How far did Russia really change in the period 1855 - 1956?

By 1953 when the USSR exploded its first H - bomb, the USSR had apparently evolved into a global superpower. The launch of Sputnik in 1957 confirmed the fears of those in the west who saw the USSR emerging as the dominant world power in the Cold War. Arguably, the transformation from the feudal state that existed in 1855 was complete. Over the ensuing century, Russia had overthrown autocracy and the Romanov dynasty to become the world’s first communist state. The extent to which Russia really changed in the period 1855 - 1956 will be the focus of this essay.
The differences were indeed marked. In 1855 Russia was facing humiliating defeat in the Crimean War. On his deathbed Tsar Nicholas I, accused by many historians of presiding over ‘thirty wasted years’, apologised to his son and successor, Alexander II, for ‘the state of his command’. The problems were immense. Outmoded autocratic rule, an impoverished population stagnating in mediaeval serfdom and an economy, based on primitive agricultural techniques, that was slipping decade by decade further behind the west.  From 1856, with Alexander II’s announcement of the need for ‘reform from above’, change was on the agenda. Serfdom was abolished in 1861. Nicholas II’s stubborn determination to condemn as ‘senseless dreams’ any plans for constitutional reform contributed to the overthrow of his regime. Industrialisation progressed under Witte’s ‘Great Spurt’ in the late Nineteenth Century and the economy was then galvanised by Stalin’s ruthless determination during the Five Year Plans.  In the words of Stalin, ‘old Russia was ceaselessly beaten’, yet the USSR withstood Barbarossa to emerge victorious from the Second World War. Yet behind the façade, how much had really changed?

Despite the hopes of the liberal intelligentsia, the Russian experience of government for most of this period was autocratic and dictatorial. ‘It was the replacement of one form of state authoritarianism by another’ according to Lynch. Under the Romanovs, the Tsars had been determined to uphold autocracy. Their divine right to govern and their duties as the ‘Little Fathers’ of their people provided the philosophical justification for their regime. Even Alexander II had reformed to try to re-popularise autocracy to prevent ‘revolution from below’. Forced to concede the October Manifesto by the shattering events of 1905, Nicholas II swiftly showed his determination to rule as he pleased by rigging the elections for the 3rd. and 4th. Dumas. Similarly, Lenin and Stalin imposed dictatorship. The Cheka and its successors replaced the Okhrana and imposed the ‘Red Terror’ under the brutal overview of Djzerhinsky. Just as Pobodonostev and Alexander III imposed the ‘Reaction’ from 1881 to suppress the rising tide of opposition so did Stalin impose his ruthless authority through the Purges and Show Trials of the 1930s. As Berdiaev commented, ‘All of the past is repeating itself, and acts only behind new masks’.  In his cutting analogy, ‘Animal Farm’, Orwell ends the book with a scene symbolising the Nazi-Soviet Pact of 1939, where the animals meet at the window of the farm, and when they look inside they can't distinguish between man and pig. To many socialists like Orwell, Stalin betrayed the principles of the Russian Revolution. What can be said with certainty is that the Marxist Utopia in which the need for government would wither away was a remote dream in the Stalinist USSR. Indeed it is clearly apparent that Stalin as ‘Red Tsar’ was much more effective at eradicating opposition than any Tsar. Comparisons between Stalin and any individual Tsar might most appropriately be made with Ivan the Terrible.
Both before and after 1917 the Russian economy was modernizing under state control. Under both regimes the primary motivation for such modernization was military. The Crimean War underlined the backwards nature of the Russian economy by 1855. By the early 1890s Witte was directing his ‘Great Spurt’, tolerated only by Alexander III and Nicholas II as they saw the need to modernize and arm the Russian Army for future wars. From 1918 to 1921, Lenin imposed the harsh economic system known as War Communism in order to mobilize the Red-held state towards victory in the Civil War. By 1930 Stalin was justifying the targets and methods of the Five Year Plans by stating, ‘We are 50 or 100 years behind the advanced countries. We must make good this lag in ten years. Either we do it or they crush us.’  The similarities between the top-downwards planning and direction of the economy by Witte and under Stalin are striking. The Witte System directed industrial development in much the same way as Gosplan. Under both regimes prestige projects, the Trans-Siberian Railway and Magnitogorsk for example, were a distinct feature. Clearly there were differences, such as the scale and effectiveness of the Five Year Plans and the role played by foreign capitalists before 1917. One odd irony is that there was probably more domestic Russian capitalism under the NEP than prior to 1917! In both periods however, the peasants were squeezed to help finance industrialization.

