

[image: cover-image]



THE FIRST RUSSIAN REVOLUTION

[image: Image]


THE
FIRST RUSSIAN
REVOLUTION

THE DECEMBRIST REVOLT
OF 1825

SUSANNA RABOW-EDLING

REAKTION BOOKS


Published by
Reaktion Books Ltd
Unit 32, Waterside
44–48 Wharf Road
London N1 7UX, UK
www.reaktionbooks.co.uk

First published 2025
Copyright © Susanna Rabow-Edling 2025

All rights reserved

EU GPSR Authorised Representative
LOGOS EUROPE, 9 rue Nicolas Poussin, 17000, LA ROCHELLE, France
email: contact@logoseurope.eu

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publishers. No part of this publication may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

Page references in the Photo Acknowledgements and
Index match the printed edition of this book.

Printed and bound in Great Britain by Bell & Bain, Glasgow

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

eISBN 978 1 83639 020 6


CONTENTS

Introduction

PART I: SETTING AND ACTORS

1 State and Society

2 The Decembrists

PART II: REVOLT AGAINST AUTOCRACY

3 Revolution in St Petersburg

4 Revolution in Ukraine

PART III: DECEMBRIST VISIONS AND IDEAS

5 Liberty, Rule of Law and Representative Government

6 Republican Thought

PART IV: INCARCERATION AND SENTENCING

7 Incarceration

8 Sentencing

PART V: EXILE

9 To Siberia

10 Prison Life

Epilogue

REFERENCES

SELECT BIBLIOGRAPHY

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

PHOTO ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

INDEX


Introduction


Near is the hour, near is the struggle, the struggle between liberty and despotism!1

Where are you, where are you, terror of tsars,

Proud muse of freedom?

Come, tear the laurels from me,

Smash the pampered lyre . . .

I want to sing to the world of freedom,

And strike evil on the thrones.2



Some people say that what Russia needs now is a revolution: a fundamental change in political power, political organization and socioeconomic situation. Russia is no stranger to revolutions; it has experienced a number of political revolts throughout history. The best-known of these is the October Revolution of 1917, when the Bolsheviks led their forces in an insurrection against the provisional government established after the abdication of Tsar Nicholas II. Much has been written about this pivotal event, which laid the foundation for the formation of the Soviet Union. What is perhaps less well known is the fact that the Bolshevik Revolution was preceded by three liberal revolutions: the Decembrist revolt of 1825, the Revolution of 1905 and the February Revolution of 1917.3

This book is about the first and, to a Western audience, least known of these revolutions: the Decembrist revolt, named after the month in which it occurred. On 14 December 1825 Russian army officers led 3,000 soldiers to Senate Square in the centre of St Petersburg to force the senate to approve their manifesto, which called for a constituent assembly, civil rights, a constitution and the abolition of serfdom. Two weeks later there was a second uprising among the officers of Russia’s Second Army in Ukraine, then part of the Russian empire. Both revolts failed. Around eighty people were killed, including bystanders, more than 120 of the conspirators were sent to exile in Siberia, and five of the leaders were executed. This was the first Russian attempt to overthrow an autocratic regime by a liberal opposition movement with a structured political programme.

The Decembrist revolt became a source of inspiration for all subsequent Russian opponents of the regime. It has played a significant role in Russian history and culture, but much less so in Western historiography. Western scholars have commonly seen the Decembrist revolt as an example of the failure of liberal reform movements in Russia. Some have even argued that the unsuccessful revolt demonstrates that it is impossible for liberalism and democracy to take root in a country dominated by conservative thinking and practices. It was an ‘offshoot of youthful enthusiasm inspired from abroad’, which was ‘bound to end on Russian soil in a political fiasco’, one scholar writes.4 This view is surprisingly similar to that promoted by Russian conservatives. According to conservative interpretations, the Decembrists were doomed to fail because they were propagating Western ideas that had not emerged organically from Russian soil, which made them alien to Russia.

However, the fact that the revolt failed does not make it any less interesting, especially considering its significance as a source of inspiration and mythmaking. Furthermore, it certainly does not mean that all future revolts are doomed to fail. There is a tendency among both scholars and policymakers to perceive Russia as a hopeless case, a country destined to be forever autocratic with a strong state, a passive population and a conservative mindset. The Decembrist societies constitute an important example in Russian history of the formation of a liberal opposition movement against an autocratic regime. In fact, this movement came close to succeeding in bringing down the monarchy. Even the tsar thought so. The revolt is also interesting in terms of political participation. It illustrates a case in Russian history when people voluntarily engaged in a dangerous political struggle in which they risked far more than they stood to gain at a personal level.

This is not to say that the Decembrists or their political programmes are irreproachable. Pavel Pestel’s authoritarian ideas about the transition to a liberal state are certainly problematic, as are Nikita Muraviev’s restrictions on the right to vote. Both held an ethnocentric and, in some cases, derogatory view of minorities. The fact that the same criticism can also be levelled at contemporary Western liberals does not make it any less valid.

JUST HOURS after the revolt was put down, the myth of the Decembrists began to take shape. In decrees and manifestos, Tsar Nicholas I portrayed them as bloodthirsty murderers who sought to destroy Russia. This message spread throughout the country. At the same time, censorship was tightened to give the regime a monopoly over the dissemination of information and the production of knowledge. After the mock trial of the revolt’s participants in July 1826, when the five leaders were sentenced to death, Nicholas took measures to prevent these men from being made martyrs, first by discrediting them, then by trying to erase their memory from public consciousness. His strategy did not work, however. On the contrary, the next generation of liberal and socialist dissidents, above all Alexander Herzen and Nikolai Ogarev, turned the Decembrists into martyrs crushed by Russian autocracy in their fight for freedom.

Vladimir Lenin was the first to place the Decembrists in a Russian revolutionary tradition. In an article in 1912 he presented them as the originators of the Russian revolutionary movement.5 The Bolsheviks made this myth official and used it to legitimize the Soviet regime after the October Revolution of 1917. During the rule of Joseph Stalin, the international influences on the Decembrists were toned down. Instead, an official Russo-centric, statist myth was created that presented them as patriots rather than rebels. After the death of Stalin, with the emergence of a new intelligentsia, an unofficial image of the Decembrists as freedom fighters against tyranny was recreated.6 Conservative parts of the intelligentsia, however, criticized what they saw as an overly pro-Western outlook in Decembrist thought.

