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On Russian Populism

To the memory ofAllan K. Wildman

M. AsiM Karaomerlioglu

/ was increasingly convinced that in Populism lay the roots,

the deepest and truest origins, ofcontemporary Russia.

Franco Venturi, Studies in Free Russia, p. 221

Z^'^^^E INFLUENCE ofRussian Populism in and outside of Russia has been

# g^^^^ indeed. This is due to at least three important factors. First, as

JL Venturi points out, the study ofPopuhsm constitutes the sine qua non

ofany investigation of Russian history since it contributed to the foundation of

Soviet Russia. Secondly, any elaborate understanding ofRussian Marxism, which

tremendously affected the course of the twentieth-century history, requires a

meticulous historical account of Populism, from which Russian Marxism was

born. And finally, as Venturi points out in the preface to his magnus opus. Roots

ofRevolution, Russian Popuhsm must be regarded as part of a wider European

sociahst intellectual tradition.^ Although Russian Popuhsts usually endeavored

to prove how and why Russia was different from the West, usually their argu-

ments were reactions and responses to the poUtical controversies then prevail-

ing in the European socialist milieu, especially within the First International.

In this paper, I intend to problematize the widely-accepted definition of

Russian Populism. Instead ofa "backward-looking," peasant-oriented and class-

reductionist definition, I propose to understand Russian Popuhsm by looking

at the tension between the inteUigentsia and the Russian state. I shall discuss

some basic features of Russian Popuhsm in broad terms in order to understand

the motivations and ideological positions of the Russian inteUigentsia. In par-

ticular, I will concentrate on the work of Peter Lavrov, the highly influential

PopuUst revolutionary of the late nineteenth century Russia. I shall also discuss
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the Russian Populists' attitude towards liberal democracy and the peasant com-

mune which constituted quite important elements of their ideology.

My analysis begins with a critique ofV. I. Lenin's widely-accepted definition of

Populism as elaborated and supported by Andrzej Walicki:

It was Lenin who gave it a more concrete historical and sociological connotation by

pointing out that Populism was a protest against capitalismyro;n thepoint ofview ofthe

small immediateproducers who, being ruined by capitalist development, saw in it only a

retrogression but, at the same time, demanded the abolition of the older, feudal forms

of exploitation... It enables us to see Russian Populism as a particular variant of an

ideological pattern which emerges in different backward societies in periods of transi-

tion and reflects the characteristic c/ass position of the peasantry. It does not mean, of

course, that Populism can be regarded as a f/i'rec/ expression ofpeasant ideology; it is an

ideology formulated by a democratic intelligentsia who in backward countries, lacking

a strong bourgeois class structure, enjoy as a rule greater social authority and play a

more important part in national life than intellectuals in the economically more devel-

oped states. [Italics mine]^

In my opinion, this definition needs to be questioned, since regarding Populism

as an expression of small producers or peasants traps Lenin and Walicki into

class reductionism. In other words, they perceive PopuUsm as the ideological

reflection of a particular social class. Instead, I would like to propose a charac-

terization ofPopulism that takes, among other things, the emergence and needs

of a particular kind of intelligentsia as the constituent element of the definition.

The most valuable part ofWalicki 's definition above is his emphasis on the

role ofa democratic intelligentsia enjoying greater social authority vis-a-vis their

counterparts in the so-called "developed" countries of the time. In fact, Popu-

lism cannot be understood without analyzing the birth of a new kind of intelli-

gentsia in the nineteenth century, a worldwide phenomenon concurrent with

the rise of the "modern" nation-state. Especially in countries which came late to

capitalism due to the weakness of the bourgeoisie and, accordingly, to the im-

mense role of the state, intellectuals played an important role compared to their

economic power. As internal and international conditions forced the "ancien

regimes" to undergo a modernization movement, the role of the intellectuals

increased. It was partly because in order to survive in the international state-
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system and to govern a rapidly changing society, the states had to adopt reforms

such as increasing the quality and quantity of educational facilities, broadening

