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—Dmitri von Mohdrenschildt







A COURSE IN RUSSIAN HISTORY

The Seventeenth Century


[image: ]

V. O. Kliuchevsky

TRANSLATED FROM THE RUSSIAN BY

Natalie Duddington

INTRODUCTION BY

Alfred J. Rieber


[image: Logo: Published by Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group, LONDON AND NEW YORK.]






First published 1994 by M.E. Sharpe

Published 2015 by Routledge

 2 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4RN

 605 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10017



Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

Copyright © 1994 Taylor & Francis. All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

Notices

No responsibility is assumed by the publisher for any injury and/or damage to persons or property as a matter of products liability, negligence or otherwise, or from any use of operation of any methods, products, instructions or ideas contained in the material herein.

Practitioners and researchers must always rely on their own experience and knowledge in evaluating and using any information, methods, compounds, or experiments described herein. In using such information or methods they should be mindful of their own safety and the safety of others, including parties for whom they have a professional responsibility.

Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation without intent to infringe.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Kli͡uchevskiĭ, V. O. (Vasilii Osipovich), 1841–1911.

[Kurs russkoi istorii. Chast’ 3. English]

A course in Russian history—the 17th century /

Vasili O. Kli͡uchevsky : editor, Alfred J. Rieber : translator, Natalie Duddington.

p. cm.

Includes index 

ISBN 1-56324-316-4.—ISBN 1-56324-317-2 (pbk.)

 1. Russia—History—1613–1689.

 2. Russia—History—Time of Troubles, 1598–1613.

I. Rieber, Alfred J.

II. Duddington, Natalie.

III. Title.

DK114.K573 1993

947′.04—dc20

93-26721

CIP

ISBN 13: 9781563243172 (pbk)

ISBN 13: 9781563243165 (hbk)

DOI: 10.4324/9781315287218




Vasili O. Kliuchevsky (1841–1911) was the most eminent Russian historian of his day—a pathbreaking scholar, a spellbinding lecturer, an engaging stylist, and a great synthesizer whose works have stood the test of time. The Seventeenth Century is the third volume of Kliuchevsky’s five-volume masterpiece, A Course in Russian History, originally published in 1907. This unabridged translation is based on Volume 3 of the 1957 Soviet edition of Kliuchevsky’s collected works.

Alfred J. Rieber, professor of history at the University of Pennsylvania, is a prolific author on Russian history and a recipient of the E. Henry Harbison Award of the Danforth Foundation for distinguished teaching.




Contents


	Introduction




	The Crisis at the End of the Sixteenth Century

	The Time of Troubles

	The Causes of Civil Disorder

	Political Reconstruction

	Muscovy, Eastern Europe and the Ukraine

	The Cossacks

	Law and Society

	Local Government and the Class Structure

	The Coming of Serfdom

	The Zemsky Sobor

	Finances

	Social Critics

	Russia and the West

	The Cultural Pattern

	The Church Schism

	Tsar Alexei

	A Muscovite Statesman: Ordin-Nashchokin

	V. V. Golitsyn and Plans for Reform




	Index





Note on Transliteration

[image: ] The question of transliterating Russian proper names has never been resolved in a way to suit everyone’s taste. In order to standardize spelling in the translations in this series, I have adopted, sometimes to the despair of the translator, a uniform system based upon the Library of Congress model. The modifications include the use of a single i at the end of given names (Vasili) and a y at the end of family names (Kliuchevsky). By and large I have retained the Russian forms of given names (Vasili instead of Basil), but have given English equivalents to the less familiar ones, such as Metropolitan Job (instead of Iov).

Common usage and the absence of exact equivalents in English have also determined the choice of Russian terms such as Zemsky Sobor (Assembly of the Land) instead of translating them wherever they occur. An attempt has been made to keep these to a minimum, even at the cost of employing rather unsatisfactory translations, such as “gentry” for dvoriane.

The system used by W. E. D. Allen in The Ukraine has been borrowed for Ukrainian and Russo-Lithuanian (e.g., Orthodox as opposed to Roman Catholic) names in order to distinguish them from Great Russian and Polish.

A.J.R.




Introduction

[image: ] In the annals of Russian historiography, Vasili Osipovich Kliuchevsky occupies a central and dominant position. Indeed, he deserves to be counted among the great historians of the world. Since his death more than fifty years ago his reputation and influence, although not always publicly acknowledged, have continued to grow both in his native land and abroad. His magnum opus, A Course in Russian History, is the only multivolume history of Russia that has been translated into English. The Russian original has been reprinted twice in the Soviet Union, and when, after Stalin’s death, a project was begun to publish the collected works of prerevolutionary historians, it was only natural that Kliuchevsky was the first to be so honored. Until very recently some of his former students occupied important positions in the Soviet historical profession, and others, like Sir Bernard Pares at London and M. M. Karpovich at Harvard, imbued a generation of English and American undergraduates with the spirit of his work. What makes Kliuchevsky a figure of such enduring interest?

For more than three decades before the First World War, Kliuchevsky’s brilliant lectures packed the main auditorium of Moscow University and inspired some of the best historical brains of the succeeding generation. The beauty of his language and the power of his ideas held his audience spellbound. In a flash, this unprepossessing little man, looking more like a deacon than a professor, with his high-pitched voice, his stutter, and his myopic stare, could be transformed into Peter the Great, all seven feet of him striding across the stage of Russian history. Kliuchevsky was a consummate actor. His wit was a formidable weapon, admired by his students and colleagues, feared by his hapless victims. He once characterized a historian who praised Catherine the Great excessively as “her posthumous lover.” The poor fellow never lived it down. Moreover, Kliuchevsky gave what certainly must be considered the most learned introductory course in Russian history ever taught. Not only did every lecture resemble an elegant monograph, combining great erudition with superb writing, but the entire series was held together by several interconnected themes which, even as they unfolded, illuminated each part of the imposing structure. A happy marriage of formidable scholarship and stimulating teaching, these lectures, often reworked and rewritten over a period of twenty years, became the chapters of A Course in Russian History. Kliuchevsky first published it at the turn of the century, only after serious misgivings that the work was incomplete had been overcome by the constant pleading of his students. It remains, in the words of M. M. Karpovich, “the last great synthesis of Russian history.”1


1 M. Karpovich, “Kliuchevsky and Recent Trends in Russian Historiography,” Slavonic and East European Review, 21 (1943): 31.
What enabled Kliuchevsky to sustain such a high and continuous level of interest among the students who crowded to hear him? In a word it was the sense of immediacy that permeated the entire course. “The value of any knowledge,” he stated in his second lecture, “is defined by its connection with our needs, aspirations, and deeds.”2 His real subject was the identity of Russia, its place in the world, the limitations imposed and the opportunities presented by a thousand years of history. When Kliuchevsky was at the height of his career, the Russian intelligentsia still valued the discipline of history as a solid and practical basis for political action. Although Kliuchevsky himself did not take an active part in politics, he allowed his students to discuss the so-called burning questions of the day after his formal seminar in history, which was held in the comfort and safety of his home. In his lectures he had already encouraged them to search for the regularities of Russian history that might lead to a general law of the construction of human society independent of local conditions.3 Some of his students seized upon the implications of these historical views to help fashion their political programs. Several went on to become leaders in Russia’s first liberal party, the Constitutional Democrats (known as Kadets).

2 V. O. Kliuchevsky, Sochineniia (Moscow, 1956) 1: 42.
3 Ibid., 1: 19.
Regardless of the activities of his students, Kliuchevsky deserves a prominent place in the intellectual history of Russia. Among his many achievements were his efforts to reconcile conflicting philosophical views, his awareness of the need for a multidisciplinary approach, and his commitment to the idea of multiple causality, all of which strike a remarkably “modern” tone. Kliuchevsky was sensitive to the dilemma of the historian caught between the shifting sands of relativism and the rigid grip of determinism. In working out a solution within the context of the historical narrative itself, he sought to obviate the terrible choice of “either-or.”

It is a tribute to the originality and complexity of Kliuchev-sky’s historical outlook that continuing debate over his contribution has involved so many distinguished historians. From the rich tapestry of his scholarship, representatives of widely divergent views have pulled out threads to weave their own historical interpretations. To each one Kliuchevsky stands for a distinct phase in the development of the writing of Russian history. But the position they accord him both reflects their own commitment and also justifies their criticism of him. For example, Marxist historians have tried to separate Kliuchevsky’s early work, which they praise as part of the materialist tradition, from his later work, which they condemn as infected with idealism. The liberal historians extol Kliuchevsky’s attachment to gradual change but regret the absence of any guiding principle in his work. The issue around which the controversy centers is the precise location of Kliuchevsky in the mainstream of Russian intellectual life at the end of the nineteenth century. Was he a Slavophile or a Westerner, a materialist or an idealist, a historian or a sociologist, an innovator or an eclectic? To answer these questions it is not enough to analyze his work; we must first of all seek out the man himself.