It has been suggested that it was primarily the Decembrists’ moral stance, rather than their political ideas, that came to inspire the Russian intelligentsia and became significant to Russian culture.7 However, their ethical position cannot be separated from their political values, which emanated from republican and Romantic ideals. The Decembrists’ sense of honour, belief in self-sacrifice for the common good, and understanding of all acts as political and moral are associated with ideas of republican virtue, political stoicism and the Romantic cult of friendship.

The post-Soviet Russian opposition have been criticized on the grounds that, unlike the Decembrists, they have no ethical stance, no moral interest. They are accused of being selfish and unconcerned with the common good, unwilling to sacrifice themselves for a better society.8 Nevertheless, members of the opposition to Vladimir Putin’s consolidation of power have invoked the Decembrists on several occasions, most notably during the anti-government protests in 2006–8 and 2011–13.

After the fall of the Soviet Union, there was no clear official position on the Decembrists, but ever since Putin came to power, there has been a tendency to treat them with a certain scepticism. Yet it seems to have been difficult for the regime to distance itself completely from the Decembrists, who constitute an important part of the cherished Soviet patriotic heritage. Nevertheless, by the end of the 2010s, the shift to a conservative interpretation appears to have been completed. The monarchist blockbuster film Union of Salvation (2019), sponsored by the Russian state, manifests the new interpretation of the Decembrists in Russian history. It presents the Decembrist leaders as fanatical, power-hungry egoists, or foolish romantics, who aspire to introduce ideas alien to Russia through revolutionary means and who threaten to undermine the unity between the tsar and the people. In contrast, the new emperor, Nicholas I, is portrayed as a hero who saves Russia from the prospect of civil war and the destruction of the state. The young emperor realizes that change must evolve organically and gradually from within.9

At the time of writing, we are approaching the 200th anniversary of the Decembrist revolt. Because of the ongoing war in Ukraine, it is hard to predict how this event will be observed in Russia, but it is unlikely that the regime would want to honour the memory of the first liberal revolution against autocracy.

THIS BOOK EXPLORES THE UNFOLDING of the dramatic events of the revolt on 14 December 1825 and the uprising in Ukraine two weeks later. What was it all about? Why were these revolutionaries, the so-called Decembrists, willing to risk their careers and even their lives, and for what? What did they wish to achieve, what kind of society did they imagine and why did they fail? What were the consequences of the uprising for the participants and their families?

Seeking to explain the motivation behind the Decembrist revolt, the first chapter places the uprising in its national and transnational context. The actions of the Decembrists can be attributed to a combination of factors, crucial among which is the impact of Western ideas, cultures and practices. Learning about European cultures and political systems through their participation in the Napoleonic Wars, many Russian officers and future Decembrist leaders came to believe that Russia lagged behind other European countries. Moreover, the Decembrists grew up in a changing world. They were born at the time of the French Revolution. Following the Napoleonic Wars, liberal revolts against autocratic government occurred in several European states. The Decembrists were captivated by the prevailing idea that revolutions aiming for freedom and equal rights would spread across the world until all monarchs had been toppled.

A third factor that contributed to the Decembrist revolt was the discrepancy between expectation and outcome. Members of Russia’s young, educated elite were sorely disappointed in Tsar Alexander I, who began his rule with promises to end serfdom and establish constitutional government, and ended up as ‘the gendarme of Europe’, supplying Russian troops to quell liberal revolt in Europe. The promise of liberal change never came to fruition. Instead, Russian politics took a conservative turn.

To understand the motivations for the Decembrist revolt, it is also important to be aware of who the Decembrists were. The second chapter examines their background, education and careers and concludes that most of them were young army officers from the nobility, many with a good Western education. They were the first Russian generation to grow up in the new spirit of Enlightenment thought. In its final part, the chapter considers the origin and development of the secret Decembrist societies as part of an emerging civil society in Russia.

Part II is devoted to the revolt itself. It examines the confusion that arose over the succession to the throne after the unexpected death of Alexander I, and how this provided the Decembrists with an opportunity to revolt. This section explores the preparations made by the active members of the Northern Society and tells the story of 14 December 1825, when Russian officers marched their loyal troops to Senate Square to change the course of Russian history. It also tells the story of the lesser-known events in the southern part of the empire, present-day Ukraine, where members of the Southern Society, young officers of the Second Army, instigated a second revolt after learning about the events in St Petersburg.

The Decembrists were led by a strong belief in liberal and republican ideas. Part III explores these ideas and the political visions of a future Russian society they entailed. It also examines the origins of these ideas in contemporary Western political thought. The Decembrists believed that Russia was backward and needed to modernize, using the West as a model. Imitating Western ideas was not a problem to them, since they regarded Russia as part of Europe and saw themselves as Europeans. This view is hardly surprising, considering that Russia at the time was not only recognized as one of the great powers in Europe; after defeating Napoleon, it was regarded as the liberator of Europe. In addition, it was an important partner in the Concert of Europe.

The Decembrists expressed patriotic ideas as well, but their patriotism was not aimed at the West. It was a republican patriotism, a call to the Russian elite to engage with the problems of their own country, the suffering of their own people. It was also a protest against the superficial, Westernized Russian aristocracy, who were more interested in the latest Parisian fashions than in the plight of the Russian peasantry. Part III also analyses the interrelationship of liberalism, nationalism and imperialism, and how this was exhibited in the Decembrists’ problematic view of Russia’s many minorities.

The last two sections consider the consequences of the Decembrist revolt. How did the regime handle the revolt and the revolutionaries? How did the young noblemen cope with being arrested and placed in solitary confinement in the Peter and Paul Fortress? What were their reactions to the constant interrogations and the psychological pressure to confess and name other participants? How did their families react to their plight? Part IV gives an account of the arrests, imprisonment, sentencing and its execution, while Part V focuses on the fate of those sentenced to hard labour and exile.

The final chapter is not only about the men sentenced to penal servitude and deportation. It also tells the story of the women who followed their husbands or fiancés to Siberia and shared their exile. These women played a significant role for the exiled Decembrists. The Decembrist wives are usually portrayed as the ideal image of the loyal wife, an image that fits conservative historiography. However, some of them took a keen interest in political ideas. More importantly, these women were capable, resourceful individuals who worked tirelessly to mitigate the hardships of Siberian exile.