and modernizing the state apparatus, embracing technological development, mili-

tary modernization, and the like, all ofwhich required an increase in the number of

intellectuals. In this respect, intellectuals were themselves the ^iV^c/ products ofthe

modernization process, and their future social and material status depended on its

success. However, the states faced the dilemma of trying to sustain the "ancien

regime" while at the same time supporting modernization efforts. Such was the

case in late nineteenth-century Iran, China, Russia, Mexico and the Ottoman

Empire, all ofwhich experienced revolutionary or constitutionalist events during

approximately the same decade (1905-1917). This dilemma explains not onlywhy

bureaucrats such as the Russian Decemberists of 1825, who were to a certain extent

a member ofthe ruling elite ofthe state and yet rebelled against it, but also why the

Russian intellectuals, by and large, reacted against the emergence of the bourgeoi-

sie, perceiving them as a new power center.-'

When the Russian state insisted on the preservation ofmany of the features

ofthe "ancien regime," but could not embrace the intellectuals, the alienation of

the latter intensified and radicalized them.*This radicalization led them to search

for possible allies from different strata of the society. This practical undertaking

of the intellectuals explains the ambiguity and abstractness ofthe concept Narod

(people), which was produced in the minds of the urban intelligentsia.^ Like-

wise, the myth created around the concept of the peasant commune can be seen

as arising from the necessities of the Russian intelligentsia rather than a reflec-

tion ofwhat the commune actually was. (I will discuss the nature ofthe peasant

commune, obschina, in detail below).

However, this is not to say that the views of the Populists represented a

precapitalist outlook, although they do, to some extent. In itself, however, "back-

wardness" does not explain the emergence of Populism.^ It is important to un-

derstand the origins ofPopuhsm first and foremost in its relation to the state ofthe

"ancien"regime, not to the interests ofthepeasants. An examination ofPeter Lavrov s

Historical Letters allows us to substantiate the argument above, that Populism

was basically a theory reflecting the necessities and interests of the intelligen-

tsia. His theories of the state, of critically-thinking individuals, and of the sub-

jective nature of knowledge help to contribute to understanding the nature of

Russian Populism.

Most scholars of nineteenth-century Russian history agree about the great in-
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fluence which Lavrov's Historical Letters had on the younger generation of the

1870s. Lavrov, a highly influential Russian Populist revolutionary, in this book

touches upon nearly all the significant issues of the time in regard to PopuUsm.

At the poUtical level, HistoricalLetters must be read as a critique ofNechaevism/

Unlike Serge Nechaev, a man of conspiracy and immediacy, Lavrov stressed the

necessity of a long period of preparation for the education of the masses for

social revolution.* In other words, preparation for major historical changes rather

than an immediate historical upheaval was deemed more important at the time.'

For this reason, the revolutionaries were to educate not only the masses but

themselves as well. Secret conspiracies of a small number of professional revo-

lutionaries could not pave the way for revolution. Lavrov insisted that the youth

must be people of"learning and conviction." Since knowledge would become a

revolutionary weapon in the hands of the revolutionaries.'"

At the epistemological and philosophical level, Lavrov criticized both posi-

tivism and Hegelian logical abstraction. In the Russian context of the time, his

critiques were directed against the nihilist Dmitry Pisarev." Using a utilitarian

point ofview, he maintained that philosophical ideas "are important as forms of

protest against the present in the name of a desire for a better and more just

social order, or as forms of satisfaction with the present."'^ Moreover, Lavrov

insisted that social scientists could not avoid ethical considerations." In that

respect, he viewed social sciences as quite different from the positive sciences,

basically due to the Kantian recognition that the active contribution of man to

knowledge leads to a sort of relativism. To Lavrov, subjectivity in the investiga-

tion of societies was inevitable "since the investigator is himself a man and can-

not for a moment detach himself from the processes which he regards as char-

acteristic."''* Lavrov's critique ofpositivism must also be seen as part ofa general

critique of positivism in Europe, particularly in Germany, which marked a re-

turn to the subjectivity of Kant.'^ Unlike most Populists such as Nicholas

Chernyshevskii, Lavrov was very sensitive to the intellectual developments in

Europe.'^ In his focus on man, we also have to remember that Lavrov, like

Chernyshevskii, was very much influenced by the anthropologism of the nine-

teenth century which placed man at the center of the universe.'^

At the practical level, Lavrov's emphasis on subjectivity offered room for the

revolutionaries to believe in their attempts to transform the world. Without it,

one could hardly be convinced to take part in the endeavors to change the world.