During the long evening’s discussion with students which followed his seminar, Kliuchevsky would often recall scenes from his childhood. He remembered most vividly how as an eight-year-old boy he stood crying over the body of his father, the local priest, which lay lifeless beside a deeply furrowed dirt road lined with sagging wooden houses in a remote village in the depths of Penza province. This memory was deeply symbolic of the formative influences in Kliuchevsky’s life. Throughout his career the indelible mark of rural Russia upon his personality and outlook set him apart from colleagues and students. Compared with such elegant professors as B. N. Chicherin, Kliuchevsky seemed “too Russian,” with his slight, bent figure and nondescript dress, his habit of avoiding his companion’s eyes in conversation, his soft voice, the soundless laugh, and the unmistakable stutter. To be sure, Kliuchevsky was one of the most brilliant conversationalists and lecturers of his day, but these achievements cost him a great effort and a long struggle to overcome the stigma of provincial origin.

Born in 1841 as the only son of a poor priest, Kliuchevsky was raised in the village of Voskresensk until he was eight, when his father died and the family moved to the provincial capital of Penza. In the 1840’s and 1850’s the province was still isolated from the mainstream of Russian life and retained many of the aspects of a frontier area. Four to five months out of the year deep snows blanketed the heavily forested hills, and the swarms of streams that watered the narrow valleys froze solid. Timbering was the main industry, and frequently peasant woodsmen encountered bears and, more often, wolves. Other serfs scraped a scant living from the poor soil. Life for the village priest’s family was hard.

When the widow Kliuchevskaia took her small family to Penza, the town’s population could not have been much larger than 20,000. Originally a frontier fortress built to pacify the Mordva and Meshcheriaki tribes, Penza boasted a violent history. It had fallen to Stenka Razin in 1670, and ten years later the Bashkirs were hammering at the gates. In 1774 Pugachev seized the town. Although primarily Russian in character, life in the provincial capital and even more in the surrounding countryside reflected the age-old conflict for the land between colonizers, Finns, and Tatar tribes. For the young Kliuchevsky, conquest of the forests and expansion to the east were more than historical memories; they were the vibrant themes of life around him.

As a boy Kliuchevsky listened avidly to the telling of Russian fairy tales, but he insisted with childish pedantry upon absolute accuracy of detail. No doubt his great sensitivity for the rhythm of the spoken word came from these long hours of exposure to the great oral tradition. Later an equal passion for reading took hold of him. “God knows when he slept,” his sister later mused.4 Yet in spite of his devotion to learning, school was an ordeal. A speech impediment held him back, but he strove to overcome it and succeeded in the most extraordinary way: by converting the stutter into a dramatic pause. Later, in his lectures, the result was nothing short of theatrical.5


4 S. A. Belokurov, Vasili Osipovich Kliuchevsky. Materialy dlia ego bio grafii (Moscow, 1914), p. 415.
5 A. Kizevetter, Istoricheskie otkliki (Moscow, 1915), p. 364.
An intelligent but impoverished boy who was the son of a priest had little choice in preparing for a career. The church schools were free, thanks to a scholarship, and in 1856 Kliuchevsky applied to enter Penza Seminary. His entrance examination produced “a stunning impression” upon the committee. At the seminary Kliuchevsky won the respect and affection of teachers and students alike. “Only a learned theologian can write like this!” one of his instructors exclaimed upon reading his essays. A quiet and modest young man, he possessed “a magnetic strength” of character which inspired his comrades. But the deadening routine and petty tyrannies of the seminary soon irritated and disgusted him. Although Kliuchevsky remained profoundly religious throughout his life, the years in the Penza Seminary left a bitter residue which accounted for his frequent biting criticisms of men and institutions, including, at times, the church itself. His sharp tongue, together with a certain slyness more characteristic of a suspicious peasant than of an intellectual, were, in the eyes of his contemporaries, the least attractive qualities he acquired in this difficult period.

While contemptuous of the seminary’s “stifling atmosphere,” Kliuchevsky found compensation in the close intensive life of the seminarists’ circle. In the evenings a small but surprisingly varied group of students, including believers, rationalists, and political activists, gathered in one of their number’s room to read the more lively thick journals like Sovremennik and Russkii vestnik, which smuggled into their provincial world the fierce controversies raging in a press just recently freed from the “censorship terror” of Nicholas I’s last years. Avidly digesting the latest historical works of S. M. Solovyev, N. I. Kostomarov, K. D. Kavelin, and B. N. Chicherin, Kliuchevsky and his comrades felt a fresh wind stirring in Russian historiography.6


6 Manuscript Division, Lenin Library, Fund 131, folder 14, p. 6.
That the intellectual ferment in post-Crimean Russia penetrated so easily the thick walls of the seminaries underlines the paradox of the state’s educational policy. By intensifying the separate and corporate nature of student life and at the same time trying to exclude contemporary issues from the course of study, the government unwittingly created tightly knit groups bound together by the strongest personal loyalties and engaged in intellectual activity which it could only regard as subversive if not downright revolutionary. Yet Kliuchevsky resisted the drift toward illegal activities that swept other students and seminarists of his generation into open opposition to the state. More like M. N. Speransky than N. G. Chernyshevsky, he drew heavily on those elements of seminary training that stressed disciplined thinking and lucid expression, rather than those that emphasized abstract reasoning and messianic zeal. For all that, he struggled to break out of the confining limits of the seminary and, after overcoming the stubborn resistance of the administration, applied for and was accepted by Moscow University. His brilliant performance on the entrance examination prompted an astonished reaction from Patriarch Filaret: “Only I could have answered as well.”7


7 Kizevetter, Istoricheskie otkliki, p. 367.
In 1860 Kliuchevsky arrived in Moscow in the midst of great intellectual excitement on the eve of the emancipation. The relaxation of censorship and the drafting of new liberal rules for the university stirred long dormant passions. A small group of professors sought to play a more active political role, and many students responded so vigorously that they soon outstripped the demands of their teachers. But the young man from the provinces refused to be carried away. As revealed in his letters to an old friend in Penza, Kliuchevsky regarded the scene with detachment. The liberation of the serfs moved him profoundly, to be sure, but as for the rest, he alternated between witty and sarcastic comments on the folly of his fellow men. Although he disdained to take part in the student demonstrations of 1861, he reproached the police for their zealous brutality.8 Yet, as his diary reveals, the public pose of aloofness masked a deeper private anguish. He found no cure for “the sickness of moral loneliness,” but he set himself a demanding regime. “Most uneasily and persistently of all,” he wrote, “I strive for a moral stability against fleeting impressions and an ability to maintain the position of an observer while revolving on the drum of life….”9 In general, he was appalled by the eagerness with which his fellow students “snatched at the latest conclusions of European science and [then], without succeeding in mastering them, squeamishly turning up their noses, they declare them outdated and old fashioned.”10 This is not to suggest that Kliuchevsky ignored Comte, Marx, and Spencer, but his reaction to them was different. Remarkably like his great contemporary Leo Tolstoy, Kliuchevsky had a corrosively skeptical intellect which in its relentless pursuit of truth gave him no peace. Like Tolstoy, too, Kliuchevsky was a destroyer of systems, an enemy of abstract reasoning whose temper both matched and expressed the spirit of the times. He could easily have adopted as his own the motto of another great contemporary, the German historian Wilhelm Dilthey, whom he resembles in a number of ways: “Thought is fruitful only when it is based upon the special investigation of one aspect of the real.“11 Already devoted to the precepts of realism when he entered the university, Kliuchevsky held more closely to them for the rest of his life than either Tolstoy or Dilthey, yet even his steady course could not save him from growing disillusionment.

8 Trudy gosudarsvennogo rumiantsevskogo muzei (Moscow, 1924), vol. 5, Pisma V. O. Kliuchevskogo k P. P. Gvozdevu (1861–1870), p. 22.
9 R. A. Kireeva, V. O. Kliuchevsky kak istorik russkoi istoricheskoi nauki (Moscow, 1966), p. 192.
10 Ibid.
11 Carlo Antoni, From History to Sociology (Detroit, 1959), p. 4.
Kliuchevsky’s natural reluctance to attach himself to abstractions or fixed dogmas placed him in a unique position to take advantage of the realignment of intellectual forces after the Crimean War. As Herzen had predicted, the old quarrels between Westerners and Slavophiles then seemed irrelevant. The impending reforms from above challenged the intelligentsia to reformulate their antagonistic views or to reconcile them. Kliuchevsky was eminently suited to play the role of conciliator. The key to understanding his success in this quest lies in his relationship with two outstanding scholars who, while on the periphery of the Westerner-Slavophile debate, represented the universalist and particularist elements inherent in the two rival schools of thought. They were the great historian S. M. Solovyev and the eminent comparative philologist F. I. Buslaev.