This is a book about ideas put into political action, but it is also about passion. The Decembrists were passionate in both political and private affairs. Moreover, they lived in an era when people were expected to express their feelings and to reflect on them. People’s minds, emotions and actions were felt to be intermingled in a different way from today. This book is therefore not only about ideas and public actions, but about private life and emotions central to it, such as love, passion and feelings of friendship and community. We can never hope to understand the Decembrist revolt without also understanding the feelings that drove its participants to risk their lives in pursuit of a better future for their country.


PART I
SETTING AND
ACTORS
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V. A. Golicke, Emperor Alexander I against the Backdrop of the Kremlin, 1835, oil on canvas.





1

State and Society

We will perhaps never fully comprehend why a group of young Russian officers chose to stand up against autocracy and privilege in December and January 1825–6. However, by exploring the world in which they lived, we may come to a deeper understanding. A key factor here is the role played by the West – Western Europe in particular – in the world view of young Russians. The Decembrist leaders were familiar with Western thought and influenced by Western culture, so they were well aware of the spread of republican and liberal principles in Western societies. Developments in their own country led many of them to believe that Russia too was about to change through liberal reforms. When their hopes were dashed, these young officers were sorely disappointed and ready to take matters into their own hands.

The Decembrist societies sprang forth from the Age of Revolutions (c. 1774–1849). In the wake of the American and French revolutions, liberal principles – legally codified individual liberties, constitutional limits on executive power, increased representation of the people in government, and an end to mercantilism – spread across Europe and the world. These principles were related to the idea of patriotism, expressed in a commitment to the common good and the welfare of the people or nation. In autocratic countries, secret patriotic societies committed to such ideals were formed. These associations often had their roots in freemasonry and its notions of social justice. Many were modelled on the practices of Masonic lodges and were dedicated to enlightenment, public welfare and moral regeneration. The Prussian Tugendbund, the Italian Carbonari and the Greek Filiki Eteria are the best-known, but a number of secret societies with similar agendas could be found across Europe, dedicated to the national liberation of their fatherland or the constitutional reorganization of society, and sometimes a combination of the two. On several occasions, these secret societies staged liberal revolts against autocratic rule in both Europe and the Americas. Such tendencies were reinforced by the patriotism awakened by the Napoleonic Wars.

In Russia, it seemed a new dawn rose when a young tsar with the aspiration to bring liberal reform to the nation came to power in 1801. Alexander I was a child of his era. He was brought up in the spirit of the Enlightenment and considered himself a free-thinker. His grandmother Catherine II, who supervised his education, had chosen as his tutor Frédérick César de La Harpe, a Swiss republican who wielded great influence over the young prince. Before Alexander ascended the throne, he was often critical of monarchic rule and spoke in favour of the rights of man and of nations. Even after his coronation, he continued to express aversion to tyranny and slavery. He was committed to bringing about changes in the political, social and economic life of Russia. Thus the new emperor conveyed his desire to abolish serfdom, reform political institutions and promote enlightenment through improved education.1

With the intention to plan for ambitious reforms, the tsar appointed a consultative body called the Unofficial Committee, consisting of a close circle of like-minded friends. Like Alexander, these friends were inspired by the economist Adam Smith and ideas about free trade. They opposed mercantilism in the name of commercial freedom. Their ideas informed the Russian customs tariff of 1801, although the tariff retained some restrictions to protect Russian industries.

Alexander’s accession to the throne was greeted with unanimous and sincere enthusiasm by members of the Russian educated elite.2 After a period of severe political repression and arbitrariness under Paul I, it was felt that there was finally hope for progressive change. The provisions of the Charter to the Nobility of 1785, which had consolidated the prerogatives of the nobility, were restored. Among other things, it reinforced property rights and the right of assembly and guaranteed trial by peers, freedom from the poll tax and compulsory army duty, the right to travel abroad and exemption from corporal punishment. The Secret Expedition, Paul I’s secret police, was abolished and about 12,000 prisoners, who had been sentenced without a trial, released. Fugitives abroad were granted amnesty for crimes other than murder and the ban on travel was lifted. Alexander I reinstated discharged officials and officers and declared that future cases of dismissal could result only from lawful prosecution. Finally, he appointed a commission to draw up a new law code. One of its members was the well-known radical Aleksandr Radishchev. His appointment was of clear symbolic value and revealed the liberal leanings of the new emperor. Alexander I at first intended to announce additional plans for reform at his coronation, but his ‘young friends’ in the ‘Unofficial Committee’ dissuaded him from moving too fast.

Liberal reforms

In 1801 both the Russian economy and the government were organized along premodern lines. In an overwhelmingly agrarian state, the soil was tilled by serfs tied to landed estates. The country was governed by an autocratic ruler with a minimum of constitutional restrictions on his exercise of power. It was an empire that fell far short of the principles propagated by the Age of Revolutions and of the ideals embraced by the youthful tsar. Alexander I’s reign was dominated by the impulse to reform the system of government and to abolish serfdom. But in the quarter of a century that followed his coronation, the hope awakened in Russia’s enlightened elite gradually turned to bitter disappointment.

In the period before the end of the Napoleonic Wars, Alexander initiated but ultimately failed to deliver the liberation of Russia’s millions of peasant serfs (just over a third of the population). Serfdom was not the same thing as slavery, which was banned in Russia in 1723. The system of serfdom meant that peasant serfs were given a plot of land for their own use by landlords (the nobility, the state or the Church). In return, they had to provide service to the landowner, usually through agricultural labour. Although by law serfs were not the property of landlords and had legal rights, in practice landlords had absolute control over their serfs’ lives and could buy and sell them at will. The conditions for serfs on state land were somewhat better. In Siberia, where land belonged to the state, peasants were practically free.3

During the first years of his rule, the new emperor commissioned several constitutional projects, as well as studies of the feasibility of emancipating the serfs. A number of suggestions for the reform of serfdom were presented, originating in both the court bureaucracy and the Unofficial Committee. There can be no doubt as to Alexander’s negative view of noble privilege and of serfdom, an institution he regarded as inhuman and degrading. Measures to restrict the rights of landlords over their serfs were discussed in the Unofficial Committee from the outset of his reign, but the tsar moved cautiously. He did not want to make enemies of the nobility, who were afraid of losing a valuable asset. It was not just that they depended on free labour; many nobles had mortgaged their serfs to state credit institutions.

