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The making of modern Russia

The lands making up modem Russia have had a turbulent and nonmcmw
history. The richer more fertile areas of western mcm.mm» have vnma momm H_n.v o
for centuries. The capital of the Russian stafe, first mmﬁ»v__mw&_ w mb&w
Vladimir in Novgorod, moved to Kiev and then to Moscow. Mongols from e
east overran much of the country in the thirteenth and mocnaopﬁ centuries.

their grip weakened, the Grand Dukes of Muscovy began to unite what ﬁwm n%uM
Russian territory from their Kremlin fortress. Ivan m G&m.npmomv was the firs
ruler to call himself Ruler of all Russia’. To build the Russian Empire, W&mﬁw
rulers fought wars, successful and unsuccessful, with Poland, Sweden, France,

China and Turkey, as well as countless lesser states.

f internal division, Michael Romanov was elected Tsar
thwwmnmﬂwﬁﬂ _”w the National Assembly. His direct %mnnnmpmﬁ ﬂomm aww
rule until they were overthrown by revolution in 1917. The two E»nww oo ne
Romanov family, Peter the Great (1682-1725) and omﬁﬂ_ﬂ the mnmoH
(1762-1796), ruled in the eighteenth century. In many Ways %mw uqﬂn for
Russia were similar. They both added considerably to Hﬁ.ﬁmﬁ s lands by muom
also saw Russia as backward dnd in need of Bommnammnou &oum.ﬁmmﬁﬁaﬁ Bm
Peter built a new capital, St Petersburg, on the Baltic .ma»_ looking ow mw the
west and far from Russia’s traditional hinterland. Catherine the Great con =
Peter's conquests, and also Was influenced ‘nuonaoc% by the progresst
thinkers of Western Europe, and France especially.

i i the indignity of the capture
the wars against Napoleon, Russia had to suffer ! f :
Wm ZMmoos by French troops in 1812. However, In 1814, A\.wononocm H.wcmm_»p
troops marched through the streets of Paris. As long as the size of armies was
the main determinant of national power, Russia would be able to play a major

role in international affairs.

1703 St Petersburg founded
1704 Sweden defeated
1752 Winter Palace begun
1772 Fisst partition of Poland
1781~6 The Ukraine absorbed into .
Russia
1784 First Russian settlement in
Alasla
1801 Tsar Paul murdered
1806 Daghestan and Baku
conquered :
1809 Finland annexed by Russia i
1812 Napoleon's army entered
Moscow
1814 Russian troops entered Paris
1816=9 Serfdom 2bolished In the
Baltic provinces
1830 Polish rebellion
1838 First Russian railway begun
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i+ . He was surrounded by advisers

T

Russia’s rulers had despised
constitutional government for a long
time. Tsar Ivan the Terrible wrote to
England’s Elizabeth I in 1570:

Tn your land people rule beside you,

-and not only people but trading
peasants.’

3

AT o

B Key term

Autocracy is unlimited governmen
by one person. A

El Think about

P> Haxthausen's book was
commissioned by the Tsar. Does
this make it unreliable for us
today?

Quotation |

whom he trusted. Most of his

" ‘advisers were men of honour and
+ - ntegrity.

L. Golovine, a Russian exile, |
writing in 1845 |

Theland of the Tears H{(i|

¢ 3 s

How was Russia ruled? -

By 1855 in Western Europe, constitutional government had taken hold in-most
countries. This means that the powers of monarchs, where they existed, were
constrained by 2 framework of law and also often by representative institutions,
such as the Parliament in Britain, Russia seemed to many outsiders to be a,
survival from a2 former age. In 1832 Nicholas I (1825-1855) issued the
‘Fundamental Iaws’ to remove any doubt about his position. They began:

i

The Emperor om.mE the Russias is an autocratic and unlimited monarch:
God himself ordains that all must bow to his supreme power, not only
out of fear but also out of conscience.

