
How to use these notes…

· As the basis of an essay on repression

The following notes are taken from the transcript of an Institute of Education lecture given in March 2003. 


Introduction

No one reason can, on its own explain such an involved topic. Rather it can only be addressed by considering the interaction of a series of issues. These are reflected in the spider diagram below…




Edward Acton started the lecture by suggesting that certain right wing historians such as Richard Pipes would suggest that the repression of the period should be seen as a reflection of violent nature of the Russian people. He rejects this immediately as little more than "racist rubbish". 

Even so, it is clear that repression is the overwhelmingly dominant political theme of the period. In 1855 the Russian economy and society was centred upon serfdom, which given its harsh realities of buying and selling other human beings, leads Acton to brand it as "the epitome of Repression".  

It would seem to follow that the emancipation would lead a reduction of repression. However, Acton argues that this was not the case because repression was the only way to control such vast empire in the absence of legitimacy. He defines legitimacy as "the consent of the ruled to their rulers." 

How does a government gain legitimacy…

· The Divine Right of Kings 

(Such a mixture of tradition and religion was the centre of the Romanov claim to power; and once it had been enough. However, many of the Tsar's subjects were not Orthodox, and anyway such absolute politics were increasingly old fashioned).

· Charisma

(This worked for the likes of Hitler, but with the notable exception of Lenin none of the Russian leaders of this period were great public speakers).

· Elections and Democracy

(With the exception of the ill-fated Provisional Government none of the regimes of this period supported any meaningful form of democracy).

· Judgement of self-interest and gain

(None of the regimes sustained mass self-interest for the people, but Tsarism was particularly effective at alienating supporters).

· Habit

(It was possible for people in calm times to accept their rulers without questioning their authority. Russia in the period 1855 to 1956 endures many troubles however).
The varying regimes tend to score lowly against most of these possibilities for legitimacy. As a result, there was a need for repression.


A series of factors combined to abrade away the legitimacy of the Romanovs…


In addition, from the time of the Emancipation Edict onwards, more and more of his subjects found themselves alienated from him…

The Peasants…

· Blamed him for the Redemption Payments.

· Increasingly saw him as the defender of the nobility rather than their "Little Father".

The new Urban Working Classes…

· Resented the banning of trade unions.

· Saw him as the defender of the Industrialists.

National Minorities…

· Wanted autonomy in an age of Nationalism.

· Bitterly hated the policy of Russification.

This was made worse still by the association of Tsarism with successive military defeats…

· The Crimean War.

· The Russo-Japanese War.

· The First World War.


If the Tsarist Regime increasingly found that it lacked legitimacy, then Acton suggests that the Provisional government was totally unable to establish legitimacy ever. It was this that led to it simply being "blown away" within a year. 

Which of the following do you consider the more important…



The Bolshevik regime did of course have many natural enemies…


 However, the workers and peasants were the key groups they had to win over. The peasants were a particular problem, because although the powerful ideas of Marxism-Leninism focused on, and appealed to the urban proletariat, they lacked a selling point to the peasants.

Even before the horrors Collectivisation, the peasants had many reasons to hate Communist rule…

	Why did the Peasants dislike Communist rule…



	Their grain was requisitioned (taken) for the cities.

	They provided the many of the troops of the Red Army. 

	They suffered most from the inflation of the period.

	There were dreadful famines (Eg 1921).

	Even so, it is worth remembering they probably hated the Whites even more than the Reds !



Above all, Stalin believed that the USSR had to be modernised; and this meant industrialisation. More specifically it meant heavy industry, or the "sinews of war" as he called it. This was to have a huge impact on Soviet society, and is a key difference with Tsarism, which sought to keep Russia "in a frozen state".

The Five Year Plans which ran from 1928 meant…

· Falling standards of Living generally.

But in particular…

· Massive resistance from the peasants to the Collectivisation which Acton describes at its height as a "virtual civil war". 
Stalin also sought true totalitarianism, and this led to the Great Terror,  the show trials, Gulags, censorship, propaganda and the secret police, as well as a return to attacks on the national minorities. The scale and scope of this is a reflection of his brutal personality.

The Great Patriotic War did give Stalin legitimacy for a while, if only because they were engaged in a racial war of extermination against one of the most feared ideologies in history. Stalin was their Churchill ~ the personification of resistance to Nazism.

However, repression was still extensive in the last eight years of his life. So-called "High Stalinism" saw the return of many of the horrors described above. Perhaps worse of all was the imprisonment of apparently "westernised" returning troops.

As a post script, it is important to remember that there was a sharp relaxation in repression after Stalin's death. The Khrushchev era saw many of the Gulags run down, and some censorship removed. This should be viewed as…

· A reaction to Stalin.

· A produce of more consent as the Communists at last started to seek to raise the standard of living for ordinary people.

· A product of an established regime, with a people who had got in the "habit" of being ruled.

· A product of Khrushchev's personality.


A concluding thought…

Why did the rulers of Russia so often resort to repression in the period 1855 to 1956 ?
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Russian belief in their racial superiority and the Orthodox Church under Tsarism





Ideological reasons under the Communists





The pressures of war





The difficulty of ruling such a vast multinational "prison of peoples"





The personalities of the rulers





To modernise the economy





Factors to consider in an essay on the reasons that led to repression…





Edward Acton also highlights the issue of a lack of legitimacy from successive rulers. This is the focus of his lecture…





Why from the mid Nineteenth Century did the Tsarist Regime lose legitimacy ? 





Social and demographic changes resulting from a population explosion This led to famines and land hunger.





The rise of an urban working class (or proletariat).





The (albeit) slow growth of education and literacy continued to increase the numbers  who would question Tsarism's right to rule.





The lack of charisma of A2, A3, and N2.  





5. Tsarism's hatred of progress and democracy. This was made worse by the cynical October Manifesto promising and not delivering a true legislative assembly.


 





Why was the Provisional Government unable to establish legitimacy ? 








No tradition.


No leadership with charisma.


Delayed elections.


Unpopular policies ~ particularly the failure to undertake land reform.


No new police force.


The use of force against the Bolsheviks and those peasants taking land.





Why did the Bolshevik regime fail to establish general and popular legitimacy ? 





Liberals


Landowners


Industrialists


Monarchists





All were natural opponents…





Why did Stalin's regime involve itself in unprecedented levels of repression? 





You know about the other reasons repression dominants the period 1855 to 1956.





How important is the lack of legitimacy of the successive rulers ?
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