Shortly after his accession, Alexander presented a memorandum to the Permanent Council, the highest advisory body of the state, which proposed a prohibition on the sale of serfs without land to cultivate. But the conservatives in the Council argued that the measure was premature. The Council also opposed the proposal that the obligations of the peasants to their landlords should be specified more clearly by law. However, the Free Agriculturalists Law was passed in February 1803.4 According to this law, landowners were permitted to free their serfs collectively. Landlords were allowed to petition the tsar for permission to free whole villages of serfs and thereby create a new social class of free peasants or agriculturalists. Each peasant was to be given a strip of land, the size of which was to be determined by the landlord. The peasants could compensate for this by paying cash, in instalments or in kind. But few landowners took this opportunity to free their serfs. The abominable practice of selling serfs openly at markets, something both Russians and foreigners reacted to, was not banned by law until 1808.

Projects for governmental reform fared little better in this period and they, too, would fail to bear fruit. When Alexander came to power, he expressed his desire to restore the former prestige of the senate as an institution of supervision and control, and perhaps even transform it into a legislative institution. In June 1801 he issued an order to the senate, demanding a report about its rights and duties. However, when the senate failed to agree on this matter and presented a report containing conflicting recommendations, Alexander chose to issue an edict that accomplished little.

In 1803 State Secretary Mikhail Speranskii was commissioned to work out a plan for political reform, but the formation of the Third Coalition against Napoleon now occupied Alexander’s attention and the project was shelved.5 In 1808 Speranskii was once again commissioned to draw up a plan for political reconstruction, and the document he presented to Alexander in 1809 was entitled ‘An Introduction to the Code of State Laws’. It was an elaborate project, containing both a treatise on the general condition of Russia and proposals for constitutional reforms. Speranskii recommended the granting of civil rights to ‘the better classes’. His plans for institutional reorganization were based on the theory of separation of powers between the executive (the State Council), the judiciary (the senate) and the legislature (the state Duma). However, since the emperor held supreme power, there was no real separation of power. The Duma would not have any actual legislative authority, but it would have the right to reject a law (proposed by the ministers) if it were thought to be harmful, as well as the power to make formal complaints if it believed fundamental laws had been broken. This meant that the power of the tsar would be restricted to some degree.

Speranskii had drawn up a proposal based on the commission he had received from Alexander. But the emperor did not approve it. He may have felt that the time was not ripe for reform, or that Speranskii’s plan was too far-reaching. He may also have been frightened by the realization that he was eroding his own power. Alexander believed himself to be indispensable to the regeneration of the country. Another reason for his action may have been that he was preoccupied with managing international relations. Whatever the cause, the only part of the plan to which he agreed was the establishment of a new Council of State, replacing the Permanent Council, and additional ministries.

Another key reform project that came to nothing was the codification of Russian laws. A commission was set up in 1801 and a Russian law code finally completed in 1812. It was accepted by the State Council, which had replaced the Permanent Council in 1810, but was never enforced.6 Even though Alexander clearly had the ambition to establish some form of limited monarchy and rule of law, the bottom line is that not much came of the planned political reforms.

Alexander’s progressive ideas also found expression in an ambitious liberal vision of Europe. In 1804 he presented a proposal to the British prime minister William Pitt for the reorganization of Europe into a league of constitutional states founded on ‘the sacred rights of humanity’, under the protection of Russia and Britain. He also suggested that codes of law and the rights of man should be introduced for the whole of Europe.7 This outlook is reflected in his decision to recognize the liberal Spanish Constitution of 1812, as well as in his attitude to constitutions in the years immediately following the Napoleonic Wars. Alexander showed that his constitutionalism was not merely empty words, but something he truly believed in.8 All this had a great impact on the young, educated elite who had started to dream of a constitution for Russia.

The Age of Revolution was also an age of war. The Napoleonic Wars, which in Alexander’s case began with Russia’s participation in the War of the Third Coalition (1805–6) and ended in Paris in 1814, enhanced both the status of the Russian state and the tsar’s reputation as a liberal ruler and defender of a free Europe, especially after Napoleon’s invasion of Russia in 1812. In war propaganda, Napoleon was portrayed as a bloodthirsty tyrant with an insatiable hunger for expansion, who was depriving the peoples of Europe of their liberty. Napoleon’s tyranny, aggression and immorality were contrasted with Alexander’s defence of the liberty of Europe and its peoples. In a pamphlet, the classical scholar and imperial administrator Sergei Uvarov wrote, ‘To liberate nations, to topple odious tyrants. To restore lawful rule, to act as a tsar, having fulfilled the knight’s duty on the battlefield . . . these are the deeds of Alexander.’ The Russian Orthodox Church presented Napoleon as the enemy of Russia and of the liberating mission with which Russia had been entrusted. At the time of the invasion, the Church proclaimed that Providence was calling on Russia to stop the atrocities of ‘godless Napoleon’ and free Europe from his grip. The prominent poet Gavriil Derzhavin depicted the war as a struggle between good and evil.9

Since Russia was on the side of good, it was expected to win. Thus the French occupation of Moscow came as a horrendous shock. The Decembrist Nikolai Lorer recalled in his memoirs the moment when the news reached St Petersburg. His entire household was ‘in great sorrow and confusion . . . There was a terrible [feeling of] emptiness in the city.’10 Sorrow and confusion prevailed everywhere. Hence, when Napoleon’s Grande Armée was crushed and Alexander I led Russian troops into Paris on 31 March 1814, Russia’s educated elite regarded the tsar as a liberator who had freed Europe from Napoleon’s tyranny and saved the Russian people.

After the war, Alexander continued to promote moderate constitutional reform in Europe. He was convinced that civil and political rights would lead to stability and peace. For that reason, he supported the proclamation of constitutions in the German states and in Switzerland. He sent his foreign minister, Ioannis Kapodistrias (John Capodistrias), to Switzerland in November 1813 to help establish Swiss unity and independence, and supported Kapodistrias’s efforts to introduce a new federal constitution there. The young Russian tsar also insisted on a constitution for the restored monarchy in France. The Charte Constitutionelle, adopted in June 1814, was thus not only approved, but encouraged by Alexander. It guaranteed equality before the law and religious toleration. The king was given executive power, but a bicameral assembly was formed based on a limited franchise, with the right to reject a bill proposed by the king. Thus Louis XVIII would return not as an absolute monarch but as a constitutional monarch. Alexander believed that by guaranteeing these rights and thus incorporating parts of the French revolutionary principles, stability would be ensured.