Nicholas not only wanted to be obeyed, but he also expected his subjects to
accept his total authority willingly. All the Romanovs had been brought up to
believe that this was their God-given birthright. The motto of Nicholas’ regime
was ‘Autocracy, orthodoxy, nationality’. Some foreign visitors were impressed
by this system of government:

selects a father if.God has taken his natural father from him. .... One
must keep this point clearly in mind if one is to understand the position
of the Tsar. Russian society is very much like a colony of bees, in which
royalty is 2 namral necessity. Just as the colony would cease to exist

without its queen, so, too, would Russian society cease to exist without
the Tsar.

August von Haxthausen, Studies on the Interior of Russia, 1844

However, Nicholas I could not rule a state of over 60 million people alone. His
power was exercised by others acting on his behalf. These’people were drawn
almost exclusively from the nobility, The Imperial Council of State met regularly
to advise the Tsar on policy matters and discuss proposed new laws, though in
practice the Tsar often ignored it. Ministers who ran the 13 individual
government departrhents supervised the work of the government. The legal
system was overseen by the Senate, which, for example, tried serious political
offences. This was made up of the highest members of the aristocracy. All who
served on these bodies were appointed directly by the Tsar, and could be
sacked at any time. The Tsar could accept or reject their advice as he wished.
In addition, the Tsar had his own ‘Personal Chancellery of his Imperial Majesty’,
Divided into three sections, the first acted as the Tsar’s personal secretariat, the

second consisted of legal experts and the notorjous Third Section controlled
the political police.

A country as vast as Russia needed many administrators; in 1855 there were

114,000 of them. The provincial governors were the key figures away from the
capital. Russia was divided into 50 provinces, and each province was

subdivided into 20 districts. Within each province the gentry had their own
assemblies, meeting every three years. These assemblies elected judges and
" chiefs of police in each district. Since these posts were unpaid and carried
- heavy responsibilities, not everyone wanted them. However, the nobility for

iéitories added to the Russian Empire 1700~ Smm,m__
[77| tertitories added to the Russian Empire 1855-1914 wA-
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Jo othér religious groups, however, were treated so %B@m&mmn»:« by the
itate. Jews were subject to rigorous controls, which restricted their employment
nd where they lived. In particular, they were subject to random vEm Eﬁannoc”m
ittacks from their Christian néighbours called pogroms — often with the tacit
wupport of the government. It was preferable, after all, to have Russians
ttacking Jews rather than attacking the government itself.

Russian society

Jut of the 60 million people in European Russia in 1855, 50 million were
seasant serfs. Roughly half of these wete privately owned by the gentry and
he other half by the State. To all intents and pucposes they were m_»<.mm. ..ﬁ the
=nd of the eighteenth century the gentry had been confirmed in their right to
ohysically punish or send into the army the peasants they oﬂm&,.wnmmmbw
sither performed barschina (labour) for their landlord or paid him obrok
“cash). In return, they received a house, a garden and a share of the crops
grown on the common flelds. Life for the peasants was hard. .H.Wn‘.va could be
arbitrarily sold and brutally flogged on top of their backbreaking daily work. A
General Staff report in 1860 reported that the staple diet of peasants was
cabbage soup, rye bread and gruel made from wheat or millet and milk. .H.w.nn
houses were little better than huts, often with only one room they shared with

Zw.oowaoomo_mnm&v&w uamr.wonom épmn.EEmpoﬁHbmh&ho:Fwnzwrmm
i 1842 - .- ' . : . )

The timber walls of the-izbas (huts) were dark and old: .Emp.«io.m the
roofs were o full of holes they, locked fike mﬁmmmw..hvnﬁ.imm no
glass in the windows of the little cabing; some were stuffed with rags, or
women’s mmanowsw o

ould be wrong to generalize too much about the nou&mﬁ.un wm &.m
WSMS@. Some mnnw =<m% very comfortably, depending on the fertility 6f &mwn
soil and the harshness of their climate. As in medieval England, ﬁE.w H‘»u&on.m.m
permission was necessary for any change in a serf’s life, mcnw as getting Bmmuma.
or leaving the village.” Peasants also owed loyalty to Enmn mir, village
community. It was responsible for collecting the poll tax paid by all adult

Islam was Russia’s second most
popular religion.