When Kliuchevsky entered Moscow University in 1860, Hegelian philosophy dominated the teaching faculties, and nowhere was its influence more pronounced than in the field of history, where the towering figures of Chicherin and Solovyev held sway. In his second year Kliuchevsky slipped into the great auditorium to hear Solovyev lecture in Russian history to the third- and fourth-year students, only to be repelled by the Hegelian overtones, which, he confided to his provincial comrade, “smack of Muslim fatalism.” “From this point of view, you must accept everything, justify everything and never take action against anything.” It came as a shock to Kliuchevsky that under the influence of this scheme Solovyev “justifies and even defends the Muscovite centralization with its unpardonable despotism and arbitrariness.”12 To Kliuchevsky. the state was a means of reconciling conflicting interests of different social groups rather than a logical development of the world spirit.13


12 Trudy, p. 84.
13 Ibid., p. 87.
On the other hand, there was much in Solovyev’s work that Kliuchevsky admired: “his harmony of thought and word”; an ability to arrange the facts into a “mosaic of general historical ideas which [in turn] explain them”; and his “pragmatic moralism,” which, like the figures of an antique bas-relief, seemed to grow organically out of the bedrock of facts.14 By revealing the natural links between events, Solovyev had brought Russian history out of chaos into the realm of scientific analysis.15 Kliuchevsky recognized Solovyev as the starting point for all future work in Russian history. “I am a student of Solovyev,” he frequently said. “As a scholar that is all I can be proud of.”16 Yet Kliuchevsky could never reconcile himself to accept what he called Solovyev’s one-sided application to political forms of the idea of regularity in history.17 Characteristically, Kliuchevsky shrank from openly attacking his revered teacher, but privately he expressed strong reservations. In his eyes Solovyev lacked the suble and anatomical touch without which he “could not probe to the bare bones of life but only grasp its physiognomy.”18 Just as disturbing to Kliuchevsky was Solovyev’s lack of discrimination. In an unpublished draft article he rebuked his teacher for taking “a fact from a source and [introducing] it into a text of narrative history in its untouched state,” thus revealing “an aversion to historical criticism.”19

14 Kliuchevsky, “S. M. Solovyev kak prepodavatel” (1895), in Ocherki i rechi (Moscow, n.d.), pp. 30, 33, 34.
15 Kireeva, Kliuchevsky, p. 205.
16 A. E. Presniakov, “V. O. Kliuchevsky 1911–1921,” Russkii istoricheskii zhurnal, 8 (1922): 206.
17 Kliuchevsky, Sochineniia, 7: 464.
18 Kireeva, Kliuchevsky, p. 208. Like other historians of his generation, Kliuchevsky expressed great admiration for Guizot as a guide to sociohistorical analysis; a “master historian-anatomist,” he called him. For a similar view on Guizot see G. P. Gooch, History and Historians in the Nineteenth Century (London, 1913), p. 181.
19 Kireeva, Kliuchevsky, p. 206. Curiously enough, a similar charge was leveled against Kliuchevsky by his most famous student, P. N. Miliukov, who remarked that Kliuchevsky’s selection of dramatic incidents to illustrate his ideas provided “the clearest unifying thread of A Course in Russian History [but] was at the same time the most speculative part.” P. N. Miliukov, “V. O. Kliuchevsky,” in Kharakteristiki i vospominaniia (Moscow, 1912), p. 193. The link between fact and generalization is a tenuous one indeed.
As a leading Soviet specialist has pointed out, Kliuchevsky’s concept of society as an organism and his awareness of the critical approach owes far more to the influence of Buslaev than to that of Solovyev.20 Buslaev taught him how to read and analyze ancient texts and monuments by demonstrating that language is a function of social structure. Buslaev’s own studies had tapped a new source for the study of prehistorical and nonliterate cultures. In his work on the Lives of the Saints, Buslaev found in the language of ancient proverbs and riddles themes and forms of purely pagan origin.21 This methodology had enormous significance for Kliuchevsky’s work, especially his master’s dissertation, “Ancient Lives of Saints as a Historical Source.” Even more important, Buslaev reinforced Kliuchevsky’s growing conviction that the material and spiritual aspirations of the people played a basic role in the historical process. As a comparative philologist, Buslaev was more interested in analyzing the terminology of family relations than idealizing old Russian social institutions. Thus he was “indifferent to Slavophile convictions and ideas.” Yet, as he admitted in his memoirs, his love for Italy, antique Greco-Roman culture, and the theories of the German philologist Jacob Grimm did not make him a Westerner. His respect for the Russian epics (byliny) was as great as for Homer.22 Standing above rather than midway between the Westerners and Slavophiles, Buslaev served Kliuchevsky as a model of the objective social scientist. Like his teacher, Kliuchevsky saw attractive qualities in the outlooks of both camps. “The Westerners were noted for their clear thinking and love of exact knowledge and respect for scholarship; the Slavophiles displayed a fascinating breadth of ideas, a lively faith in the nation’s potentialities and a streak of lyrical dialectic which covered over the slips in logic and gaps in erudition.”23 In the words of Miliukov, Kliuchevsky’s mind belonged to the Westerners and his heart to the Slavophiles.24

20 A. A. Zimin, “Formirovanie istoricheskikh vzgliadov V. O. Kliuchev-skogo v 60-e godye XIX v.,” Istoricheskie zapiski, 69 (1961): 185–87. See also Kireeva, Kliuchevsky, pp. 203–4, and L. V. Cherepnin, “V. O. Kliuchevsky,” in Ocherki istorii istoricheskoi nauki v SSSR (Moscow, 1960), 2: 146–47.
21 Kliuchevsky, “F. I. Buslaev kak prepodavatel i issledovatel,” in Sochinentia, 8: 292–93.
22 F. I. Buslaev, Moi vospominaniia (Moscow, 1897), pp. 124–29, 289–300.
23 See below, pp. 280–81.
24 Miliukov, “Kliuchevsky,” p. 200.
For a brief period before and after the emancipation, Kliuchevsky’s thinking seemed merely to run parallel to that of the rest of the informed public. In a burst of national enthusiasm the nihilist Pisarev praised the Slavophile Kireevsky, and Cherny-shevsky extended his hand to Samarin.25 Soon, however, disappointments over the implementation of the reforms and the outbreak of the Polish revolt in 1863 splintered this fragile and unreal unity. But Kliuchevsky resisted the pull of extremes. His great love of Russia’s past never overwhelmed his rigorous scholarship. He remained too critical to tolerate Utopias, and his social conscience saved him from despair.

25 A. A. Kornilov, Obshchevstvennoe dvizhenie pri Aleksandr 11 (Moscow, 1909), pp. 21–22.
In his years as an undergraduate (1860–65), Kliuchevsky laid the basis for his two most significant contributions to Russian historiography. He freed history from its subservience to philosophy and cleared the way for a multidisciplinary study of the past. With the help of sociology and comparative philology he then broadened the range of his investigations to accommodate contradictions that in the idealist scheme could have been resolved only by logical rather than historical necessity. At the same time he wove together into a brilliant new synthesis the two main interpretive themes of Russian history, the Westerner and the Slavophile, which up to that time appeared hopelessly irreconcilable. Thus, while preserving for Russia a place in the historical development of European civilization, he also explained the particular and peculiar character of Russia’s situation within that general process.

For fifteen years following his graduation from Moscow University, Kliuchevsky worked out his ideas in such a way as to give the superficial appearance of a single directional attack upon the state school of Chicherin and Solovyev. But it would be misleading to equate a natural tendency to correct some imbalances in the views of the state school with a total rejection of the state as a powerful element in the historical process. Beginning tentatively in his thesis for the first graduate degree of kandidat, Tales of Foreigners About the Muscovite State (1866), he gave increasingly greater prominence to geography and the economic life of the people. By the time he wrote the first draft of his master’s thesis (1872), he brought into sharp focus his differences with the state school. Concerning the colonization of north and central Russia he wrote: “The government did not summon and direct this movement of people … it was itself to a significant degree a result of this movement.”26 Appropriately enough, his Ph.D. dissertation, The Boyar Duma, was his real declaration of independence. In the introduction Kliuchevsky rejected as “self-deluding” the idea that a satisfactory history of the Russian state could exist without an understanding of the history of its people. Criticizing the idealist position (though not in name) for lavishing attention exclusively on the forms of the state, he set himself two goals in analyzing the growth and development of state institutions: to identify the foreign and domestic sources of the administrative structure, and to reveal its social basis. “In the history of political institutions,” Kliuchevsky concluded, “the building material is frequently more important than the structure itself.”27

26 Zimin, “Formirovanie,” p. 192.
27 Kliuchevsky, Boiarskaia Duma (Moscow, 1881), pp. 13, 15.
Despite Kliuchevsky’s emphasis on the social foundation of politics, he did not fall into the mistake of other historians, like Kostomarov, who almost lost sight of the state altogether. He understood too well the powerful influence that the state institutions, once created, could exert upon the nature and functioning of social groups. In order to portray in all its changing complexities the relationship between the state and society, Kliuchevsky needed a broader canvas—the whole sweep of Russian history. In fact, it is only in that context that it is possible to grasp the full implications of his theoretical views and arrive at a balanced judgment of Kliuchevsky as historian. The opportunity for him at least to consider a general course in Russian history came under the most auspicious circumstance soon after he completed The Boyar Duma. He was invited to succeed Solovyev in the history chair at Moscow University, and although he had already been lecturing at the Moscow Theological Academy, the new post gave him an eager and more sophisticated audience from which would emerge some of Russia’s outstanding historians in the next generation. Kliuchevsky responded to the challenge by preparing the lectures that, over the course of the next two and a half decades, were ultimately to be fused into A Course in Russian History.