These events were followed closely by the educated Russian elite.11 There were two important constitutional events in Russia itself, or rather in the Russian empire, that also had an impact on the country’s educated elite. Following the Swedish defeat in the Finnish War (1808–9), Finland was incorporated into the Russian empire as an autonomous grand duchy. To receive the support of the Finns, the tsar promised to respect Finnish laws and the existing political structure. This was seen as a sign of Alexander’s positive attitude to the rule of law. Even more important was his granting of a constitution to the Kingdom of Poland on 27 November 1815. According to the Treaty of Vienna of that year, Alexander had accepted the crown of the new independent Congress Kingdom of Poland. The kingdom had its own government and judiciary, a separate civil service and army. The new constitution provided Poland with an elected legislature (the Sejm) and civil rights.12

On 15 March 1818 Alexander opened the first session of the Polish Sejm in Warsaw. This was a highly symbolic moment. Lorer, who was in Warsaw at the time, recalled how the emperor appeared in the hall in traditional Polish dress, bowed to the people’s representatives and in a firm voice said, ‘Représentants du Royaume de Pologne! [Representatives of the Kingdom of Poland]’. ‘It took my breath away and tears welled up in my eyes. This conversion was of course new for all of us, subjects of the autocratic sovereign.’13 In his speech, the tsar expressed his hope one day to be able to extend the liberal institutions of the Polish Charter ‘to all the lands entrusted by Providence to my care’.14 Contemporaries heard in this speech the promise of a Russian constitution. Vladimir Shteingel, another Decembrist, recalled the significance of this speech that flattered the hopes of Russian liberals.15 It was quickly translated into Russian and published in Vestnik Europy, the St Petersburg Gazette and Dukh zhurnalov. Shortly thereafter, at the Congress of Aix-la-Chapelle, in an interview with the high-ranking military officer Marquis Nicolas Joseph Maison, Alexander renewed his declaration: ‘The peoples must be delivered from arbitrary regime; I have re-established this principle in Poland, I will establish it in my other States.’

When news of the emperor’s speech reached Russia, all members of the educated elite were affected. Russian officers drank to their country’s future constitution at St Petersburg restaurants.16 The liberal law professor and philosopher Aleksandr Kunitsyn of St Petersburg University published a highly noted article in Syn otechestva (Son of the Fatherland) in 1818, defending constitutionalism against its conservative critics.17 Western literature on constitutions was widely read both in the original and in translation. Russian journals, such as Dukh zhurnalov (The Spirit of Journals), published laws and constitutions from foreign countries. But not everyone was pleased by the emperor’s speech and the public discussion of constitutions that followed. In a letter to a friend, the historian Nikolai Karamzin warned that ‘the Warsaw speech had a formidable effect on young hearts: they dream of a constitution.’ Later, Count Rostopchin, former governor general of Moscow, made a similar assessment, saying that the speech of the emperor in Warsaw had excited young people, who now demanded a constitution from him.18

When Nikolai Novosiltsev, one of the tsar’s closest associates, was secretly commissioned sometime in 1818 or 1819 to write a charter for Russia, it seemed that Alexander was ready to follow through on his intention to give Russia a constitution. He approved the first draft in October 1819. It was made public in November, when the French newspaper Le Constitutionel reported that the tsar intended to grant his country a constitution, which would lay the foundations for a representative government. Constitutionalism was now the talk of the town. In early summer of 1820 it was reported that Alexander was still positive about the project, clearly wanting it to continue. Yet he took no action to implement it.

The end of the Napoleonic Wars also brought the resumption of projects for the emancipation of the serfs. Parts of the educated elite and the peasantry felt that the serfs had earned their freedom through the patriotism they displayed in the war of 1812. During the French invasion, serfs had played a major role in Napoleon’s defeat by preventing supplies from reaching the French army and by attacking the French rearguard. An intense discussion of peasant reform in such journals as Vestnik Evropy (The Messenger of Europe) and Syn otechestva followed the war. Meanwhile, Alexander commissioned several projects for the emancipation of the serfs in the years 1817–19. But, as with constitutional reform, the emperor held back. The strong resistance expressed by many leaders of the provincial nobility appears to have made him hesitant. Still, there was some movement. Peasants were liberated in the Baltic provinces in 1816–19, in Estonia in 1816, in Courland in 1817 and in Livonia in 1819 – yet in all cases without being provided with land of their own. These measures led some Russians to believe that emancipation would soon be underway in Russia too. After all, the serfs had been liberated in the Duchy of Warsaw and in Prussia in 1807. Some liberal landowners tried to assist Alexander through private initiatives, but their attempts were rebuffed. Leading officials addressed the tsar, urging the abolition of serfdom. In 1815 Mikhail Orlov wrote a memorandum to the tsar, signed by many leading officials, among them Count Vorontsov, Count Bludov and General Vasilchikov. It was followed the next year by another memorandum by Count Pavel Kiselev. These initiatives came to nothing.

The many millions of Russian serfs could thus not look forward to brighter times. On the contrary, their lives were destined to change for the worse. In 1810 military colonies were being established in Russia, and by 1825 colonies were formed in St Petersburg, Novgorod, Mogilev, Ekaterinoslav and Kherson provinces. Military colonies were made up of soldiers and peasants. The soldiers and their families would assist the peasants in peacetime, while the peasants would provide for the soldier and his family when he was called up to war. The colonists were to receive financial support and welfare: better housing, roads, healthcare and education.

There were several reasons for the introduction of military colonies. The cost of maintaining a standing army commensurate to Russia’s new standing as a European great power was prohibitive, and state finances were in a critical state after the exertions of the Napoleonic Wars. By settling soldiers on the land, the army could become self-supporting. The colonies also promised to overcome the resistance to compulsory service among the peasantry. Another important reason for introducing military colonies was to create modern (Westernized) villages. The idea was that the colonies would contribute to forming well-organized villages with better infrastructure and well-educated inhabitants at no cost to the government. In practice, they brought even greater hardship to the peasantry.

The military colonies fundamentally transformed the lives of the Russian peasants. Villages were converted into military camps whose inhabitants were subject to a military regime around the clock. Peasants were forced to wear military uniforms, to shave their beards and cut their hair short. A brutal system of discipline meted out corporal punishment for the slightest offence. Sons were forced to become soldiers, daughters to marry within the colony. Nor were the promised economic benefits realized. The colonists had to perform obligatory construction work in return for low salaries. Constant interference in the peasants’ lives by ignorant officials resulted in crop failures. Even though women were officially required to give birth annually, the conditions in the colonies were so bad that the death rate exceeded the birth rate.