In a sense, this theoretical positioning gives impetus for "the people" to engage

in revolutionary movements. Lavrov expressed the necessity of self-importance

and belief in one's own historical mission. As he wrote "if the thinker believes

that his moral ideal is actually realized now or will be realized in the future, he
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wdll arrange the whole of history around the events which paved the way for

this realization,"'^

Through Kantianism, Lavrov constituted a theory which, on the one hand,

recognized the inevitable aspects of social phenomena, but on the other hand,

postulated a theory ofvoluntarism and optimism. '^

It is possible to see similar trends not only among other emigre revolutionar-

ies but also among the others who, at the time, were inside Russia. Nicholas

Mikhailovsl^^, for instance, in his famous fV/jat is Progress? stressed similar points

regarding the subjective nature of sociological knowledge:

Perhaps the objective point of view, obligatory for the natural scientist, is completely

unsuitable for sociology, (be object ofwhich -man- is identical with the subject. Perhaps,

as a consequence of this identity, the thinking subject can attain to truth only when he

is fully merged with the thinking object and is not separated from him even for an

instant... [Italics mine]^"

According to Mikhailovsl^^, the crucial question was how to measure moral

superiority. In the sphere of positivism, this is not a question since concepts like

pain, pleasure, and morality are totally irrelevant to the positivist philosophy.^'

For MikhaUovsky, however, such concepts constituted major elements in the

lives of real men and women which could not be overlooked.

Both inside and outside of Russia, therefore, there were critiques of positiv-

ism similar to Lavrov's. There are other points within Lavrov's Letters that re-

quire analysis and one of the most important ideas appears at the historical

level. To Lavrov, history had witnessed the unfolding dialectics between the

critically-thinking individuals and the masses, or, in other words, between the

scientific vanguard and the "backward masses," or between rationality and tra-

dition.^^ It was only a "cultivated minority," the critically-thinking individuals,

who could grasp the knowledge of historical progress and it was their duty to

transfer this knowledge somehow to the masses.^^ Interestingly enough, such

an elitist perspective was not the general trend among the PopuUsts. In Lavrov's

writings one can hardly fmd anything exalting the masses or archaic forms of

any sort. For his colleague Mikhailovslg^, however, the primitive man was con-

sidered superior in many respects. Mikhailovsky compared the qualities ofindi-

viduals in primitive and modern societies and found that in the primitive soci-

ety the producer had direct and complete control over his own labor and means

of production. In Mikhailovsky's eyes, this made the primitive individual supe-

rior and heterogeneous compared to modern-day workers. Needless to say.
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Lavrov's arguments about the relation between the intellectuals and the masses

were quite different.^"*

The relationship between the critically-thinking individuals and the masses

in Lavrov's work led to a very interesting conclusion on the psychological and

ethical level. When intellectual privileges were gained at the expense of the

material well-being ofthe masses, the critically-thinking individuals were obliged

to repay the cost of their progress.^^ Lavrov intelligently and convincingly tar-

geted his audience:

A member of a small group within the minority, who finds pleasure in his own devel-

opment, in the search for truth, and in the realization ofjustice, would say to himself:

Each of the material comforts which I enjoy, each thought which I have had the lei-

sure to acquire or to develop, has been bought with the blood, sufferings, or toil of

millions. ...I shall relieve myself of responsibility for the bloody cost ofmy own devel-

opment if I utilize this same development to diminish evil in the present and in the

fiiture...If I am a cultivated person I am obliged to do this, but for me this obligation is

very light, since it coincides exactly with what constitutes pleasure for me.^*

Lavrov's theory here interestingly reconciles the difficulties of the struggle and

pleasure that could be gained from this struggle. It was in the seeking and dis-

seminating the truth and thereby understanding the laws of motion of the soci-

eties and in the struggle to make the society better that one should find pleasure

in life. In this individual endeavor to seek pleasure, one also coincides with the

desires of the suffering majority. This coincidence, on the other hand, means

that the individual endeavor to seek pleasure also leads to a collective conscious-

ness and action.