In the two introductory lectures or chapters of A Course, Kliuchevsky came as close as he ever did to setting down in print a full account of his philosophy of history. But his conclusions have never been accepted universally as the definitive statement of his views. Writing logically and clearly but too concisely, Kliuchevsky simply failed to develop some of his more complex ideas. Consequently, sharp differences of opinion have divided historians over the real meaning behind his words; and some Soviet historians have questioned whether these lectures represent a viewpoint consistent with all of Kliuchevsky’s writings.

To summarize even the most stimulating interpretations of Kliuchevsky’s work would require an extensive essay, but at least the main ones deserve mention. Marxist historians from G. V. Plekhanov to the present day have argued that Kliuchevsky was one of the first “bourgeois historians’’ to reserve a crucial place in the historical scheme for the class concept. Plekhanov went so far as to imply that Kliuchevsky was a Marxist in spite of himself.28 But the most famous Marxist historian of Russia and a former student of Kliuchevsky, M. N. Pokrovsky, saw in his teacher’s work a formless eclecticism with elements of positivism, Hegelianism, and individualism, held together by nothing more concrete than the personality of its creator.29 This very jumble of influences, thought Pokrovsky, testified to the “crisis of the bourgeois order.”30 More recently this interpretation has taken on a more subtle shading at the hands of A. A. Zimin and others. Relying primarily upon works written in the 1880’s, they claim that Kliuchevsky’s world view was firmly rooted in the materialism of the 1860’s and reflected the democratic socialist aspirations of that tumultuous decade. But frightened by the rising tide of the revolutionary movement, Kliuchevsky returned to the precepts of the state school in a belated effort to defend the monarchy. By the end of his life he was drifting into neo-Kantian idealism as the last refuge of individualism.31


28 G. V. Plekhanov, lstoriia russkoi obshchestvennoi mysli (Moscow, 1918), 1: 16, 24.
29 M. N. Pokrovsky, “Kurs russkoi istorii prof. V. Kliuchevskogo,” in Istoricheskaia nauka i borba klassov (Moscow-Leningrad, 1933), 2: 40–50.
30 N. L. Rubinshtein, Russkaia istoriografiia (Moscow, 1941), pp. 445, 469.
31 Zimin, “Formirovanie,” pp. 179, 195; Kireeva, Kliuchevsky, pp. 219–20. The final point is not novel and owes much to the perceptive article by another of Kliuchevsky’s famous students, A. S. Lappo-Danilevsky, “Pamiati V. O. Kliuchevskogo,” Vestnik evropy, vol. 270, no. 8 (1911), especially p. 339.
A respectful critic from the St. Petersburg school, A. E. Presniakov, offered a more personal analysis of the apparent contradictions in Kliuchevsky’s views on history. He claimed that in A Course in Russian History political and economic facts occupied the central position not because of their relative significance in the historical process, but because they were the only objects suitable for the critical methods of historical scholarship. The order of research, he added, reversed the order of life, from effect to cause and from result to origin. This led him to conclude that Kliuchevsky was an idealist according to his theoretical views, a materialist in his methodology, and a sociologist in his presentation.32 It is ironic but not surprising that Miliukov’s penetrating appreciation of his master resembled in some ways that of his fellow student Pokrovsky. The great Russian liberal’s charming aphorism that Kliuchevsky “borrowed everything, but it was all original,” could not mask his disappointment at failing to find in the great synthesis a “vital nerve.” What both men sought in vain from opposite vantage points was a clear-cut guide to political action.33 Lesser figures have seized upon one or another aspect of Kliuchevsky’s works as ammunition for an anti-Marxist polemic. For example, the émigré scholar S. I. Tkhorzhevsky emphasized Kliuchevsky’s treatment of those periods in Russian history when overriding national and religious concerns “muffled class differences,” as in the seventeenth century, when Russia was a “single moral entity.”34 Of all the interpretations, the one that most nearly approaches the one expressed in this essay was written by the editor of Kliuchevsky’s letters, S. A. Golubtsov. Although not an important historian, Golubtsov perceived from his study of Kliuchevsky’s early years that a balanced and consistent outlook permeated Kliuchevsky’s work from his student days to the writing of A Course in Russian History.35 Clearly, Kliuchevsky, like all great historians, has left behind such a rich heritage that it has become in itself an object of historical study, an inexhaustible source of commentary, interpretation, and dispute. From a different perspective, a reexamination of Kliuchevsky’s views on history is still bound to yield insights into the man and his society.

32 Presniakov, “Kliuchevsky,” pp. 216–17.
33 The personal relationship between Kliuchevsky and Miliukov was complex and ambivalent. Miliukov never forgave his teacher for preventing him from receiving the degree of doctor as a special tribute to the quality of his master’s dissertation, “The State Economy of Russia in the First Quarter of the Eighteenth Century and the Reforms of Peter the Great.” See P. N. Miliukov, Vospominaniia (1859–1917) (New York, 1955), 1: 138–42.
34 S. I. Tkhorzhevsky, “V. O. Kliuchevsky kak sotsiolog i politicheskii myslitel,” in Dela i dni (1921), bk. 2, pp. 150–60.
35 Trudy, pp. 16–24.
Kliuchevsky recognized that history meant both a movement over time and a cognition of that process, though he paid little attention to the latter problem. As a prelude to analyzing his methodology, it is important to identify the components of the historical process as he defined them.

As we have seen, Kliuchevsky accepted the premise of an underlying structure of human activity but resisted the temptation to express this in terms of an abstract philosophical scheme; that is, an a priori system borrowed from another discipline rather than hewn from the hard data of historical evidence. To be sure, Kliuchevsky admitted that “historical facts, by their very essence, are conclusions, generalizations of specific phenomena similar in character; they are what concepts are in the logical sphere; like the latter they can differ in their comprehensiveness by the amount of generalized material in them, but also like the latter they always retain logical relationships to their material.”36 To Kliuchevsky, then, the quality of the general in historical facts and the logical relationship between these facts constituted the methodological assumptions that permitted him to maintain that the essence of history as a separate and distinct science was the historical process; that is, “the life of mankind in its developments and results.” Human life or society was, in Kliuchevsky’s eyes, just as proper a subject for scientific study as nature. The form of human activity is most fully expressed in a variety of associations which Kliuchevsky likened, in the fashionable physiological metaphor of his generation, to the organic bodies of nature, which are born, develop, and die.37 The form and function of these associations change in response to the biological and moral requirements of the individual, the collective interests of social groups, and the need to overcome natural obstacles to these expanding aspirations. In sum, the human personality, human society, and the natural environment are the three basic historical forces that determine the kinds of associations or ties—economic, social, cultural, political, etc.— men create, modify, and discard.38 The relationship between these three forces is subtle, complex, and dynamic. For example, the human personality emerges from the individual’s aspirations within a social environment, but many individuals acting in this way create a society that represents more than the sum of its parts because as a collective organization it formulates its own goals. The interplay between individual creativity and the demands of the group, tempered by geographical conditions, gives rise to a pattern of life that may be called the national temperament.39 A society’s level of achievement—that is, the acquisition of experience, knowledge, and physical comforts that contribute to the well-being of the group and the individual— Kliuchevsky called the history of culture or civilization. The organization of human associations, the structure of society that man evolved within the limitations imposed by the human condition and the natural environment, he defined as historical sociology.40 In A Course Kliuchevsky probed deeply into the historical sociology of Russia, but he never claimed that even here he had reached the bedrock of the historical process. Rather he conveyed a sense of awe mingled with frustration in his quest for the elusive wellsprings of human motivation in history.