T T s

While this diet may sound less than -

" stimulating to us today, it probably
compares favourably with that of
many workers in Britain at the same
time.

T RS T T

u. ;ms_a about

P> What can we learn from Source 11 [

about rural life in nineteenth-
century Russia?

P> What reservations might a
historian have about this as
evidence?

ST
< A painting of starving peasants
during the 1891-92 famine.

** H Think about

| wrmmmmm-a_\mm_r\t:l..mw

et Ll St

successful peasants, controlled the
mir.

Village elders, usually older and more -

Not all historians accept the view that
the serfs were living in such 2
dreadful condition. Some argue that
they were better off than peasants in
France at the same time, and that
their position was improving before
1855. Freedom for peasants in France
meant perhaps only the freedom to
starve.

[

2

Will not agriculture suffer as
well? Will not many fields lie
fallow, and many granaries
stay empty? After all, the bread
on our markets comes, for the
most part, not from the free
farmers but from the gentry...
Freed from the surveillance of
the masters... the peasants will
take to drinking and villainy.
Karamzin, Memoir on Ancient
and Modern Russia, 1811

B> Serfs-gather outside their master's
mansion outside Moscow to hear the
news of their emancipation
(freedom) in 1861 (see page 26).

- B> What can we learn from Source 14 |
about the relationship between :
social classes-in mid-nineteenth-
century Russia?

males, and also had to choose soldiers for the army when ordered. The mir
was responsible for dividing up the open fields between - families, and
redistributing them when it became necessary, if* families increased in size,
Open field farming in strips and serfdom made the introduction of new farming
methods unlikely. What incentive did a landlord have to try to farm more
efficiently when his labour force cost him nothing? How could an individual
peasant try new methods when farming was done co-operatively in the open
fields? Most importantly of all, there was no incentive for serfs to produce more
than they could consume themselves, for there was no one to buy it.

. Thus agriculture and village life continued as it had for centuries, The limit of
the serfs world was his village boundary and the nearest market. Life
expectancy was poor — only about 35 years in the second half of the nineteenth
century. The only escapes from the anxieties and hardship of ordinary life were
in the solace of religion and the bottle. Tiiteracy also made it almost impossible
for peasants to change their lives and prospects.

However, the system was supported by many of the upper class. In Source 13
one member of the gentry asks himself what would happen if serfdom were to
be abolished. .

Life for the landlords, too, was not always perhaps as you might imagine,

Many landlords were mortgaged to the hilt to finance the Iife in their manor
houses to which they felt entitled. According to Figes, one third of the land and

two thirds of the peasants were mortgaged to the State bank or other noble

banks in 1859. This forced nobles to sell off their asset fittle Dby little. Few took

wsﬁwmo& Enonmmm in their estates but left them in the hands of managers and
s,
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! The land of the Tsais

cations and transport difficulties also hampered m@nﬂom_ﬁgﬁ. By
mm%ﬂﬂﬂcga about Hmo% km of railway, compared to wnSE,.m 15,000. The
raitway link between St Petersburg and Moscow was opened in 1851, »mmh
much opposition. Nicholas I's Minister of Finance said that the railways émnﬁM» 2
malady of our age’! Given the fact that Russia’s roads were 2lso _.wao more than
‘mud tracks in many areas, these transport problems were formidable, Em..Ebw
the transport of raw materials and finished goods difficult at .Ea vmmﬁ.o.m times
but almost impossible during the spring thaw and autumn rains. Russia’s mnmﬁ
rivers provided important arteries for trade, but of course they were frozen for

many months.