The debt of the intellectuals, then, became the ethical motivation in the

struggle for the emancipation of "the people."^^ Especially in the 1870s, repay-

ing that debt became a major motivator to action for many Russian PopuUsts. It

was with this ethical appeal inspired by Lavrov that the young generations of

PopuUsts strongly took part in the revolutionary movement.^® In the same man-

ner, as Mikhailovsky argued, the debate was neither over the extent of the debt

nor "over the means of liquidating it, but the debt Ues on their conscience and

they long to discharge it."^' In the notion of repaying the debt, the Russian

youth of the time found an ethical and psychological basis for their revolution-

ary actions.

But how could they struggle and repay the debt? Lavrov's answer is found in

the section entitled "The Need for an Organized Party." In this section, we are
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explicitly exposed to his theory oforganization. According to Lavrov, "the voice

of one man is the voice of no one."^° For that reason, the unification of all the

progressive forces was essential.^^ He even drew the picture of this organization

in detail;

Thus the party is organized. Its nucleus is a small number of highly developed, delib-

erate, vigorous people, for whom critical thinking is inseparable from action. Around

them are members of the intelligentsia who are less highly developed. But the party's

real foundation is its inevitable allies, the social groups suffering from the evil which

the party has been organized to combat.-*^

Finally, Lavrov's ideas relating to the state deserve mention. Lavrov talked about

the state toward the end oi Historical Letters. In his opinion, "progress has had

to consist in the reduction of the role of the state principle in social life." How-

ever, he also talked about the possibility that the state could be used as a weapon

against the enemies of progress.-'-' In fact, from the ideas we encounter in His-

torical Letters, it is hard not to perceive the Jacobean dimension of Lavrov's

thoughts regarding political organization. Although scholars Uke Philip Pomper

and Venturi give accounts of Lavrov's warnings against Jacobean-like ideas, the

ideas previously mentioned represent a very Jacobean position.^'* Such a theo-

retical position is also very similar to that of Lenin's in What Is To Be Done} As

the famous Russian intellectual historian Isaiah Berlin points out, the Popuhsts

invented the conception of the party as a group of professional revolutionaries

without any private hves and with strong discipline, as opposed to mere sympa-

thizers. This conceptualization did not spring from their inclination-toward

conspiracy however, but from the specific political conditions in Tsarist Rus-

sia.-'^ In sum, regardless ofwhether one likes his ideas or not, Lavrov was prob-

ably the first Russian who extensively theorized the role of the intelligentsia in

political struggle.

Yet, it is important to emphasize that Lavrov's position in Historical Letters

changed as time passed, although he retained his basic principles. In the 1880s

and after, as the Karakazov and Nechaev conspiracies frustrated the revolution-

aries and increased the political polarization of the Russian political spectrum,

Lavrov seemed to be more sympathetic to the underground extreme move-

ments such as Narodnaya Volya because his emphasis on the commitment to the

cause and party increased.-*^

Furthermore, Lavrov's ideas certainly do not reflect all the variants of the

PopuUst movement. The PopuUst ideas were diverse and one cannot talk about
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a homogeneous ideological position as far as Populism is concerned. In a sense,

Lavrov symbolized a transitional figure who was also very sensitive to the Eu-

ropean intellectual life.^^ In addition to the Popuhst movement, he had rela-

tions with the working class through the Northern Union ofRussian Workers.