The military colonies provoked bitter resentment among the peasants. Numerous petitions were sent to the tsar and riots broke out in several colonies. In 1819 some 28,000 peasants rose up in rebellion in the south. General Arakcheev, the organizer of the military settlements, led two army divisions to suppress the uprising. Hundreds of rebels were put on trial and dozens were flogged to death. Among liberal members of the educated elite, the military colonies came to be seen as a symbol of despotism and oppression.19

The conservative turn

In 1820 Alexander I ultimately abandoned his liberal ambitions and embraced the conservative politics of the Holy Alliance. This was a gradual process that had started in 1819. In March that year August Friedrich von Kotzebue, a German playwright who worked for the Russian intelligence service, was murdered in Mannheim by a student. Shocked by the assassination, Alexander started to suspect that revolutionary ideas were once again spreading from France. Still, this did not mean that he immediately abandoned his view that constitutions created stability. This outlook changed in stages.

At the beginning of the 1820s revolts broke out in Spain and Naples, aiming to introduce representative government. In March King Ferdinand VII of Spain was forced to restore the liberal constitution of 1812. When Alexander learned about the revolt in Madrid, he advised Ferdinand to accept the liberal constitution the rebels demanded. In Naples a few months later, a revolt broke out that threatened the position of Austria on the Italian peninsula. Alexander initially supported his foreign minister Kapodistrias’s suggestion that Naples should have a national constitution. However, the Austrian foreign minister, Klemens von Metternich, who needed Alexander’s support in suppressing the revolution, tried to undermine Kapodistrias and convince Alexander that Europe faced a revolutionary threat through the spread of secret societies. Metternich argued that constitutional demands were in themselves subversive and a threat to the social and political order in the whole of Europe. At the Congress of Troppau in October 1820, Metternich finally won Alexander’s support for military intervention if a state were threatened by a change of government owing to revolution, which put other states at risk.20

In the autumn of 1820 Alexander was also becoming disillusioned with the constitutional government in Poland. The tsar’s relationship with the parliament was amicable at first, but when delegates in the second Polish Sejm, which met in September 1820, questioned his actions and regarded them as unconstitutional, he acted in the true sense of the autocrat he was, telling them through an emissary that he could remove the constitution as easily as he had introduced it.21

During the liberal revolts in Europe, Alexander had maintained that Russia was immune to the revolutionary threat; that religion, reason and wise government guaranteed stability. However, while the emperor was busy with foreign affairs attending the Congress, there was a mutiny in the prestigious Semionovskii Guards regiment in St Petersburg. The soldiers of the First Company revolted against the cruel treatment of soldiers under the brutal new commander F. E. Schwartz. The whole company was arrested and brought to the Peter and Paul Fortress. When the rest of the regiment supported them, they were also sent to the fortress.22 Alexander was convinced that the mutiny was the work of Russian liberals, who disliked his participation at the Congress. But he also believed that it was connected to the revolutionary movement in Europe.23 It was now apparent to him that the French Constitution had not prevented the survival of revolutionary ideas. The Semionovskii revolt caused him finally to lose faith in constitutions as pillars of stability.

By 1821 Alexander had become a staunch adherent of Metternich’s political doctrine. When revolts broke out in Piedmont in February 1821, he described this as a threat to the Christian religion and blamed it on the influence of French Enlightenment ideas. At about the same time the Greek secret society Filiki Eteria (Society of Friends) started a revolt against the Ottoman empire in Moldavia and Wallachia as part of a plan for Greek independence. The leader of the society, Alexandros Ypsilantis, had been a major general in the Russian army. Ypsilantis turned for support to the Russian emperor, as the protector of the Orthodox faith, but Alexander, who had now started to fear revolutions, did not approve. He regarded the Greek revolt as part of a larger European revolutionary conspiracy, attempting to prevent the Holy Alliance from crushing the revolution in Naples.24 Without Russia’s support, the Greek uprising was defeated. However, in June another began in the Peloponnese (Morea) and spread to Crete, Macedonia and central Greece.25

There was widespread sympathy in Russia for Greek independence. Officers of the Guard, agitated by the news of the Greek uprising, asked to join army regiments that were expected to fight. When Alexander refrained from helping ‘fellow orthodox believers’, people were upset. A few years later Shteingel expressed these feelings in a letter to the new tsar, Nicholas I: ‘The Greeks were left to their fate; the bond of one faith which had been indestructible for eight centuries . . . was suddenly destroyed.’26 At the Congress of Verona in late 1822, the situation in Spain was discussed by the Quintuple Alliance (Austria, Prussia, Russia, France and Great Britain). Alexander not only supported the French invasion to crush the liberal movement and reinstate monarchical power, but promised to send Russian troops to assist them.

Liberal-minded Russians were distressed and hugely disappointed by Alexander’s new foreign policy and his hostile attitude to the freedom of peoples. How could ‘the liberal tsar’ contribute to the oppression of the Spanish revolutionaries, who desired to uphold the very constitution he had supported a few years earlier? The way Russian troops were used to suppress liberal movements, not just in Spain but everywhere, was shameful. The disappointment many educated Russians felt about the tsar was conveyed in a letter sent by the Decembrist Piotr Kakhovskii from his cell after the defeat of the Decembrist revolt: ‘Was it not he who fanned the light of freedom in our hearts, and was it not he who then so cruelly extinguished it not only in our own country, but in the whole of Europe? He helped Ferdinand suppress the legitimate rights of the people of Spain and did not foresee the evil that this caused to all thrones.’27

Alexander’s changed perception of European stability also made him wary of risking social disorder and antagonizing the nobility by emancipating the serfs. Many landowners were reluctant to free the serfs, fearing that it would lead to economic loss and peasant revolt. Between 1815 and 1825 flight, disturbances and complaints among peasants increased significantly. In addition to dissatisfaction with the military colonies, a possible reason for this is that news about serf reform was spreading to the peasants. It is also possible that landowners were exploiting them more in intensive farming and factory production after the war.28 Whatever the reason, Alexander feared that emancipation would create social unrest that would add fuel to the revolutionary movement he now believed was threatening the political and social order of Europe.