36 Presniakov, “Kliuchevsky,” p. 209.
37 Kliuchevsky, Sochineniia, 1: 14.
38 Ibid., 1: 21. This was a refinement of an earlier plan in which Kliuchevsky made a fourfold division of the historical forces into geography, the physical nature of the people, personality, and society. He considered the first two elements as “natural” and the second pair as “spiritual.” A fifth factor, “the burden of the past,” disappeared from his later writings. Tkhorzhevsky, “Kliuchevsky,” p. 160.
39 Kliuchevsky, Sochineniia, 1: 21.
40 Ibid., 1: 15.
Shying away from the lure of first or ultimate causes, Kliuchevsky emphasized, nevertheless, the historian’s duty to peel off successive layers of facts in order to get at the deepest sources of human behavior. In The Boyar Duma he had already discerned behind the imposing façade of institutional arrangements more fundamental social and economic relationships. Later, in an unpublished manuscript, “The Methodology of History,” he clarified the distinction by separating the basic or natural human associations from the artificial or secondary. The six natural associations proceeded in roughly historical progression from primitive society, where he assumed no family existed, through matriarchal and patriarchal family organizations to the tribe. The inner dynamics of social change he attributed to deep-seated, instinctive responses to moral and environmental stimuli. In contrast, the secondary associations, the two principal ones being the church and the state, reflected man’s more conscious efforts both to identify his aspirations and to create the institutional forms best suited to achieve them.41


41 Tkhorzhevsky, “Kliuchevsky,” pp. 159–60. Tkhorzhevsky claimed that the scheme was borrowed by Kliuchevsky from the French sociologist Marc Giraud-Teulon, Origines du mariage et de la famille (Geneva, 1884). There is a marked similarity of views; see especially the conclusion, pp. 471–83. But Kliuchevsky did not accept Giraud-Teulon’s thesis that the nuclear family is the most fruitful source of production and the repository of the highest form of property rights (Ibid., p. 483).
More concretely, two themes dominated Kliuchevsky’s view of the sweep of Russian history: colonization or mastery of the land, and unification or the creation of common identity and purpose. Out of the struggles to realize these aspirations within the shifting geographic boundaries of their society, the Russian people evolved a peculiar set of social and political institutions. The complex relationship between the physical setting, the human aspirations, and the institutional response gave a pronounced character to the dynamics of change in four distinct periods. Although these periods take their names from the predominant geographic and ethnic traits (Dnieper, Volga, Great Russian, and All-Russian), Kliuchevsky viewed them as representing a totality of human experience, the class structure, the political-legal framework, and the forms of spiritual life. Thus in the fourth period (1613–1855), which this volume introduces, the state reached out to encompass the entire Russian plain while a new dynasty came to power based upon the supremacy of a new class, the dvorianstvo. As the state power increased, so did both the obligations of the people and the rigidity of the class structure designed to meet those obligations.42 Although political thought failed to keep pace with these developments, the hereditary dynastic view of the state gradually yielded to “the conception of the nation as a political union.”43


42 See below, pp. 4–5.
43 See below, p. 52.
The discussion over whether or not Kliuchevsky was a materialist whose youthful rebellion yielded to some form of latter-day idealism must center on the place he accorded in his historical scheme to class struggle on the one hand and the human spirit or the moral factor on the other. As might be expected, Russian and Soviet historians have disagreed strongly over these questions. On both sides the polemics have suffered from a narrow or, to be more precise, linear treatment of Kliuchevsky’s attitude toward class, and hardly suggest nuances in Kliuchevsky’s analysis of the relationship between man’s primary and secondary associations. In part this shortcoming arises from the failure to make clear the important distinction in Kliuchevsky’s mind between class and estate. Yet in that distinction lies the key to his remarkable explanation of the different paths of historical development taken by Russia and western Europe.

Estate, as distinct from class, was a juridical entity that enjoyed advantages bestowed upon its members by law in the form of corporate rights. Faced by threats to its security, the state had given legal sanction to informal relationships that had evolved spontaneously within the society. In this way the state sought to regularize its relationship with different groups within the population on the basis of their ability to contribute to the maintenance and defense of society as a whole. The initial inequality of these estates (based upon wealth and military prowess) shifted or broke down more rapidly in western Europe, where, to begin with, the socio-economic differences had been smaller and society had been fragmented into a more complex hierarchy of social groups. Kliuchevsky argued that the distinction between the growth in western Europe of an economic elite whose control of capital assured its hegemony and the superior status of a military-warrior elite in Russia was responsible for an entirely different set of obligations to the state. Everywhere in Europe under an estate system obligations were assigned to whole classes according to their political importance, but the commercial-industrial-professional groups, riding the tide of economic expansion, were able to increase national wealth to the point where their contribution to state power raised them to a position roughly equivalent to that of the administrative-warrior estate. As a result of this admittedly complex and uneven process, obligations were placed upon a new basis: “the state demands from everyone in relation to what it offers him in return.” Thus the social order rested upon reciprocal rights and obligations. No longer assigned to a legal estate with corporate obligations, the individual found his own level, so to speak, where, by means of an elaborate set of economic and juridical transactions, he assumed obligations that guaranteed his own welfare. Kliuchevsky called this political freedom. Equality of civil rights and personal obligations was balanced by inequality of political rights and property obligations. As a result, man became “an eternal nomad,” roaming from one political group to another according to his success or failure in economic and social competition.44 The very “openness” of this society rested upon the need for capital to be active and to grow; the fewer institutional checks on people’s activities, the more dynamic the social and economic change and the more responsive the political structure.

44 V. O. Kliuchevsky, Istoriia soslovii v Rossii (Petrograd, 1918), p. 27.
By contrast, in Russia the continued existence of the estate structure well into the nineteenth century reflected the need, in the absence of rapidly expanding economic relations, to guarantee by political means the hegemony of the administrative-warrior elite. To Kliuchevsky, then, the history of estates revealed two veiled but closely related historical processes: the increasing awareness by individuals of the general welfare, and the freeing of the individual from the bonds of the estate in the name of that general welfare.45 In this analysis Kliuchevsky came as close as he ever did to enthroning economic activity as the motive force in history, but even here, as we shall see, he harbored a reservation, briefly stated but no less profoundly significant.

45 Ibid., pp. 27–28.
Like other European historians of his generation, Kliuchevsky perceived the difficulty of treating the human spirit in history without falling prey to metaphysics. “The soul is not the proper study of historians,” he admitted in the introduction to A Course. Logical concepts and aesthetic forms reflect social consciousness in a refracted light, but historical criticism in Kliuchevsky’s eyes “has not found the proper means by which to measure exactly this angle of refraction.”46 Kliuchevsky concluded that ideas as the products of the individual mind could have no impact outside a small circle of family and friends—that is, they could not become historical factors—unless they acquired power through acceptance by the masses or the owners of capital. Pokrovsky scored a telling point, however, when he complained that Kliuchevsky never explained just how this occurs.47 But once “the fruits of individual consciousness” fell on fertile soil, they became, in Kliuchevsky’s words, “the best builders of society, the most powerful movers of human development.”48 In fact, Kliuchevsky continued, “Society is already an idea because society begins to exist from the moment when people who make it up begin to realize that they are a society.” In other words, political structures and economic relations are ideas that have been processed and take on a collective character in the form of social norms or law.49 This is why for Kliuchevsky the study of law was the key to personality as a historical force, for law was the imposition of the individual’s will upon society. His particular interest in the historical figures of the seventeenth century lies precisely in the conversion of their private thoughts and aspirations into legislative issues which were resolved in the creation of new state institutions.50 In the light of this reasoning it is clear that Kliuchevsky seemed to be striving to fight clear of the idealist-materialist polarity. “The facts of individual consciousness,” he wrote, “this is also a part of a way of life (byt), no more or less real than the facts of the external world.”51 On the one hand, the interplay between man’s quest for food as well as freedom gives birth to specific social relations and, on the other hand, external events bring forth new ideas or reveal the inadequacy of old forms. In this complex exchange Kliuchevsky refused to assign primacy to one aspect of human nature or of its historical expression. The sensitive reader can detect in Kliuchevsky a touch of regret that the nature of his task set limits upon his restless imagination.

46 Ibid., p. 28.
47 Pokrovsky, “Kurs,” p. 50.
48 Lappo-Danilevsky, “Pamiati,” p. 339.
49 Tkhorzhevsky, “Kliuchevsky,” p. 161.
50 S. A. Golubtsov, “Teoreticheskie vsgliady V. O. Kliuchevskogo,” Russkii istoricheskii zhurnal, bk. 8 (1922), p. 188.
51 Tkhorzhevsky, “Kliuchevsky,” p. 168.
Kliuchevsky’s admiration for the precision of the scientist in search of natural law was balanced by his envy of the freedom of the artist. He remained convinced that it was possible to reveal man’s “inner nature” by working out the regularities of social history, but he yielded more than once to the temptation of probing intuitively the spiritual depths of man through literary masterpieces. Stating the ideal goals of social history, Kliuchevsky insisted that “the triumph of history” would be to set down “a science of general laws of the construction of human society which [could be] applied independently of transitory social conditions.”52 In his Istoriia sosloviia (1886) he posed four basic hypotheses on the creation and transformation of estates which he hoped could serve as a basis for the study of other societies and gradually acquire the meaning of historical laws.53 In this context a study of Russian history could serve as a possible model. Because of the relative simplicity of the historical processes in Russia, the historian could clearly observe them in action, and even though these processes did not have a direct effect upon the general movement of history outside the frontiers, or even achieve a similar state of activity, they might well reveal a great deal about “the mechanics of historical life.”54
Kliuchevsky’s terminology may now seem a bit old-fashioned, but his ideas are not. Both Soviet and Western scholars now continue to seek in Russian history either a revolutionary or a developmental model to explain the problems of change in the non-Western world.