After all, it was not Georgii Plekhanov, the father of Russian Marxism, but

Lavrov who represented the Russian revolutionary movement in the First In-

ternational of Karl Marx.^* While most of the Populists could be characterized

as "economic romanticist," Lavrov thought that industrialism was necessary for

Russia but it had to be less painful, without dismantling the rural structure. In

this respect, he was certainly within the rationalistic tradition of the

"enlighteners."-" In no sense, can one characterize Lavrov as a person of"back-

ward-looking utopianism."'"' He offers us rich historical and biographical ma-

terial to see the traces of later developments in Russia such as bypassing the

bourgeois stage, distrust to Hberalism, and the role of the party as a vanguard.

Interestingly enough, the revolutionary Populists, especially ofthe 1870s, consid-

ered themselves "apolitical," since politics meant for them participating in bour-

geois manipulations.'*^ The heart of the matter lay in their distrust and suspi-

cion of liberal democracy. For most of the Russian Populists, liberal democracy,

based on parliamentary politics, had been the direct outcome of the develop-

ment of capitalism which they harshly rejected. In that respect, they perceived

capitalism as a stage that could be bypassed, and so Uberal democracy could also

be avoided. More importantly, however, the success of liberalism would mean

the atomization of individuals, the decline of solidaristic feelings, and a passive

participation in bourgeois politics. In other words, if the hegemony of bour-

geois ideology, understood in the Gramscian sense, were diffused to the masses,

it could in turn prevent any chance ofrevolutionary politics. As Berlin has rightly

argued, the outcome ofcapitalism in Russia would be the creation of"the breath-

ing space" which "would enable the ruling class to develop a social and eco-

nomic base incomparably stronger than that which it possessed at present."''^

The Popuhsts thought that the development of capitalism would create em-

ployment opportunities for the radical intellectuals thus leading to their politi-

cal conformity. The full-fledged development of capitalism would offer special

privileges and opportunities for the intellectuals and "in this way the revolu-

tionary cause would lose its most valuable recruits.""*^

This distrust and suspicion of liberal democracy also explain why the Popu-
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lists "ignored" the political revolution, which meant for them a bourgeois revo-

lution.'" They v^^ere, however, ardent supporters of the social revolution, which

would have resulted in a deep economic transformation of existing relations/'

The Populists, then, were even more suspicious of Uberal democracy than of

the autocratic state.'** Until the 1860s, they were naive in their expectations of

political freedom secured by the state, but this naivete derived from a persuasive

premise. They were aware of the fact that the state had the political capacity to

transform an economically backward country. Yet if it failed to do so, it was not

surprising since, after aU, the "absolutely absurd and absurdly absolute" Russian

state barely possessed any roots in society. In that sense, it was "hanging in the

air.""^ Consequently, the strength of the state was superficial, and compared to

bourgeois hegemony in the West, overthrowing merely the state hegemonywould

be much easier.

In Populists' attitude towards the liberal democracy, we also find the traces

ofthe theory of"uneven development." Lavrov was well aware of this phenom-

enon, which was later attributed to Leon Trotsky's and Parvus's names.*** Lavrov

believed that the experiences ofother societies had had an impact and influence

on Russia, which meant that "backward societies could shorten the process of

transition through intermediary stages of development.'"*' Without experienc-

ing liberal democracy, he demanded socialism; viathout the development ofcapi-

talism, he wanted Russia to secure "an honorable place among the nations of

the world."'" For the most part, the course of the Russian Revolution and the

later developments in the liberal democracies of the West vindicated the Popu-

lists' position. Most of the revolutions and social upheavals of the twentieth

century did take place in countries which lacked liberal democracy and perhaps

because of that lack.

The year 1848 witnessed revolutionary upheavals throughout Europe and marked

a turning point in the history ofthe Russian intelligentsia as well. As the "Spring

ofNations" failed, the confidence of Russian thinkers like Alexander Herzen in

the progressive mission of Europe began to fade away irreversibly. Now the

attention of the Russian intelligentsia turned toward the mission of Russia in

world history. To some extent, the origins of Russian Populist ideas were at-

tempts to discover the inherent differences between Russia and Europe. As

Walicki argues. Populism also "reflected ... specific problems ofa backward peas-

ant country in confrontation with the highly developed capitalist states."'' The
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Populists perceived the role of the peasants, together with the existence of the

peasant commune {obshchina) as one of the most important features prevailing

in Russia and differing from the capitalist West. To analyze this "unique" fea-

ture, we have to start with the concept Narod^ "the people."

