ALEXANDER II (1855-1881)
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Alexander II remains an historical puzzle, more like his indecisive uncle Alexander I than his martinet father.  He began in a blaze of glory and ended mourned by few as the victim of an assassin’s bomb.  For some he was the ‘Tsar Liberator’ for others a reactionary tyrant, while his essential personality remains elusive . . . 

RUSSIA – A COMPLETE HISTORY

Peter Neville;  p.132

Alexander proved himself not only a disappointing ‘liberal’ if indeed that term can be applied to him – but more seriously an inefficient autocrat . . .

W.E. MOSS – ALEXANDER II

(in Neville; p.145)

He was a great tsar and deserved a kinder fate . . .  His was not a great intellect but he had a generous soul, very upright and very lofty.  He loved his people and his solicitude for the humble and the suffering was unbounded.

CONTEMPORARY FRENCH DIPLOMAT

Maurice Paleologue (in Neville; p.145)
Part of Alexander II’s tragedy was that he seemed to be, for a while, the right tsar for the times.  In this sense he was “the nearly man” of modern Russian history, more a victim of the expectations of others than of his own . . .

(in Neville; p.145-146)

(There are) some striking parallels between Alexander’s era of the ‘Great Reforms’ and the era of Gorbachov’s ‘perestroika’ 130 years later.  In both periods a new generation of young, reforming politicians launched sweeping changes from above after a prolonged era of political oppression and economic stagnation . . .

THE FRAGILE EMPIRE – A HISTORY OF IMPERIAL RUSSIA

Alexander Chubarov;  p.72 

Alexander’s biggest failing was his refusal to combine the abolition of serfdom in the socio-economic sphere with political emancipation of his subjects. He had abolished the slavish dependence of the peasantry on landed nobility, but he did little to eliminate the slavish dependence of both peasantry and gentry on the Sovereign.

(in Chuborov;  p.83)

The majority of historians would agree that Alexander II’s period of rule was of great significance.  However, agreement can be reached on little else . . .   However, agreement can be reached on little else . . .  Alexander did implement more far-reaching reform than any of his predecessors, with the possible exception of Peter the Great.  He certainly implemented more reform than any of his successors . . .

Russia was transformed from a semi-feudal society into (at least) a putative modern state.  It was an impressive achievement by any standards.  In many ways, therefore, he was both a liberator and a constructive reformer . . .

RUSSELL SHERMAN – RUSSIA 1815-81

Access to History series;  p.100

“Respect the law.  The law which is neglected by the Tsar will not be observed by the people . . .   Respect public opinion – for it often enlightens the monarch – public opinion will always be on the side of the just sovereign – Rule by order, not by might . . . Love thy people; unless the Tsar loves his people, the people cannot love their Tsar.  You will one day walk into History.  That is inevitable by sheer accident of birth.  History will pass its judgement on you before the entire world and for all time”.

ADVICE TO ALEXANDER 1829 – BY HIS TUTOR THE POET ZHUKOVSKY.

(in Romanov Autumn – Charlotte Zeepvat;  p.29)

(Yet) almost everything Alexander II had done angered his son.  His sweeping re forms – emancipating the serfs, shaking up the administrative apparatus, creating self-rule for territorial units – all seemed to be misconceived.  In Russia, reform was taken by radicals as a sign of weakness, a faltering of the autocracy embodied by the imperial house.

CURTIS PERRY – PLESHAKOV – THE FLIGHT

OF THE ROMANOVS, A FAMILY SAGA.  P.6
Alexander II had firmly believed in the sacrad bond linking dynasty and people.  Writing to one of his sons who had just toured the country he said “I hope it will prove useful to you to have seen with your own eyes the devoted attachment of the Russian people to its imperial house.  You will understand that this attachment obliges us to love our people and to strive to be useful to them”.  Alexander II’s assassination had exploded, the confidence of Alexander III in this ‘attachment’ and the unquestioning loyalty of his subjects; the murder shook the very foundations of the monarchy . . .

(in Curtis Perry & Pleshakov   p.27)
Altogether, it was clear that the political, economic and military system which had enabled Russia to build and defend a huge empire, and to become and remain a European great power, was now not only inadequate to sustain that status but an actual threat to it.  The Crimean War had made that manifest and thereby removed the taboos on the discussion of radical change which had for several decades inhibited statesmen who could see the fragility of the existing order.  For the first time since the early eighteenth century, radical reform seemed less dangerous than doing nothing . . .

RUSSIA : PEOPLE AND EMPIRE 1552-1917

Geoffrey Hosking  p.318-319

Alexander II was himself a cautious and conservative person by temperament, in no way a natural radical, but on his accession he found himself in a milieu in which all his advisors were dissatisfied with the existing state of affairs and were busying themselves with reform proposals, some of them far-reaching.

RUSSIA AND THE RUSSIANS 

Geoffrey Hosking  p.287-288

Alexander II’s reformer had severely shaken the traditional personalised power structure but had not managed consistently to replace it with institutions of civil society or the rule of law.  To plug the resulting authority gap, the regime had nothing else at hand but the police, backed up by emergency powers.  Having set out to demolish an old building and erect a new one, the regime had then changed its mind and started repairing the ruins: the  resultant hybrid architecture threatened the equilibrium of the entire edifice.  The regime was in an insoluble dilemma caught

Between perception of the need for civic institutions and inability to introduce them without undermining its own stability.