H For discussion

1 Which of all of these problems do
you think was the most important
and why?

= Think about

2 Since Russia faced so many '
problems in the middle of the

i nineteenth century, and parts of

. that Empire are no longer ruled

from Moscow today, it is easy to

P> What can we learn from Source
17 about:

2) Russian transport?

b) Russian society?

forget that it was an Empire of
hundreds of years’ standing and

he i lization that had happened by 1855 was due to mwo
ﬁp%ﬂmwpﬁwsh%a“mmm by the government and Fm action of foreign
companies. The most significant developments in the first half of EM nmbﬁam
had been made in textiles, where one British manufacturer noa.uoco Eom.n of
the factories in Russia. In total there were about Hm.o.oo E&ﬁB& npaﬁummw
employing over 800,000 workers. Much of the power in factories émm. supplie

by water, not steant.

B Activity

i i i divide them into categories as

ist of the different difficulties Russia. faced, then ¢ nlo cate

W»WM M%»un Mp page 21 — military, political, economic and social. You will EaSS.E% mnm
some overlapping of is3ues! Try to be as.exhaustive as possible. When you have mnnnw%
on the nature of the problems facing Russia, try to suggest ways in éwwow Mu
problems might have been tackled. You will find this useful when you read how the
new Tsar actually tried to tackle some of them,

glue kept the Russian peoples
together?

A .A group of women haul 2 .
transport barge along the River Volga
at the end of the nineteenth century.

High tariffs, taxes on goods imported |
into Russia, made foreign goods [ -
expensive. The guarantee of high ; )
prices encouraged investors tosetup - X Further e
businesses in Russia itself. e - ding
. Cracraft, Major Problems in the
History of Imperial Russia, 1994
C. Thubron, I Siberia, 2000

AT
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one that was still expanding. What [

e =
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Problems Possible Solutions

Wilitary
Difficulties preventing
Russian military success

Political
Difficulties in the way
Russia was governed

Economic .
Problems facing Russian
industry‘and agriculture

Social

Difficulties in the way that
Russian people lived
together in society

Conclusion: Was Tsarist Russia a suceess?

Nicholas I died during the Crimean War, a war fought on Russian territory
against British, French and Turkish forces. While the Russians had fought only
the Turks in 1853, they had been successful. The Russian Black Sea Fleet had
destroyed the Turkish navy id its own harbour at Sinope and its armies had
advanced on all fronts against a weak enemy. ’ N

When British and French troops arived in the Crimea, however, it was a
different story. In a campaign, which has become a byword for incompeterice
and mismanagement on the British side, the heroism and patriotism of- the
Russian soldier could not make up for his lack of ‘Supplies and -modemn
weaponry. In Russia, 25 million men were subject to militzry service but only
800,000 actually served. Most of those who did not were’ exempted because of
poor health. Russian casualties were very high, perhaps s high as 500,000, the
vast majority of which were caused by illness and disease rather than the

- fighting.

By December 1855 the government was exhausted of funds, the army was
exhausted of supplies and recruits and there was rising popular'anger with the
war and the government. Nicholas I had tried hard to stamp out dissent, but it

had little long-term effect. The critics had travelled in the more advanced .

countries of Europe, had seen their political systems and their advanced
economies, and wanted to introduce thefn into Russia. But there were also
many who regarded the West as the source of all Russia’s problems ~ the
growth of towns and cities, the spread of liberal ideas, the constant demands
for change.

The new Tsar, Alexander II, was forced to ask the allies for a peace settlement,
which limited Russia’s power in the Near East. The internal problems facing the
State were more difficult to solve, but without major changes it was clear that
Russia could not play the part of a major power in European and world affairs.
The past history of Russia showed that only the monarch could carry out
sweeping changes, as Peter the Great had done early in the previous century.
The great danger was that if there was no reform from above, there might be
revolution from below, the consequences of which would be difficult to predict
or contajn.

 How Alexander IT tried to deal with the difficult sitmation he inherited is the

subject of the next chapter. :