The concept of "the people," as perceived by the Populists, constitutes both

the strength and the weakness of their ideology. Their strength derived from

the loose definition of the concept. Unlike the concept of class which has usu-

ally been more stricdy defined, "the people," can be a sum of different social

groups. The Populists argued that on the Russian soil "the people" could be

defined very differendy from Western concepts. According to Mikhailovsl^^,

for instance, bourgeois liberals could never understand "the people" because

they were thinking in terms of the West: "in Western Europe, after the colossal

development of divergent, mutually conflicting interests, it is far more difficult

than \sdth us to clarify one's understanding of the people."" In his sense, the

social spectrum from which mass support could come in Russia might include

diverse elements, and this situation might be an advantage for a social move-

ment like PopuUsm. On the other hand, the ambiguity of the concept could

create programmatic difficulties since the more loosely the audience of the ide-

ology is defined, the less it would be consistent and convincing.

Although for most of the Populists, "the people" meant the peasants, their

perception of the peasants was more of an undifferentiated totality.^-' By the

second halfof the nineteenth century, it was already possible to observe consid-

erable differentiation among the rural population, especially after the penetra-

tion of capitalist relations into the countryside and after the beginning of the

gradual dissolution of the commune.^'' The Populists gave special emphasis to

the role ofthe peasant commune because it helped them to overcome the ambi-

guity. The existence of the commune not only enabled them to espouse the

legacy of a historical phenomenon, but it also seemed to provide an "objective"

basis upon which their egalitarian and subjective perspective could stand. But

what was the commune and what did the Populists see in it?

The peasant commune in Russia embodied a medieval land tenure system

together with a social organization which had performed a large set of func-

tions. Formed "spontaneously on the basis of neighborhood residence and the

need for community among peasants," the commune was a combination ofhouse-

holds, each with a small plot of land assigned on a long-term basis by the col-

lective of the commune.^' Ownership of the pastures and forests was collective

as was the provision of services. The commune was run collectively by an as-

sembly of the heads of households which collected taxes and redivided the ar-
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able lands from time to time. This redivision was made according to the needs

of the expanding famihes and was especially important for the egahtarianism

inherent in this redistribution.^^

The commune carried in itself a duaBstic structure, however. On the one

hand, the commune served the interests ofpeasants by providing the peasantry

with their vital needs and defending their interests before the state. On the

other hand, it was used by the state for administrative and security reasons. The

state collected taxes, recruited peasants, and held them in obedience by means

of the commune. Historians have noted that as such the commune functioned

as a hnk to the state apparatus, which not only recognized but also supported

the commune." The "result was a social and functional dualism based on the

contradictory tasks of the commune, and this dualism led to the formation of a

dual structure—a formal (official) and an iriformal (unofficial) one.""

This contradictory and complex nature ofthe peasant commune led the Popu-

lists beUeve that the commune could be used for their revolutionary purposes. It

is no wonder then for the Popuhsts, the existence of the peasant commune was

important in many respects. Most significandy, the Popuhsts beUeved that the

peasants innately and historically experienced a collectivist life and this tradi-

tion stayed ahve despite the fact that the state, the hberals, and the landowners

tried to suppress it. Secondly, the commune could provide the Popuhsts with an

already-existing organization for pohtical mobihzation against the Tsar. Last

but not least, the Popuhsts perceived the commune as the nucleus of the future

democratic society.

