The need for change

‘I am handing you command of the country in a very poor state.’” This
simple admission of the ageing Tsar Nicholas T to his son and heir,
Alexander, speaks volumes about the decades of neglect the autocratic
system had shamelessly presided over in the first half of the Nineteenth
Century. In 1855, when Alexander [T took possession of his ramshackle
inheritance, the last traces of national pride were being snuffed out by
British, French and Turkish troops on the Crimean peninsula. Defeat in
this war revealed fundamental defictencies in the Russian system. The
national debt was high and rising steadily, the army was inefficient in both
its structure and operations, central administration was inept and the
countryside was seething with S0 milhon disaffected peasants grimly
mourning the loss of 600,000 fellow Russians. In the villages, popular dis-
turbances multiplied. sending shock waves reverberating around Russia to
the gates of the Winter Palace itsclf.

Alexander 1I assumed responsibility for an empire whose political and
social systems were not just ‘in a very poor state’ but in fact, as history
would reveal, in a terminal condition. Alexander, of course, did not have
this knowledge but he understood fully that the State was seriously dis-
eased and that remedial treatment was urgently needed to restore the
patient. The new Tsar acted instinctively to save the autocratic system to
which he was bound by honour and tradition. While representing a major
progressive phase in nineteenth-century history, his reforming efforts were
designed to modernize the autocracy and to ensure its preservation, rather
than to create an alternative system. As a result his reforms, though ambi-
tious in appearance and scope, were often limited in practice. His
reluctance to go beyond a basic rescue mission produced resentment and
encouraged political opposition. Eventually Alexander fell victim to forces
which he had unwittingly released and was unable to restrain. The most
significant of Alexander’s projects, and the one which earned him the
unofficial title “T'sar Liberator’, was the abolition of serfdom in 1861. The
nature of Russian serfdom and the principal factors involved in its demise
are explored in the following section.

EXAMINING THE EVIDENCE

Section 1: the material condition of the Russian
serf

Source A

Serfs cultivated the land allotted to them, and in recompense for the use
of this land they were required to work also on the land reserved for the
use of the landowner. Three days a week was probably the average
requirement but in the worst cases, and in busy weeks, this might be
doubled (which meant that the serf could not properly look after his own
land). There were no fixed rights or obligations for the peasantry. A
landowner could increase his serfs’ dues and duties, he could seize their
property, he could forbid their buying from, selling to, or working with
persons outside the estate, he could make them into domestic servants,
sell them either separately or with their families, force them to marry so as
to breed more serfs, or forbid them to marry disapproved partners.
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Source D
Serfdom was an economic institution not a closed world created for the
gratification of sexual appetites. Isolated instances of cruelty are no evi-
dence to the contrary. It is simply not good enough to cite the notorious
case of one Saltykova, a sadistic landlady immortalized by historians, who
whiled away her idle hours by torturing to death dozens of her domestic
servants. She tells us about as much about imperial Russia as does Jack
the Ripper about Victorian London. Where statistics happen to be avail-
able they indicate moderation in the use of disciplinary prerogatives,
Every landlord, for example, had the power to turn unruly peasants over
to the authorities for exile to Siberia. Between 1822 and 1833, 1283 serfs
were punished in this fashion; an annual average of 107 out of over
twenty million proprietary serfs is hardly a staggering figure.

Richard Pipes, Russia Under the Old Regime (1974)

Source E

Read the complaints of the English factory workers; your hair will stand
on end. How much repulsive oppression, incomprehensible sufferings!
What cold barbarism on the one hand, and what appalling poverty on the
other. You will think we are speaking of the construction of the Egyptian
pyramids, of Jews working under Egyptian lashes. Not at all: we are talk-
ing about the textiles of Mr Smith or the needles of Mr Jackson. And note
that all these are not abuses, not crimes, but occurrences which take place
within the strict limits of legality. It seems there is no creature in the
world more unfortunate than the English worker...

In Russia there is nothing like it. Obligations are altogether not very
onerous. The soul tax is paid by the mir; the corvee is set by the law; the
obrok is not ruinous (except in the neighbourhood of Moscow and St
Petersburg, where the diversity of industry intensifies and stimulates the
greed of owners). The landlord, having set the obrok, leaves it up to the
peasant to get it whenever and by whatever enterprises he can think of
and sometimes travels two thousand kilometres to earn money...Take a
look at the Russian peasant: is there a trace of slavish degradation in his
behaviour or speech? Nothing need be said of his boldness and clever-
ness. His entrepreneurship is well known. His agility and dexterity are
amazing. A traveller journeys from one end of Russia to the other, ignor-
ant of a single word of Russian, and he is everywhere understood,
everyone fulfils his requests and enters into agreements with him. You will
never find among the Russian people that which the French call un
badaut [an idler or loafer]: you will never see a Russian peasant show
either crude amazement or ignorant contempt for what is foreign. In
Russia there is not one man who does not have his own living quarters. A
poor man who goes into the world leaves his 1zba [peasant hut]. This does
not exist in other countries. Everywhere in Europe to own a cow is a sign
of luxury; in Russia not to have one is a sign of dreadful poverty.

Alexander Pushkin, extract from Journey from Moscow to St Petersburg
quoted in Richard Pipes, Russia Under the Oid Regime (1974)

Source F
On the whole...so far at least as mere food and lodgings are concerned,
the Russian peasant is not so badly off as the poor man amongst
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Robert Bremner, extract from Excursions in the Interior of Russia (1 839) quoted in
Richard Pipes, as above

Section 2: the pressure for emancipation

Source G
This measure [proposal for emancipation] is more necessary for the wel-

fare .oqf our class itself [landowning nobility] even than for the serfs. The
abolition of the right to dispose of people like objects or like cattle is as
much our liberation as theirs: for at present we arc under the yoke of a
law that destroys still more in us than in the serfs any human quality.

Al Koshelyov (Russian landowner) quoted in Hugh Seton-Watsor. The Russian Empire
1801-1917 (1967)
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