Another area affected by the more reactionary view of the regime was education. At the beginning of his reign, Alexander had introduced a reform of the educational structure. Schools were open to all classes and genders and were free of charge for the poor. In 1809 two decrees intended to improve the level of education were instigated by Speranskii. However, in 1819 under the new minister of education, Aleksandr Golitsyn, former chief prosecutor of the Holy Synod, a change in policy was evident. Kazan University was the victim of a purge, during which it was completely reorganized and several professors expelled. A couple of years later, in 1821–2, a number of professors were dismissed from the University of St Petersburg. They were accused of sympathizing with atheism and constitutionalism. At the University of Dorpat (now Tartu) and Vilna, professors were expelled for teaching rationalistic philosophy. In July 1822 the government banned the University of Dorpat from enrolling students who had attended foreign universities, since these individuals were believed to bring with them practices of insubordination. In February 1823 Russian students were forbidden from attending certain German universities because these were considered places of antireligious and immoral ideas. This reactionary educational policy disillusioned many young men.

Members of the reform-inclined educated elite were also upset by the tightening of censorship. At the beginning of Alexander’s reign censorship had eased somewhat and the prohibition of foreign books was lifted, although certain subjects, such as serfdom, were still outlawed in the press. However, in the year before the French invasion of Russia, censorship became stricter and more arbitrary. Numerous regulations silenced the press and subjected authors to the whims of narrow-minded censors. After the war things did not improve; quite the opposite. The government ruled that journalists must now adjust their statements to the intentions of the regime and assist in promoting peaceful relations. The journal Dukh zhurnalov closed down in December 1820. The import of foreign books was prevented. Aleksandr Kunitsyn’s popular book about natural law published in 1818–20 was banned from teaching and removed from the libraries in 1821.29 Nevertheless, political commentaries and republican poems, such as Kondratii Ryleev’s ‘Volynskii’ and ‘Nalivaiko’s Confession’, sometimes slipped through.

After the revolt, several Decembrists expressed their dismay at Alexander’s change in political direction. To Vladimir Shteingel, the problem was that the emperor’s conservative turn occurred ‘just as the minds of dreamers of freedom in Russia had been ignited’.30 Nikolai Basargin concurred. He argued that the events leading up to the Decembrist revolt followed a similar pattern in Russia to those in other European states. The people began to express their discontentment when they saw no clear signs that their expectations were being met. This provoked a reaction from the sovereign. The people, now convinced that they could expect nothing from their government, began to act on their own. They decided to advance public affairs by the formation and spread of secret societies.31

A nascent civil society

As early as the end of the eighteenth century, a tentative civil society was emerging in Russia. The process was accelerated by the war of 1812, when Napoleon invaded. In the Decembrist Ivan Iakushkin’s words, ‘the war of 1812 roused the people of Russia to life and constituted an important period in its political existence.’32 The war not only inspired patriotism, but changed people’s mentalities and the way educated Russians saw themselves and their country. It made them visualize Russia in the context of larger historical events and a wider geopolitical context, and it contributed to shaping a sense of public responsibility and civic consciousness.33

The Decembrists developed this sentiment into a programme of civic nationalism. This programme marked a shift among large parts of the nobility from the role of subjects to that of citizens, from concern with aristocratic privilege and rank to civic consciousness and a concept of the common good. It was a rejection of the idea of the autocrat as the principal agent of social change and progress. The tsar was no longer seen as the embodiment of the state.34 This transformation was captured by Sergei Volkonskii when he recalled his association with ‘free-thinking people’ in the circle of his schoolfriend Mikhail Orlov in Kyiv: ‘From that time on, a new life began for me. I set out with a proud sense of conviction and duty, not as a loyal subject, but as a citizen, and with a firm intention to fulfil my duty at all costs solely out of love for the Fatherland.’35 Hence, while the middle classes were instrumental to this process in the West, the nobility played a crucial part in the development of civic and national consciousness in Russia, just as it did in countries in Eastern Europe.

The Russian nobility in the early nineteenth century was fragmented and insecure. It lacked representative estate institutions and a firm local base, and it was economically weak; status and careers were insecure. Noblemen were expected to serve the state.36 Yet things were starting to change. The Charter to the Nobility of 1785 accorded the gentry of each province the right to meet every three years to discuss local affairs, and to elect a district and a provincial marshal of the nobility to manage welfare functions and a land captain to serve as a local police official. They also had the right to petition the tsar. An active social life began to develop in the provinces.37 Meanwhile, enlightened nobles joined different types of association in the cities to discuss cultural, social, economic and political subjects.

In the early nineteenth century a large number of voluntary associations were formed in Russia, especially after the Napoleonic Wars. Organizations of various types, including dining clubs, theatre clubs, literary societies, philosophical societies and Masonic lodges, emerged or were resuscitated. Many future leading Decembrists were attracted by Freemasonry, which had a revival in Europe at the beginning of the nineteenth century. The Masonic movement was founded on the precept that all men are created equal, and many Masons promoted ideas of social justice. This liberal tendency appealed to many Decembrists, and some were active participants in lodges for a long time. Pavel Pestel, Ryleev, Sergei and Matvei Muraviev-Apostol, Vilgelm Kiukhelbeker, Mikhail Lunin, Ivan Pushchin, and Aleksandr and Nikita Muraviev were all members. But gradually they became disenchanted with the Masonic movement. Freemasonry promoted gradual reforms through the enlightenment of the individual; there was no action and never would be. Still, the lodges served as a model for the organization of the Decembrist societies and brought many of the members together.38

Future Decembrists were involved in various associations that provided opportunities for self-expression and knowledgeable company. Most were educational and reform-orientated, such as the Moscow Agricultural Society, which was aimed at improving knowledge of agriculture and disseminating better agricultural practices in Russia. Some were more informal and had a creative and free-thinking purpose, such as the literary society Arzamas or the unconventional literary club the Green Lamp. Commonly, future Decembrists preferred the more serious Free Society for Lovers of Russian Literature or, to a lesser extent, the Free Society for Lovers of Literature, the Sciences and the Arts. An association with close ties to the Decembrists was the Order of Russian Knights, formed by Orlov, with the purpose of assisting the tsar in carrying out constitutional reforms and the emancipation of the serfs. Other pre-Decembrist societies were the officers’ clubs (artels) of the Semionovskii and Izmailovskii regiments, formed for the reading of foreign newspapers and conversation about Russian life, and the Sacred Artel, formed in 1814 by young Guards officers interested in republicanism.39

