary criticism, which Belinsky founded, served as a vehicle for political
ideas, albeit in an Aesopian language that repaid careful reading between the lines. All
the early revolutionary theorists (Herzen, Belinsky, Dobroliubov, Chernyshevsky) wrote
mainly about literature. It was through the literary journals of the 1850s, such as
Herzen's The Bell and Chernyshevsky's The Contemporary, which mixed literature with
social comment, that the basic ideas of the revolutionary movement were first
publicized to a mass audience. No other culture attached such status to the high-brow
periodical. These 'thick' literary journals were read and discussed by virtually the whole
of educated society.f There was nothing like it in the West, where freedom of
expression resulted in widespread political apathy.

* It was a doctrine that Lenin was to follow. During the famine of 1891 he opposed the
idea of humanitarian relief on the grounds that the famine would force millions of
destitute peasants to flee to the cities and join the ranks of the proletariat: this would
bring the revolution one step closer.

f The 'thick' literary journals had a similar influence in the Soviet period with
publications such as Novyi Mir, which had a readership of tens of millions. They were
also vehicles for political ideas in a system where open political debate had been
banned.

The Edinburgh Review, which was perhaps the nearest equivalent in the nineteenth
century, was read by only a tiny elite.

From Belinsky on, the self-imposed mission of Russian literature was both social and
didactic: to highlight the motive forces of society and to lead the people towards a new
and democratic life. No other literature gave such prominence to the social novel: it
dominated the literary canon from the 1840s and Dostoevsky's Poor Folk to the 1900s
and Gorky's Mother. (The latter in turn became the model for the reincarnation of the
social novel in its Sovietized version of Socialist Realism.) As a form of moral
instruction, the social novel nearly always contained a 'positive hero' who embodied the
virtues of the New Man. A commitment to the people's cause, often at the expense of
great self-sacrifice, was an essential attribute of such fictional heroes. Characters
interested in the aesthetic, or in pursuits unconnected with the cause, were 'superfluous
men, alienated from society.

The most heroic of these positive heroes was Rakhmetev in Chernyshev-sky's dreadful
novel What Is To Be Done? (1862). This monolithic titan, who was to serve as a model
for a whole generation of revolutionaries (including Lenin), renounces all the pleasures
of life in order to harden his superhuman will and make himself insensible to the human
suffering which the coming revolution is bound to create. He is a puritan and an ascetic:
on one occasion he even sleeps on a bed of nails in order to stifle his sexual urges. He
trains his body by gymnastics and lilting weights. He eats nothing but raw steak. He
trains his mind in a similar way, reading 'only trie essential' (politics and science) for
days and nights on end until he has absorbed the wisdom of humankind. Only then does
the revolutionary hero set out on his mission to 'work for the benefit of the people'.
Nothing diverts him from the cause, not even the amorous attentions of a young and
beautiful widow, whom he rejects. The life he leads is rigorous and disciplined: it



proceeds like clockwork, with so much time for reading every day, so much time for
exercise and so on. Yet (and here is the message of the story) it is only through such
selfless dedication that the New Man is able to transcend the alienated existence of the
old 'superfluous man'. He finds salvation through politics."'

Allowing the publication of Chernyshevsky's novel was one of the biggest mistakes the
tsarist censor ever made: for it converted more people to the cause of the revolution than
all the works of Marx and Engels put together (Marx himself learned Russian in order to
read it). Plekhanov, the 'founder of Russian Marxism', said that from that novel 'we have
all drawn moral strength and faith in a better future'. The revolutionary theorist Tkachev
called it the 'gospel' of the movement; Kropotkin the 'banner of Russian youth'. One
young revolutionary of the 1860s claimed that there were only three great men in
history: Jesus Christ, St Paul and Chernyshevsky. Lenin, whose own ascetic

lifestyle bore a disturbing resemblance to Rakhmetev's, read the novel five times in one
summer. He later acknowledged that it had been crucial in converting him to the
revolutionary movement. It completely reshaped me,' he told Valentinov in 1904. 'This
is a book that changes one for a whole lifetime.' Chernyshevsky's importance, in Lenin's
view, was that he had not only showed that every right-thinking and really honest man
must be a revolutionary, but also — and this is his greatest merit — what a
revolutionary must be like. Rakhmetev, with his superhuman will and selfless dedication
to the cause, was the perfect model of the Bolshevik.'?

Chernyshevsky's hero was also an inspiration to the nihilistic students of the 1860s. His
asceticism, his belief in science, and his rejection of the old moral order appealed to
them. Their 'nihilism' entailed a youthful rebellion against the artistic dabbling of their
father's generation (the 'men of the forties'); a militant utilitarianism, materialism and
belief in progress through the application of scientific methods to society; and a general
questioning of all authority, moral and religious, which was manifested in a
revolutionary passion to destroy. Dmitry Pisarev, one of the student idols of the 1860s,
urged his followers to hit out right and left at all institutions, on the grounds that
whatever collapsed from their blows was not worth preserving. As Bakunin put it, since
the old Russia was rotten to the core, it was 'a creative urge' to destroy it. These were
the angry young men of their day. Many of them came from relatively humble
backgrounds — the sons of priests, such as Chernyshevsky, or of mixed social origins
(raznochintsy) — so that their sense of Russia's worthlessness was reinforced by their
own feelings of underprivilege. Chernyshevsky, for example, often expressed a deep
hatred and feeling of shame for the backwardness of Saratov province where he had
grown up. 'It would be better', he once wrote, 'not to be born at all than to be born a
Russian.! There was a long tradition of national self-hatred among the Russian
intelligentsia, stemming from the fact that they were so cut off from the ordinary people
and had always modelled themselves on the West."