(in Hosking   p.319)

Making decisions was not one of the new tsar’s greatest gifts.  Indeed, an upbringing which gave Alexander II many qualifications for the tasks which confronted him failed to conceal the fact that he was not very gifted at all. . .  In some ways, however, Alexander was better prepared for the throne than either of his immediate predecessors.  His educational opportunities had been considerable and he had seen a good deal of Russian government from the inside . . . his outlook was less severe than that of his father and he was quite devoid of that propensity for abstraction which had impaired the prospects of Alexander .

RUSSIA IN THE AGE OF REACTION AND REFORM 1801-1881

David Saunders  p.204-205

(Kropotkin thought Alexander suffered from a split personality) “two different men lived in him, both strongly developed, struggling with each other . . .  He could be charming in his behaviour, and the next moment display sheer brutality.  He was possessed of a calm, reasoned courage in the face of a real danger, but he lived in constant fear of dangers which existed in his brain only”.

PETER KROPOTKIN (1842-1921)

(in Saunders  p.205)

(He was not very bright)

“When the Emperor talks to an intellectual he has the appearance of someone with rheumatism who is standing in a draught.”

POET FEODOR TUTCHEV (1803-1873)

(in Saunders  p.205)

“(Alexander) was called upon to execute one of the hardest tasks which can confront an autocratic ruler; to completely remodel the enormous state which had been entrusted to his 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”.

BORIS CHICHERIN (1828-1904) Historian/Jurist

(quoted in Saunders  p213)

Alexander II’s reign was a purofal period in Russian history . . .  a difficult balancing act.  On the one hand, he felt it necessary to conserve autocracy out of respect for tradition and need for political stability.  On the other, he needed to reform certain aspects of Russian society and the Russian economy in order to bring about modernisation.

RUSSIA 1848-1917

Jonathan Bromley  p.23

Alexander’s government veered between liberalism and repression, first encouraging criticism of many aspects of his regime, then turning on the critics.

This in turn had the effect of pushing opposition to extremes and ultimately, terrorism.

Fundamentally, Alexander never attempted to resolve the contradictions between autocratic government and liberal ideas, perhaps explaining his political inconsistency.

(in Bromley  p.55-56)
The historian Boris Chicherin wrote that Alexander had neither the “enchanting manner of Alexander I” nor the “outward majesty of Nicholas I.  Mild, Kind, Understanding, inspired by the best intentions, he trusted neither himself nor others, and so was unable to win anyone’s attachment”.

(quoted in Richard Wortman

Scenarios of Power – Myth and Ceremony in Russian Monarchy

· Vol.2 p.22)
In a rescript of January 29, 1865, he came forth with his only open reply to demands for political participation.  He declared that the reforms the government had introduced.

“Sufficiently attest to my constant concern to improve and perfect, to the extent of possibility and in the order prescribed by me, the various branches of state administration.”

He insisted that the right of initiative for reform belonged to him exclusively.

“and is inseparably connected with the autocratic power entrusted to me by God”.

His subjects did not have the right to anticipate his “incessant care for Russia’s well-being . . . no one can take it upon himself to petition me about the general welfare and needs for the state”.

(in Wortman  p.91)
In the eyes of the devout the assassination from figured Alexander from secular prince to religious martyr.  Indeed the sport on the pavement where Alexander lay dying immediately became a popular shrine.  Large numbers of people came and tried to wet their handkerchiefs in the blood and seize a shred of clothing, even a fragment of bone, as relics of the tsar-martyr.

(in Wortman p.199)
“Your Majesty, your reign begins under a strikingly happy constellation.  You have no blood stains on you, your conscience is untroubled.  You did not learn of your father’s death from his murderers.  You did not have to walk across a square running with Russian blood to take your place on the throne.  You did not need to announce your accession to the people with executions.  There is scarcely a single example in the chronicle of your house of such a clean beginning”.

ALEXANDER HERZEN – OPEN LETTER TO ALEXANDER II

(quoted in The Sunset of the Romanov Dynasty by M Iroshnikov  p.53)

Far from everybody saw Alexander as a great reformer and a wise-statesman, who managed by …… of his own personal authority to influence even the numerous conservative elements in society and to ‘move the country from the spot;’  many looked on him as merely a more refined version of the reactionary than his “papa” – the swindler tsar who had left the peasants to complete ruination without land.

(in Iroshnikov  p.56)
Although Alexander II is remembered as the ‘Tsar-Liberator’, the emancipator of the Serbs, he was no liberal.  He believed that it was possible to maintain the autocracy while cautiously modernising government and society.

CHRONICLE OF THE RUSSION TSAR

David Warner  p.177

The French writer Anatole Leroy-Beaulieu commented shortly after Alexander’s death that the emperor had made of Russia “an incomplete and uncomfortable dwelling where friends and opponents of innovation felt almost equally ill at ease”.  The reforms of the reign alienated conservative aristocrats but failed to secure the support of the liberal intelligensia.  An autocrat in name, Alexander had been forced to rely on his ministers and to exercise power by backing one bureaucratic faction and then another.  His assassination strengthened the hand of the conservatives and removed reform from the political agenda.

(in Warner  p.187) 

In a double paradox, Alexander II was a great reformer in spite of himself and a political martyr in spite of his great accomplishments . . .

THE TRAGIC DYNASTY – A HISTORY OF THE ROMANOV 

John Bergamini  p.329

Alexander seemed more open to suggestion than his predecessor.  For one thing, he allowed himself more human failings, more breaches of discipline . . . he was known to give way to hesitation and to taking the easy way out.  (Like Alexis Mikhailovitch) he turned out to be an innovator in spite of himself, a man who let himself be carried along by irresistible forces of change.

(in Bergamini  p.333)
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