These associations and the opportunity they offered of meeting like-minded people fulfilled an important function for the young generation, both psychologically and sociologically. Looking back on this period, many Decembrists – most of whom were army officers – agreed that the associations satisfied a need for companionship and purpose after the war.40 Here, they were able to talk openly about pressing issues with people they could trust and with whom they shared a common purpose: to serve their country and the common good. Moreover, the experience of communion with friends fostered a feeling of belonging to a community of citizens. Ivan Pushchin recalled how discussions about the evil of the existing order and the possibility of change created uncommonly close bonds between the members of the Sacred Artel. These conversations made a profound impression on him. He felt chosen, part of something greater, a movement that ‘would sooner or later have its beneficial action’.41 Nikolai Turgenev remembered the meetings of the Union of Welfare as the happiest moments of his life: ‘In these all too brief moments, I was in the company of people who for me were always noble and filled with the purest aspirations and selfless devotion to their friends.’42

In the voluntary associations, young Russian officers found an outlet for their newfound civic consciousness and a new way to serve their country in peacetime. There were many who felt that the true purpose of men was love for their fatherland, desire for its well-being and the sacrifice of self for its benefit. They were greatly inspired by the idea of spreading civic virtue and enlightenment and achieving the freedom of the peasants.43 Basargin remembered the evening reading circle formed by Pestel for officers at the headquarters of the Second Army in Tulchyn. Here, young officers met not only for personal enjoyment but for self-improvement, and with the ambition to promote the common good. They discussed contemporary events and topics, as well as literature and philosophy. According to Basargin, the evenings when they got together and gave one another an account of what they were doing, reading and thinking constituted the best kind of entertainment.44

Volkonskii also attached great significance to the fact of associations having a higher purpose. He fondly recalled his first stay in Kyiv, when he entered a circle of people who believed that their existence and deeds were not limited to the empty life of St Petersburg drawing rooms and military garrison life. This group, Volkonskii wrote, believed that their lives and deeds should be dedicated to the benefit of the fatherland and its civil transformation, taking Russia to the level of civil life found in Europe and introducing to it the rights of man and peoples. Evgenii Obolenskii emphasized that the secret society of the future Decembrists, the Union of Welfare, ‘satisfied all the noble aspirations of those who sought in life not pleasure alone, but the true moral benefit of their own and all their neighbours’.45 Similarly, Iakushkin recalled that the society’s members occupied themselves with questions about everything that could contribute to Russia’s prosperity.46

Some Decembrists tried to be useful to their country by leaving the army, which they felt was of no use in peacetime, for less prestigious public positions. In his memoirs, Basargin narrates how he left the Guards Artillery and transferred to public service in Moscow, where he was appointed court judge. Both friends and relatives were shocked by his decision because in those days public service, especially that at a lower level, was considered beneath the dignity of a rich and noble gentleman. But Basargin wanted to show that you can serve your country honourably anywhere. Another example is Pushchin, who resigned his commission as an officer in the prestigious Horse Guards Artillery for the civil service, working first in the St Petersburg Criminal Chamber, then as a judge in the Moscow Court of Justice. He hoped to be of use in this field and to encourage others to take on similar responsibilities, to disregard ‘shiny epaulettes’ for ‘the benefits that they could bring to the lower courts’, introducing ‘that noble way of thinking, those pure motives that adorn a person both in private life and in the public arena’.47

Ryleev, another case in point, left the army to work as an assessor at the St Petersburg Criminal Court. According to his own account, he had served the fatherland while it needed the service of its citizens and did not wish to continue when he saw that he would serve only the whims of an autocratic despot. He felt that as a judge he would better serve humanity. In this position, he would shed his blood for the freedom of his fatherland and the happiness of his compatriots, ‘for the acquisition of legal rights for oppressed humanity’.48 He subsequently accepted a position as manager at the Russian-American Company.

The Decembrists were very much part of an emerging civil society in Russia, not only in the way they involved themselves in voluntary associations, discussed social and political issues and wrote political programmes, but in the way they sought to shape public spirit, engage public opinion and enact public protests. The position they took in front of the senate at the time of the revolt was not only a means to achieve certain political changes. It was a public demonstration against the traditional political order.49

Another example of a public demonstration occurred a few months before that, when the Decembrists made use of the funeral of Ryleev’s cousin Konstantin Chernov, on 27 September 1825, to arouse public opinion. Funerals were public occasions well suited to this, and in the second half of the nineteenth century members of the radical intelligentsia often used them for this purpose, but the Decembrists were already aware of their symbolic public role. Chernov, whose family was of modest social status, was killed in a duel with the high-born aristocrat and aide-de-camp Vladimir Novosiltsev. Novosiltsev had become engaged to Chernov’s sister Maria but did not keep his promise to marry her. More than a year after the betrothal, when Novosiltsev still showed no willingness to marry Maria, her brother had challenged him to a duel. The Decembrists turned the occasion of his subsequent funeral into a public demonstration against the privileged aristocratic elite and their arrogant behaviour towards people of lower social status. Iakushkin designated it ‘their first public protest’. More than two hundred carriages and numerous people on foot took part in the procession. Shteingel described the occasion as expressing ‘a new, hitherto unprecedented public spirit [dukh obshchestvennosti]’. Aleksandr Bestuzhev regarded it as a democratic achievement. After the funeral, he argued, people could no longer claim that there was no public opinion in Russia.50

Civic poetry was also employed to influence public opinion. Another means of shaping public sentiment used more extensively by the Decembrists was parodic songs. Ryleev and Bestuzhev wrote numerous subversive poems condemning Russian reality, based on well-known Russian songs. They were intended to be spread among the people, and although it is hard to tell whether they actually were, it is fair to say that some were quite widely known.51

In a letter to Nicholas I, written in the Peter and Paul Fortress in January 1826, Shteingel contended that Russian society was already so enlightened that shopkeepers were reading newspapers that reported on the debates in the Chamber of Deputies in Paris.52 Not all Decembrists were equally positive, but most maintained that in the last years of Alexander’s reign their secret societies began to influence public opinion, and that the idea of constitutional rule gained supporters.53 To root out free thought in Russia, Shteingel concluded his letter to the new tsar, you would have ‘to destroy an entire generation’.54 Nicholas did not destroy an entire generation, but he stifled many of its members and forced them to move underground.
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