These restless youths found another mirror of their attitudes in Bazarov, the young hero
of Turgenev's novel Fathers and Sons (1862). Turgenev (a 'man of the forties') had
intended him as a monstrous caricature of the nihilists, whom he regarded as narrowly
materialist, morally slippery and artistically philistine, although later he would pretend
otherwise. There was a striking resemblance between Bazarov and the student idol



Pisarev. Yet such was the gulf of misunderstanding between the fathers and sons of real
life that the young radicals took his faults as virtues and acclaimed Bazarov as their
ideal man.

The manifesto of these juvenile Jacobins was written by Zaichnevsky, an imprisoned
student agitator, in 1862. Young Russia, as it was called in imitation of Young Italy, had
little else in common with Mazzini's creed. It advocated the

violent seizure of power by a small but well-disciplined group of conspirators, followed
by the establishment of a revolutionary dictatorship which would carry out the socialist
transformation of society and exterminate all its enemies, including democrats and any
socialists who opposed it. The manifesto could have passed for a description of what the
Bolsheviks actually did (they later claimed Zaichnevsky as their own). It planned to
nationalize the land and industry, to bring all children under the care of the state, and to
fix the elections to a newly convened constituent assembly to ensure that the
government side won. This would be 'a bloody revolution' but, Zaichnesvky claimed,
'we are not afraid of it, even though we know that a river of blood will flow and that
many innocent victims will perish'. In one of the most chilling passages of the Russian
revolutionary canon, he weighed up the likely costs:

Soon, very soon, the day will come when we shall unfurl the great banner of the future,
the red flag, and with a mighty cry of 'Long Live the Russian Social and Democratic
Republic!" we shall move against the Winter Palace to exterminate all its inhabitants. It
may be that it will be sufficient to kill only the imperial family, i.e. about 100 people;
but it may also happen, and this is more likely, that the whole imperial party will rise as
one man behind the Tsar, because for them it will be a matter of life and death. If this
should happen, then with faith in ourselves and our strength, in the support of the
people, and in the glorious future of Russia — whose fate it is to be the first country to
bring about the triumph of socialism — we shall raise the battle-cry: "To your axes!' and
we shall kill the imperial party with no more mercy than they show for us now. We
shall kill them in the squares, if the dirty swine ever dare to appear there; kill them in
their houses; kill them in the narrow streets of the towns; kill them in the avenues of the
capitals; "kill them in the villages. Remember: anyone who is not with us is our enemy,
and every method may be used to exterminate our enemies."*

This new spirit of violence and hatred was even more pronounced in the writings of
Sergei Nechaev. Lenin placed a high value on them as a theory of revolutionary
conspiracy. Born in 1847 into a serf family, Nechaev was the first revolutionary theorist
in Russia to emerge from the lower classes rather than the intelligentsia. Put out to
factory work from the age of nine, he taught himself to read and write and then
qualified, in 1866, as an instructor of religion. His propaganda among the students and
workers of St Petersburg during the late 1860s was dominated by the theme of class
revenge. 'Nechaev', wrote Vera Zasulich, a Populist who would later become a
Menshevik, 'was not a product of our intelligentsia milieu. He was alien to it. It was not
opinions,



derived from contact with this milieu, which underlay his revolutionary energy, but
burning hatred, and not only hatred against the government. . . but against all of society,
all educated strata, all these gentlefolk, rich and poor, conservative, liberal and radical.'
He was, in short, a Bolshevik before the Bolsheviks.

Nechaev is principally remembered for the Revolutionary Catechism, written either by
him or possibly by Bakunin in collaboration with him in 1869. Its twenty-six articles,
setting out the principles of the professional revolutionary, might have served as the
Bolshevik oath. The morals of that party owed as much to Nechaev as they did to Marx.
Ruthless discipline and dedication were the key themes of the Catechism. Its essential
message was that only 'Tsarist methods' — i.e. the methods of the police state — were
capable of defeating the tsarist regime. Its first article read:

The revolutionary is a dedicated man. He has no personal feelings, no private affairs, no
emotions, no attachments, no property, and no name. Everything in him is subordinated
towards a single exclusive attachment, a single thought and a single passion — the
revolution.

Rejecting all morality, the revolutionary must be ready 'to destroy everyone who stands
in his way'. He must harden himself to all suffering: All the soft and tender feelings of
the family, friendship and love, even all gratitude and honour, must be stifled, and in
their place there must be the cold and single-minded passion for the work of the
revolution.' The revolutionary was to relate to members of society in accordance with
their designated purpose in the revolution. So, for example, the ruling elites were to be
'executed without delay'; the rich exploited for the benefit of the cause; and the
democrats compromised and used to create disorder. Even the lower-ranking party
comrades were to be thought of as 'portions of a common fund of revolutionary capital’'
which each leader was to expend 'as he thinks fit'.

One comrade who proved to be expendable was Ivan Ivanov. Together with three of his
fellow-conspirators Nechaev murdered him after he refused to carry out Necheev's
dictatorial orders as the leader of a revolutionary student group. The brutality of the
killing, which Dostoevsky used in The Possessed as the basis for Shatov's murder
scene,* led to a widespread feeling of moral revulsion, even among the socialists.
Bakunin (who