52 Kliuchevsky, Sochineniia, 1: 19.
53 Kliuchevsky, Istoriia sosloviia, p. 13.
54 Kliuchevsky, Sochineniia, 1: 26.
It may be argued that as a historian seeking to present his ideas in the most precise terminology for purposes of empirical verification, Kliuchevsky gave greater emphasis in his formal methodology to sociology than to intuitive insights. But a man’s mind does not stop at the limits of his professional competence. As a human being Kliuchevsky could not be satisfied only with an historian’s analysis of the world, even though he thought a total explanation could never withstand the rigorous test of a historian’s critique: “research is still far from that moment when a full, strict, and pragmatic description of our intellectual history will become possible.”55


55 Presniakov, “Kliuchevsky,” p. 216.
In at least two essays Kliuchevsky overcame his scruples as a historian in order to treat an aspect of the Russian mind; these were “Eugene Onegin and His Predecessors,” written in 1887, and “Melancholy,” written in 1891. To Kliuchevsky the underlying mood of Lermontov’s poetry was a complex state of mind that, “deprived of happiness, does not await it or seek it or grieve over it.”56 Although this feeling was always individual, it corresponded to the general mood of the Russian people, to their evaluation of life. Between the sluggish fatalism of the East and the vibrant self-confidence of the West, melancholy in Russia took on the peculiar hues of the national religious experience and became “a historical fact,” expressed, for example, in the words of Tsar Alexei Mikhailovich as he comforted one of his boyars at a moment of personal grief: “You shouldn’t grieve overmuch, my dear prince, but of course one can’t help grieving and shedding tears, and indeed it is right to weep, but within reason so as not to offend God.”57


56 Kliuchevsky, “Grust. Pamiati M. Iu. Lermontova,” in Ocherki i recht, p. 127.
57 Ibid., p. 133. This passage is also cited in the present volume; see below, p. 350.
Similarly, “Eugene Onegin and His Predecessors’’ was for Kliuchevsky the aesthetic expression of a historical fact, less universal than “Melancholy” but no less compelling. Pushkin’s creation, as a “cultural-psychological curiosity … awaits the hand of the artist, but as the transmission point of ideas and tradition, as the mediator between ‘two centuries’ which are prepared to quarrel with one another, he occupies an important place in the history of our society.”58 Onegin was the personification of “total moral confusion” summed up in the principle “It is neither possible nor necessary to do anything.”59 In this classic portrayal of the superfluous man, the victim of the uneven cultural development of the dvorianstvo in the eighteenth century, Kliuchevsky revealed his contempt for the process of artificial Europeanization, which doomed an entire class of men who were fitted for neither intellectual nor practical work to a socially destructive role. The intensity of their isolation, however, drove them to speculate upon the future of Russia, and their reflections were suffused not with despair and even less with high hopes, but with melancholy.60 Thus, despite powerful external influences and sharp class differences, a persistent moral outlook characterized Russian history.

Kliuchevsky’s intellectual journey, like his concept of history, cannot be traced, it must be plumbed. For Kliuchevsky human activity took place on a number of distinct but interconnected planes. No metaphor, perhaps no language—which in itself is a set of symbols—can capture it, because no activity of nature is as complex as the human, and no abstract scheme can reproduce it. The interplay of the factors is so great as to defy existing categories. Kliuchevsky appears to question whether there is a real antithesis of spirit and matter. The natural environment exists apart from human society, but human society cannot exist outside that environment. Neither can human aspirations. They can only adapt to it or transform it. To abandon it means to die. Although Kliuchevsky found it difficult as a historian to investigate the source of those aspirations, he had no doubt as to their belonging to the reality of the world and resisted any attempt to confine the definition of that reality to idealism or materialism.

58 Kliuchevsky, “Evgeni Onegin i ego predki,” in Ocherki i recht, p. 84.
59 Ibid., p. 88.
60 These sentiments were an outgrowth of Kliuchevsky’s early love for Russian folk songs and reflect his debt to Buslaev. On October 27, 1862, in a letter to his Penza friend, he extolled the “Igor Tale”: “These words, though not from a pure folk song … express superbly the entire history of Russian poetry … in every song the Russian bemoans his fate.” At that time Kliuchevsky shared the fashionable disdain of his generation for Pushkin and Lermontov, who offered, he wrote, “songs which are brilliant like fireworks, but, also like fireworks, empty” (Trudy, p. 72). Only later did he see the same expressive line in the entire development of Russian poetry.
To suggest, as have Soviet historians, that Kliuchevsky deserted his original commitment to economic materialism in the 1880’s and 1890’s, returned to the assumptions of the state school, and gradually drifted into neo-Kantian idealism by the turn of the century obscures the consistency of Kliuchevsky’s outlook and ignores its complexity. He was simply capable of viewing the multiple levels of history simultaneously, though until the publication of A Course his monographs usually dealt with only one aspect at a time. For example, in 1885 in his classic work “The Origins of Serfdom in Russia,” he sharply attacked the prevailing view of the state school, arguing that “legislation did not impose serfdom upon the landlords’ peasants either directly or indirectly.”61 The briefer analysis in A Course published in 1906 remains essentially the same: “Legislation to the end of the period under consideration [beginning of the seventeenth century] did not establish serfdom.”62 In both cases Kliuchevsky regarded legislation as the definition of an accomplished fact and in some sense a limitation upon the extent of peasant dependence on the landlord in order to guarantee the fiscal and police purposes of the state. Where is the evidence of a return to the state school?

61 Kliuchevsky, “Proiskhozhdenie krepostnogo prava v Rossii,” in Opyti i issledovaniia (Petrograd, 1918), p. 244. When Kliuchevsky was asked to review I. E. Engelman’s book Die Leibeigenschaft in Russland (Dorpat, 1884), he complied with characteristic thoroughness by writing this eighty-three-page monograph. It was not enough to show where Engelman had gone astray; Kliuchevsky felt obliged to present a full and scholarly alternative explanation.
62 Kliuchevsky, Sochineniia, 3: 327. See below, chapter 9.
As for the drift to neo-Kantianism, a similar test can be devised. “Eugene Onegin and His Predecessors” was written only two years after “The Origin of Serfdom.” In addition to its intuitive methodology, it reveals Kliuchevsky’s conviction that an aesthetic experience has the power to generate human aspirations. Onegin represented Kliuchevsky’s “first textbook on life.” “Reading Onegin,” Kliuchevsky reminisced about his student days, “we learned for the first time to observe and to comprehend living events, to formulate our own unclear feelings, to gain an understanding of our disorganized impulses and aspirations.”63


63 Kliuchevsky, “Onegin,” p. 68.
If the different conditions of men were caused by varied experiences, then Kliuchevsky could explain their interconnection only by attacking a problem large enough to encompass the full range of human activity. That he regarded this task with trepidation can best be seen in his reluctance to publish his lectures on Russian history for twenty years after he began to deliver them at Moscow University. “My general course,” he confessed, “is a bargain between my scholarly conscience and a recognition of my obligations as a teacher.”64 The seriousness, care, and thoroughness with which Kliuchevsky prepared a lecture were legendary. One of his former students, V. A. Maklakov, has related the now familiar story of how Kliuchevsky demurred when asked by a group of students to deliver a lecture on the fifteenth anniversary of Nekrasov’s death because he would have had only a month to prepare it. He then proceeded to hold the students spellbound for an hour in his study while he talked impromptu about Nekrasov.65 On the twenty-fifth anniversary of his professorship at the Theological Academy he reflected upon the need to master completely “a historical moment,” implying at least that his standards for writing history were so high that neither he nor anyone else could propound a wholly satisfactory synthesis of Russian history.66


64 Presniakov, “Kliuchevsky,” p. 210.
65 V. A. Maklakov, Iz vospominanii (New York, 1954), p. 191.
66 “Presniakov, “Kliuchevsky,” p. 210.
Time alone mocked the historian. But even more challenging was the problem of fitting together those “historical moments” into a larger period of time. What was to hold together a thousand years of Russian history? Would the unifying themes emerge naturally from the analyses in depth of a few selected topics? Kliuchevsky acknowledged this difficulty when he admitted that he was not altogether satisfied that the fourth period represented anything more than “an unbroken chain of centuries.”67 One factor held constant throughout—serfdom, which, in Kliuchevsky’s words, “profoundly lowered the level of our sense of citizenship [and] … gave a distorted and deformed tendency to all Russian culture.”68 Yet the extent of political and cultural change over these two and a half centuries seriously weakens the cohesion of the scheme. Despite Kliuchevsky’s original and lasting interpretation of the seventeenth century as a time of preparation for the Petrine reforms, he himself could not deny the profound differences between the nature of political and social life before and after Peter. Perhaps, as Kliuchevsky suggested, the real link in the fourth period was autobiographical, “the study of my own spiritual essence in so far as it is linked with the past of our society.”69 The fourth period was a time of great schism. The seventeenth century still retained a wholeness, a unity that aroused Kliuchevsky’s sympathy without involving him in the sentimental idealization of the Slavophiles. It was not Peter’s reforms that Kliuchevsky opposed, but his brutality in destroying traditions and customs that did not really stand in the way of change. Therefore, the Petrine era belonged to that deplorable category of “antihistorical moments of public consciousness.” Ravaged by arbitrary force, society then gave birth to a misshapen child in the form of the eighteenth-century dvorianstvo culture. With the liberation of the serfs Kliuchevsky saw the first signs of a reverse movement that might draw Russians together again. In his university teaching and in A Course Kliuchevsky sought to become an instrument of this reconciliation.