Interestingly enough, the most important ideological support for the

Populists' perception of the commune came from Karl Marx. Both in his

letter to Vera Zasulic and in the preface to the 1882 Russian edition of the

Communist Manifesto, Marx favoured the commune, attributing special

positive features to it:

Now the question is: can the Russian obshchina, though greatly undermined, yet a form

of premedieval common ownership of land, pass directly to the higher form ofCom-

munist common ownership? ... The only answer to that possible today is this: If the

Russian Revolution becomes the signal for a proletarian revolution in the West, so

that both complement each other, the present Russian common ownership ofland may

serve as the startingpointfor a communist development. [Italics mine]''

Marx, therefore, strongly advocated the Popuhsts' theoretical and practical ideas

about the peasant commune. To him, the commune had many superior fea-
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tures. For example, it was based on locality rather than kinship, and it contained

in itself contradictory property relations, communal and individual. Like the

PopuUsts, Marx maintained that although the state and the bourgeoisie were

attacking and destroying the commune, it could manage to survive and enable

Russia to go forward to sociahsm thanks to the communal habits of peasants. It

is difficult to understand how Marx, as a theoretician of historical necessity,

could argue in this way. While the Russian Marxists, following Das Kapifal,

were arguing about the inevitable collapse ofthe peasant commune and consid-

ering it a historically backward form of production, Marx himself sided with

the Popuhsts.This irony is probably related to his pragmatic and political views

where Russia was concerned. Since he saw the Tsardom as a very strong base of

European conservatism, anything that could harm the political authority in

Russia should be supported. In other words, his position in the commune re-

flected his pragmatic desire to interfere with the support ofRussian Tsardom to

European conservative regimes. The peasant commune, if it could harm the

Russian state, could be a weapon in the struggle against Tsardom which in turn

could contribute to the struggle against the monarchies of Europe in general.

The emphasis on the peasant commune can be regarded as the crucial ele-

ment in all variants of the Russian Popuhst ideology. This, however, does not

mean that the Populists did not see anything negative in the commune nor did

all the PopuUsts understand the same thing from the peasant commune, and

from the potentiahties that the commune offered. Chernyshevskii and Lavrov,

like Marx, for instance, saw the archaic aspects of the commune, but suggested

that the dissolution ofthe commune was not inevitable since subjective struggles

for its preservation could save it. For this reason, they argued that "to save the

Russian commune one needs a Russian revolution."^' Nevertheless, all the Popu-

lists thinkers, in one way or another, saw in the peasant commune something

very substantial for their ideological cause. The author of What is Progress,

Mikhailovsky, regarded the commune as something good that might prevent

the development of division of labor, which he equated to capitalism. It is not

that difficult to infer such a conclusion from his analysis of capitalism and from

the negative feelings he attached to capitalism. Others found in the commune

the reflections ofthe hitherto preserved positive characters of the Russian peas-

ants in the form of inherited "instincts." According to Lavrov and his followers,

for instance, the commune "could serve as the basis for a future society of small,

cooperative associations, but he presumed that it was infected with the moral

diseases of the old order."*°To Lavrov, the commune should not be thought of

as something that could replace the necessity for industrialization, but the prob-
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lem was pursuing a kind of industrialization which would cause the least harm

to the commune and take into consideration the interests of the peasants.*^

After all, Lavrov thought that the peasants themselves had to undergo a process

of education. Such a perspective would have been at odds with any kind of

inherited "instincts" since Lavrov was trying to change most of their "inherent"

characteristics by education.

The peasant commune was perceived as a base not only by the collectivist

but also by the conservative and reactionary ideologies. In other words, the

Populists were not the only people who supported the persistence of the com-

mune. Ironically, many conservatives and the Tsars, to some extent, valued the

commune as well. The famous Russian conservative and the theoretician of an

exalted state power, Leontyev, for instance, argued interestingly about the com-

mune when he was criticizing individualism:

...the rebels are an acute disease which has aroused a saving reaction. But those who

would destroy the village commune, naively imagining that everything rests in the en-

richment of the individual, are destroying the last support, the last remnants of the

former alignment, stratification, serfdom, and immobility, i.e., they are annihilating

one of the main conditions ofboth our state unity and our national-cultural isolation,

and to some extent of our heterogeneous internal development as well."