The experience of Russia’s peasantry, the vast majority of the population, throughout these hundred years illustrates the fact that little of substance changed. Until 1861 they were serfs, slaves to the landowners as they had been for centuries. The Emancipation Decree may have liberated them personally, but certainly not economically. Alexander III’S imposition of the hated Land Captains in the 1880s further eroded their newfound freedom. By the 1930s the enforcement of collectivization and Stalin’s chilling persecution of the Kulaks left millions dead and further millions enslaved as zeks in the gulags. Tsarist Finance Ministers like Vyshnagradsky and Witte taxed the peasants to raise the capital for their projects. Lenin’s ‘requisition bands’ took the peasants grain with equal blatant disregard of their livelihood. Under both regimes the consequence was famine, those of 1891 and 1921 being obvious examples. After Stalin embarked on collectivization the peasants resisted by burning their crops and slaughtering their livestock. The result was the famine of 1932-3. Historians like Alec Nove have estimated that some ten million peasants were killed; they either died in the famine or in the Siberian labour camps. Life for the peasants under both systems was predominantly bleak. Conversely though, both under Tsarism and communism, there were periods when reforms appeared to be transforming their lives. The Emancipation Decree and Lenin’s Decree on Land are perhaps the most obvious, but Stolypin’s ‘Kulak’ policy from 1906 was mirrored by Bukharin encouraging the peasants to ‘enrich themselves’ during the NEP. Both before and after 1917, these periods of reform were brief and illusory.

Under the Romanovs, the Orthodox Church was a major bulwark of the system. Religious indoctrination taught the peasants to be loyal to their divinely chosen ‘Little Father’. Under communism, religion, ‘the opiate of the masses’, was disapproved and persecuted. But to what extent the faith of the people was eradicated is doubtful. Stalin may have changed Russia more on the outside than the inside. Equally, from the 1920s, the cult of the individual led to the virtual deification of the dead Lenin, in his Red Square mausoleum, and the living Stalin. The worship of God was replaced with the worship of the leader. One form of indoctrination was replaced by another. Standards of education meant that literacy rates had been transformed since 1917. Censorship meant that little that was read in Pravda and the other communist papers really was the truth.

In 1941, the launch of Operation Barbarossa plunged the USSR into the Second World War or the Great Fatherland War. A scorched earth policy and Generals ‘January and February’ proved as effective under Stalin as they had against Sweden in the reign of Peter the Great and against Napoleon in 1812. However, many historians have argued that Stalin’s greatest achievement was to strengthen the country to the point that it was capable of withstanding and defeating Nazi Germany by 1945. In 1945 Stalin went to Yalta and Potsdam as a victorious leader for the first time at the end of a significant war since Alexander I attended the Congress of Vienna in 1815. The Russian expansion into its sphere of influence in Eastern Europe after 1945 is further evidence that by the end of this period Russia was a much stronger and more confident state than 100 years previously.

To conclude, how much had Russia really changed since 1855? From the late 1920s Stalin had succeeded in mobilizing the population to achieve great goals but at a fearful cost in human terms. In 1956 Khrushchev announced the need for reform at the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party, in much the same style that Alexander II had promised reform 100 years earlier. Khrushchev said that Stalin had ruled as a tyrant and that ‘Soviet citizens came to fear their own shadows’. So Russia ended this period in as significant a need of reform as it entered it. Ironically, just like Alexander II, Khrushchev was also to pay for the ineffective nature of his reforms by dismissal in 1964. During the communist period from 1917, continuity with the Romanov past was constantly underpinned by the increasingly totalitarian nature of their government. As the Cadet leader, Miliukov, commented soon after 1917 that ‘Bolshevik practice is deeply rooted in Russian reality and, far from breaking with the ancien regime, reasserts Russia’s past in the present’. Westwood has argued that ‘when an opposition takes power it often fails to practice what it preached; the realities of governing prevail over theories or slogans’ and there can be few clearer examples of this than that provided by a study of Russia in the period 1855 – 1956.