67 Miliukov, “Kliuchevsky,” pp. 194–95.
68 Ibid., p. 209.
69 Ibid., p. 205.
At times he despaired of the outcome: “This dynasty will not live out its political life, will die earlier,” he confided to his diary in 1901–02. “Russia is threatened again by anarchy, a Time of Troubles.”70 His fears seemed to be borne out by the revolution of 1905. But the establishment of a parliament revived his hopes, and he appeared to sympathize with the program of the Kadet party under the leadership of his most famous student, P. N. Miliukov. But behind Kliuchevsky’s attachment to historical gradualism stood the shadow of peasant Russia. In his characteristically sarcastic fashion he would twit his liberal friends by saying that he was further to the left than the European-style Kadets. Always lurking in his mind was the doubt whether the cultural gap that separated the people and the educated elite was closing fast enough, whether the state mechanism could adapt rapidly enough to the new demands made upon it and respond to the shifting class structure. Symbolically, the reconciliation he sought in Russian society he could not find in his own soul. To the end of his life he remained the blend of the poor priest’s son and the learned university professor, reflecting the profound dualism that characterized tsarist Russia on the eve of war and revolution.

70 Kireeva, Kliuchevsky, p. 220.
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[image: ] The forms of Russian political life that arose before the end of the sixteenth century were largely determined by the geographical distribution of the population. The Muscovite state was created by people of the Great Russian stock who had settled at the very center of the eastern European plain, at the heart of the river system in the region of the upper Volga. Under the rule of Ivan Kalita’s successors, these people became consolidated as a nation. The Tsar of Muscovy reigned over the united Great Russian territories with the help of the Moscow aristocracy, composed of old boyar families of the city and former appanage princes and their nobles. The state was being organized more and more closely on the principle of compulsory duties distributed among the various social classes by the state. Peasant labor, which was the main productive power of the country, still remained legally free, although in fact a considerable part of the peasantry was already entangled in debts to the landowners, and was thus menaced with the loss of its legal freedom.

Beginning with the second decade of the seventeenth century, a series of innovations sharply distinguishes this period of Russian history from the preceding one. First of all, a new dynasty acceded to the throne of Muscovy and steadily widened its field of activity. The territory of the Muscovite state had once coincided with the lands occupied by the Great Russian tribe that originally settled there. Now it spread far beyond those limits until eventually it came to include the whole of the Russian plain right up to its geographical limits, and extended to nearly all parts occupied by the Russian population. The Russian state gradually brought under its control the Ukraine, White Russia, and finally New Russia, a province created by the Russian colonization of the southern steppes. Stretching from the shores of the White Sea and the Baltic down to the Black Sea and the Caspian, to the Ural and the Caucasian mountains, the Russian state territory crossed the Caucasian ridge and reached far to the south of it; in the east it extended beyond the Ural Mountains and the Caspian Sea.

At the same time an important change was taking place in the inner structure of the state. Hand in hand with the new dynasty came a new ruling class. The old aristocracy was gradually fading out, growing scarcer in numbers and poorer economically, and with its disappearance went political relations that in the old days, by force of custom, restrained the power of the tsars. Its place at the head of society was taken by a new class, the landed gentry, consisting of men who had done government service in the capital or in the provinces. Its diverse, heterogeneous mass engulfed the dwindling numbers of the old nobility. Meanwhile, the former basis of the state’s political structure, the distribution of duties among the different social groups, became more firmly established, giving new emphasis to the divisions between social classes. Gradually this system gained more ground, and an increasing number of special duties was imposed as a new burden upon the various classes. In the course of this continual strain on the nation, the peasants’ freedom of labor was finally wiped out: the landowners’ peasants were made serfs, and this bondage became their new class obligation to the state.

The peasants’ labor, restricted politically, was given wider scope economically; traditional agricultural work was now supplemented by industrial activity. Agriculture still remained the chief productive element in the state, but manufacturing industries that exploited the hitherto untouched natural resources of the country increased in importance for the national economy.

Such are the main innovations that come to light in the seventeenth century: a new dynasty, new territorial boundaries, a new social structure with a new ruling class, and new developments in the national economy. The interrelationships among these things seem perplexing. At first glance it is easy to detect in them two parallel currents: (1) In this period the territorial expansion of the state was inversely proportional to the people’s freedom within it. (2) The political rights of the working classes were inversely proportional to the economic productivity of their labor; that is, the more productive labor was, the less free it became.

This relation between the national economy and the people’s social position conflicts with our usual idea that the more productive the people’s labor is, the freer it is. We are used to thinking that slave labor cannot be as efficient as free labor, and that an increase in labor efficiency cannot worsen the social status of the working classes.

This economic contradiction is further sharpened by the political one. In considering the psychology of nations as well as of individuals, we have come to think that an increase in the intensity and the extent of collective and individual activity creates both in the individual and in the group a sense of power, and that this leads to a desire for political liberty. This surmise, however, is not borne out by the effect that territorial expansion had upon the relations between the government and the people in Russia. As its territory expanded and the nation’s external might increased, the people’s freedom was more and more curtailed. The strain upon the nation’s resources sapped the strength of the people. The sweep of state authority grew mightier and mightier in its expanding territory, but the people’s spirit of initiative and enterprise weakened. In its external successes and inner weakness the new Russia resembled a bird caught in a whirlwind and hurled aloft, regardless of the strength of its wings.

These two contradictions are closely connected with a third. We have just said that the old Moscow aristocracy was gradually absorbed by the gentry. The law of 1682, abolishing the law of hereditary precedence, sanctioned this absorption and formally equalized the position of the two classes with regard to government service. The hereditary aristocracy had been the ruling class. Abolition of the law of precedence was the first step toward a more democratic social order, and it might have been expected to lead to a democratic equalization of society. But while being thinned out numerically, the ruling class was fattening politically. The ennobled plebeians obtained personal and social rights that the old aristocracy had never had. Service estates became the gentry’s property, and the peasants their serfs. Thus the democratization of the ruling class went hand in hand with increasing social inequality. Social inequality was intensified by the moral alienation of the ruling class from the masses.

Culture is said to bring people together, to level social distinctions, but in Russia it was not altogether so. The ever increasing contacts with western Europe brought us new ideas, customs, knowledge, a great deal of culture, but this influx glided along the upper layers of society and drifted sparsely to the bottom in the shape of partial reforms, for the most part cautious and sterile. Education became an upper-class monopoly, which common, unenlightened people could not share without endangering the state until they somehow became enlightened.

The three processes that have just been described are observable in all the main developments of the period. But although they are full of contradictions, they cannot be called anomalies, incompatible with the idea of historical laws. They were, rather, historical antinomies, exceptions to the usual course of history, results of peculiar local conditions. Having once arisen, they developed in accordance with the general laws of human existence, in the same way that an organism with a deranged nervous system functions in conformity with the general norms of organic life, although in consequence of its derangement, the results of its activity are abnormal.

The explanation of these antinomies of Russian history must be sought in the relationship that came to be established between the needs of the state and the nation’s capacity to satisfy them. When a European state is faced with new and difficult problems, it tries to find among its people new means of dealing with the situation. It generally succeeds because people living and evolving normally, free to work and to think, can usually help the state without special strain by giving it some of the accumulated surplus of its work and thought, in the form of increased taxation and well-trained, skilled, and conscientious public workers. The whole point is that in such a nation, cultural work is carried on imperceptibly by the concerted efforts of individuals and groups independently of the state, and usually forestalls its needs. In Russia the reverse was the case. When, after the Time of Troubles, Michael Romanov became Tsar of devastated Russia, he appealed to the country through the Assembly of the Land (Zemsky Sobor) for help. But although the people’s representatives who had elected him were his devoted and obedient subjects, they were neither fit to be good administrators nor rich enough to be of financial assistance to the state.

The necessity somehow to obtain both money and men who could manage it came to be recognized by thinking people, and they wondered how the countries of western Europe were able to find them in such abundance. Moscow merchants pointed out to the government that foreigners could be useful in providing a livelihood for poor Russians, by teaching them handicrafts and industries.

From that time onward the same thing happened over and over again. The state was constantly becoming involved in fresh difficulties. The government usually failed to foresee or forestall them, and sought in the community for men and ideas. Unable to find them, it reluctantly turned to the West, where it saw an old and complex cultural system that produced both men and ideas. It hastily imported craftsmen and scholars who could organize something similar to the Western model in Russia, and it hastily built factories and founded schools to which pupils and apprentices were forcibly driven. But the needs of the state could not wait for the conscripted pupils to master their textbooks. It had to be satisfied, so to speak, with raw material and compulsory sacrifices, which undermined natural prosperity and restricted the people’s freedom. Demands of the state strained the nation’s powers to the utmost and exhausted them instead of increasing them. Education introduced for government purposes, and not in response to a spontaneous desire for it, bore stunted, frostbitten fruit. Sporadic efforts to implant enlightenment bred in the young generations merely boredom and the same aversion to learning as to conscription for the army. Popular education acquired the character of a government order for the supply of a requisite number of teen-agers to be taught according to a certain program. Expensive cadet schools for sons of gentry were established, along with engineering schools, “education societies” for young ladies and girls of humble origin, academies of arts, and gymnasiums on the German model. Tropical plants were grown in the gentry’s hothouses, but in the course of two centuries not a single agricultural school or popular school for general education was founded.