For the Russian state, the commune played a role in conserving the backward

features of Russian agriculture and its economic needs. As Hans Rogger points

out "in addition to being an administrative and fiscal convenience, the com-

mune became a repository for conservative hopes for rural tranquillity and for

escaping the problems that a mass of landless rural proletarians would have

posed.""

The nature and function of the peasant commune were controversial, and

ambiguous, generating tension within the Populist movement and ultimately

contributing to its failure. The commune certainly was not a creation in the

minds of the Popuhsts, yet its contradictory nature, together with its perpetual

change and dissolution in a time of dramatic change at the end of the nine-

teenth century, complicated the issue for them. The confusion about the possi-

bilities of the commune derived from its essential dualities. On the one hand, it

was a product of the feudal or precapitalist era carrying all the historical defi-

ciencies of its times, on the other hand, some equalitarian aspects were charac-

teristic of its organization. This duahty inevitably found its reflections in the

minds and characters of Russian peasants and revolutionaries.^'*
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From the 1890s on, the Populist ideology lost most of its support from the

revolutionaries because ofboth its inner contradictions and the rapid socioeco-

nomic changes in Russian society. Three significant conceptual tensions were

never adequately resolved: the archaic collectivism of the peasant commune in

contrast to individualism; the anti-Westernism of an intelligentsia that was, in

fact, a product ofWesternization; and the shifting emphasis on the importance

of the intelligentsia and its relation to the masses. In addition to these tensions,

the late nineteenth-century Russia was undergoing deep and rapid changes.

Industrialization created completely different social and political forces com-

bined with a growing dissatisfaction among the rural population. Russia was

gradually beginning to resemble to the West in the sense that it was beginning

to develop an urban population with a growing middle and working classes

simultaneous with the dissolution of the rural socioeconomic structure. As the

famous Minister of Finance Count Witte pointed out at the time:

By the end of the 19th century, Russia had an industry which was characterized by

relatively large scale factories. The interests of entire economy are closely tied to its

future. This industry, however, has not yet reached such an extent and such technical

perfection as to furnish the country with an abundance of cheap goods. Its services

cost the country too dearly, and these excessive costs have a destructive influence over

the welfare of the population, particularly in agriculture.*^

In addition to all of the above factors, practical efforts to fmd in the peas-

antry a mass base for the revolution ended in frustration in the 1870s. The

peasants refused to behave as the revolutionaries expected, and even the

Populists began to organize the working class, an effort at odds with their

theory. This in turn confirmed the validity of the Marxist theory. ^^ Indeed,

it was not only the Marxists who smuggled the books of Marx and Engels

into Russia. There were many other groups doing the same thing.*^ The

turning point came with the 1896 textile strikes, which proved that if any

revolutionary popular base was possible, it could only be found in the ur-

ban working class.** In other words, the 1896 strikes provided the most

important single effect on the direction of the revolutionary movement in

Russia. Hence, the soil was becoming more and more ripe for the Marxist

propaganda which later determined the course of Russian history.

Nevertheless, revolutionary Populism is Russia's main indigenous revolu-
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tionary tradition. Regardless of whether their theoretical arguments were rel-

evant or not, the Populists managed to create a revolutionary tradition on the

Russian soil out of which the cadres of Russian Revolutions of 1905 and 1917

were born. Although they failed to get the support of the masses, especially of

the peasants, without doubt they created a revolutionary spirit and tradition

among the Russian intelligentsia. Yet later in the Stalinist regime the Populist

tradition was harshly denounced. Not because they were seen as advocates of

"backward" social and political projects, but because they devoted themselves to

truth and justice and beUeved in the human will or "people's will," though often

naively, against the evil "objectivities" ofany kind, whetherTsardom or Stalinism.

Russian Populism reminds us again and again of the importance of ideas, pas-

sion, emotion, devotion, and enthusiasm in the course of history. As Lavrov put

it when exalting the revolutionary spirit of his followers, "the number of those

who perish is not important here: legend will always multiply it to the Umits of

possibility."^' Without grasping the mentality and feeling of his assertion is it

possible for us to understand and write the history of revolutions and revolu-

tionary movements which dramatically changed the course of world history?
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