For four or five generations the new Europeanized Russia was a Russia of the guards’ barracks, government offices, and the gentry’s country houses. Home-bred scions of the gentry, after a slight polishing up in a private school or an exotic pension, found their way from their country seats into the army or the civil service and came home as retired and uniformed brigadiers. Squeezing out of the population the requisite number of civil and military officials, the state instilled in the people’s minds a crudely utilitarian view of learning as a means to promotion and to bribe taking; and at the same time it formed from the upper classes, especially from the gentry, a new caste of government servants severed from the people by hereditary and bureaucratic privileges and prejudices, and even more by their abuse of office.

The territorial expansion of Russia, overstraining and exhausting national resources, increased the power of the state without raising the intellectual level of the community. The government pushed new and lower-class elements into its administrative machine while making social inequalities and differences more acute. It complicated the nation’s economic activities by introducing new industries that enriched not the people, but only individual employers and the Treasury, and at the same time it lowered the political status of the working classes. All these irregularities had one common source: the unnatural relation between the state’s external policy and the internal development of the people. National energies did not increase fast enough to meet the challenges that the country’s rapid expansion put before it. The people’s spiritual growth did not keep pace with the material activities of the state. The state put on flesh and the people grew lean.

Probably in no other country was the influence of the state’s international position upon its social and political structure so powerful as in Russia, and at no other time in Russian history was this so clear as during the seventeenth century.

Let us briefly survey the main tasks of Muscovy’s foreign policy in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, their origin and connection with Russia’s past.

In the first period of Russian history the scattered and heterogeneous elements of the population, under pressure from external foes, clung together in a certain kind of unity, and the Russian nation came into being.

In the second period this nation, subject to increasing blows from the Tatars and the Lithuanians, broke up into two branches, the Great Russian and the Ukrainian, each of which henceforth had its own special destiny. The Great Russian branch, in the forests of the upper Volga region, conserved and developed its powers in a patient struggle with inclement nature and external enemies. In time it succeeded in forming a fairly stable state well able to defend itself.

In the third period this state, having united the Great Russian people, set itself the task of reestablishing the political and national unity of the whole Russian land. To define that task and take the first steps toward achieving it was the main work of the old dynasty of the Muscovite tsars. In striving toward this aim the Muscovite state acquired an extraordinarily cumbersome political organization.

In the seventeenth century, after the territorial losses of the Time of Troubles, which we shall examine in a moment, the external struggle grew harder than ever, and so did the conditions of life within the country. Certain social ranks and small economic groups that had retained some freedom of labor and mobility were drafted into large social classes, in the interests of efficient service and of the Treasury, and burdened by the wars with Poland and Sweden. A large part of the village population became serfs.

This sequence of events and their interrelation are closely connected with the growth of political consciousness in Russian society; that is, with the development of ideas lying at the root of the events. By the end of the sixteenth century the Muscovite state was firmly established and had acquired the usual forms and means of political life. It had a supreme ruler, a legislature, central and local administration, a considerable and ever increasing number of officials, a division into classes, an army, and even a vague conception of popular representation. The only thing lacking was national debt. But institutions as such are mere forms; to be efficient they need content. Ideas are needed to help the officials to understand the purpose and meaning of the institutions. Finally, there must be certain norms and traditions to direct their work. All this cannot be had ready made; it is achieved by strenuous thought and by difficult, sometimes painful experience. By the time the old dynasty was coming to its end, Muscovite state institutions were in full working order, but the question is, were Muscovite statesmen ready to make them work in accordance with the aims of the state, for the good of the people?

Let us make a kind of estimate of the political consciousness of the nation, testing it by their interpretation of the idea of the state in its simplest form. That will enable us to see to what extent their conception of the necessary constituents of state order accorded with the true nature and purpose of the state. These essential constituents are: a supreme authority, the people, law, and public welfare. We know that rulers of the Muscovite state adopted in their titles and addresses several exalted definitions; these, however, were not political prerogatives, but rather, ceremonial ornaments or diplomatic exaggerations, such as “Tsar of All Russia.” The everyday routine, the usual relations and interchange of ideas were still dominated by the old idea of appanage, which formed the real historical basis of the Muscovite rulers’ power and implied that the state of Muscovy was the tsar’s hereditary domain. New political ideas, forced upon the people by the course of events, were twisted by slow-moving minds to fit the old established pattern. The unification of Great Russia under Moscow gave rise to the idea of a national Russian state, but that idea, which meant the very opposite of hereditary possession, was expressed in the old way, and made people think of the Tsar of All Russia not as supreme ruler of the Russian people, but merely as the hereditary owner of the Russian land. “All Russian land from of old, from our ancestors’ time, has been our domain,” as Ivan III often said. Political thought did not keep pace with territorial acquisitions and dynastic claims, and thus allowed appanage-system prejudices to become political misconceptions. It ascribed to the sovereign two irreconcilable attributes: he was both ruler and owner of the country. This anomalous conception influenced the people’s attitude to other aspects of state organization. The idea of the nation was not yet amalgamated in the popular mind with the idea of the state. The state was conceived of not as the people’s union administered by sovereign power, but as the tsar’s property, which included, as a part of its economic resources, the population settled within its boundaries.

Accordingly, the idea of public welfare—the whole purpose of the state—was subordinated to the dynastic interests of the owner of the land, and even law had the character of administrative orders issued by the Kremlin estate office. Law regulated the activities of the subordinate (mainly provincial) administrative organs and the manner in which various civic duties were discharged by the inhabitants. Before the seventeenth century we find in Muscovite legislation no enactments that could be regarded as constitutional laws, defining the structure and the rights of the sovereign power and the fundamental rights and duties of the citizens. The meaning of the basic elements of state order were therefore not as yet understood by the people. Political forms molded in the course of history by unconscious elemental laws of national life had not yet been filled with appropriate content and were beyond the political understanding of men who were acting within their framework. The most interesting aspect of the period before us is the way those forms come to life through ideas that gradually develop in popular consciousness and constitute the very soul of the political order, the way the skeleton of the state, vivified and nourished by them, gradually becomes a political organism. When we have seen these developments, the antinomies that we noticed earlier will no longer appear irrational, but will receive their historical explanation.

Such are the facts we have to investigate and the problems we have to solve. We will observe the facts from the moment the new dynasty ascends the throne of Muscovy. But before that happened, the Muscovite state experienced a terrible upheaval that shook its very foundations. That upheaval gave the first and very painful impetus to the formation of new ideas, nonexistent in the political framework created by the old dynasty.

The upheaval took place in the early years of the seventeenth century and is called by historians the Time of Troubles, in Kotoshikhin’s1 words. Russians who had survived that trying period called it, especially the last years of it, “the great devastation of the Muscovite State.” Signs of the Troubles appeared immediately after the death of the last tsar of the old dynasty, Feodor Ivanovich. They ended as soon as the people’s representatives, assembled in Moscow at the beginning of 1613, elected to the throne the first tsar of the new dynasty, Michael Romanov. Accordingly, the name Time of Troubles may be applied to the fourteen to fifteen years between 1598 and 1613. A contemporary, Avraami Palitsyn, who was steward of the Troitsky Monastery and wrote the account of its siege by the Poles, also reckoned that the Troubles lasted fourteen years. Before starting on the study of the seventeenth century, we must consider the origins and the significance of that upheaval. How did these Troubles, or this “Moscow Tragedy,” as foreigners called it, begin? Here is the plot of the tragedy.

1 Grigori Kotoshikhin, who died in 1667, was a Russian diplomat who fled to Sweden and there wrote On Russia in the Reign of Alexei Mikhailovich, a sharp critique of Russia’s backwardness. [Editor’s note.]
Some two and a half years before his death in 1581 the “Terrible Tsar,” Ivan Vasilievich, in one of his bad moments, which occurred rather frequently at that time, gave a beating to his pregnant daughter-in-law because when he came into her room he found her too scantily clad. The Jesuit Anthony Possevin, who arrived in Moscow three months after the event, when the memory of it was still fresh, said that she was simplici veste induta. Her husband, Tsarevich Ivan, heir to the throne, stood up for his insulted wife, and his father, in a fit of rage, struck him dead with an unfortunately effective blow of his iron staff. The Tsar went almost out of his mind with grief for his son. He would jump out of bed at night with a heartrending wail; he wanted to abdicate and become a monk. Anyway, owing to this unhappy accident, the Terrible Tsar was succeeded by his second son, Tsarevich Feodor.

An instructive case in the history of the old dynasty is presented by its last tsar, Feodor. Ivan Kalita and his descendants, the builders of the Muscovite state, were noted for their remarkable ability to secure their own advantage.
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