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NARODNICHESTVO

Extremist Forerunners

There were three individuals who might be called extremist forerunners of the modern professional
revolutionary fully developed later by Lenin and Bolshevik Party: Bakunin, Nechaev, and Tkachev.

Michael Bakunin was the son of a wealthy Russian nobleman. As a contemporary of Marx he played an
almost independent role in the early development European Marxism. He was well known as the
stormy petrel of every European revolution in the middle of the 19th century. Being one of the
founders of the First International in 1864, he also helped to break it up since he was in direct
disagreement with Marx's ideas. The International expelled him in 1872. Before that he had been a
proponent of Slavic federation, revealing some hidden Slavophil tendencies. He has gone down in
history, however, as the "father of revolutionary anarchism." This was an idea based on Proudhon's
negation of the state combined with Marxist ideas about collective ownership of property.

Serge Nechaev was the first Russian revolutionary to outline a detailed program for the organization
of a revolutionary party. He was also the father of the principle of political terror, which he developed
as a revolutionary tool as early as 1869. When it came to revolution, the end always justified the
means. He developed some rather crude artifices and schemes to achieve his ends. Among them were
sham rumors of own death and a variety of other tricks which today we would call the art of
disinformation. He even murdered one of his own followers at one point. This particular episode was
graphically portrayed by the great Russian novelist Dostoevsky in "The Devils". Eventually Nechaev
was disowned by both Marx and Bakunin, but his prestige remained high among the radicals

Peter Tkachev was a radical journalist. In 1875-1877 he published "Nabat" in Geneva. He, too, was a
strong proponent of a closely organized revolutionary party, following the ideas of Nechaev. He was
influenced by the French revolutionary Blanqui. The primary duty of the revolutionary party was not to
propagandize, but to overthrow the government and seize power. In Tkachev's view Russia was ripe
for revolution. If you spent your time propagandizing you would only strengthen the bourgeoisie and
jeopardize the success of the revolution. He also thought in terms of the Russian peasants as the
instrument of revolution rather than the proletariat. In this respect he was a precursor of Lenin, but in
his soul he was not a Marxist.

All three of these radical Russian activists made a contribution to the development of Russian
populism, the "narodnichestvo", of the 1870s.

Narodnichestvo

It means "To the People Movement." Since most of the people in Russia are peasants, it means going
to the peasants. The idea was originated by Alexander Herzen in the 1840s and 1850s. It was then
expanded by Chernyshevsky, Dobroliubov, Lavrov, Mikhailovsky, Bakunin, Tkachev, and Nachaev. The
main tenets are clear enough:
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1. The existing order is doomed and must be overthrown by a socialist revolution.
2. The historical development of Russia is different from other countries. So it is possible to have a

direct transition to socialism without the intermediate state of capitalism.
3. Communal land tenure (obshchina) and the associations of workingmen and craftsmen (artel) are

compatible with socialism.
4. The peasants are communist by instinct and tradition. This makes them the real force behind the

revolution.

While just about everyone agreed on these basic tenets, there was considerable disagreement about
the methods necessary to achieve these aims. Lavrov thought that revolution was a product of the
organic historical process. Bakunin thought the country was ready for an uprising then. All one had to
do is coordinate and call for it. Tkachev insisted on a small revolutionary party to stage a coup d'etat.
He is therefore in favor of political terror to seize the government--like Nechaev.

Marxism is not really important in Russia until the end of the century. Populism is; and it is more
significant than its nebulous ideology would indicate. What you have here is a quaint mixture of
socialism, nationalism, idealism and brutality. Alexander Herzen who operated from abroad--
England mostly--made special appeals to the youth of Russia. The university disturbances of 1861
were largely his doing. After these riots Chernyshevsky and Pisarev were arrested.

In 1862 secret society known as "Land and Freedom" was founded in St. Petersburg by some
intellectuals and army officers. They attacked autocracy and supported the Polish insurgents, who
were on the move again. They propagandized among students, but did not get very far. In 1864 the
organization died because the revolutionary tide appeared to be at low ebb. The Polish revolt of 1863
brought considerable chauvinistic nationalism to the fore, but the reforms introduced in Poland
calmed the unrest down again. When the inevitable disappoint with the reforms came it gave new
stimulus to radicalism.

Informal gatherings or secret little meetings among students became the order of the day on the
university campuses. When a 25 year old student by the name of Karakozov attempted to assassinate
Tsar Alexander II in 1866, mass arrests of students followed. The tsar made Tolstoy Minister of
Education in the hope of settling down the students. But he could not stop those who were bent on
terror. A Polish emigre Berezonski made another attempt to assassinate Alexander in 1867. It this did
was bring more reactionary repression and a new wave of student unrest.

Tolstoy began to penalize students and prevent some from enrolling in higher schools. The great
mass of the students were thus forced into the revolutionary movement by government repression.
When the government barred women from attending universities by the charter of 1863, they went
abroad to get an education. The government then orders them to return to Russia. They came back
and joined the revolutionary army and prepared a mass propaganda campaign to persuade the
common people to join the revolution against autocracy.

The great revolutionary slogan of the 1860s and 1870s was "to the people!" While their goals
remained obscure, these young idealists had faith in the common people. Even the ignorance of the
countryside was thought to be an advantage. One particular group, organized by Chaikovsky in 1869,
decided to propagandize in the factories and higher schools. They used informal discussion groups
and evening classes to get their message across. They mostly intellectuals from the upper class, and
they were all young, university students and army officers. Among them was Sophie Perovsky and
Prince Peter Kropotkin, who later became quite famous. They trained in the factories and tried to join
the actual ranks of the proletariat in order to win them over to revolution.

Since the factory workers did not respond very well, there was a change in tactics . In 1873 these
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young activists decided to switch to the peasantry. They still believed in the spontaneous
revolutionary instincts of the masses, even though the masses had thus far not shown much of this
instinct. One group known as the Dolgushin Group, inspired by Michael Bakunin, believed in
immediate rebellion as the object of the "to the people movement organization started in 1872.

The Narodnichestvo proper began in 1873 and bloomed in the summer of 1874. Socialism was their
creed and the people god. More than a 1,000 narodniks invaded the countryside clothed in peasant
garb. Rumors about an imminent peasant rebellion spread like wildfire. But the peasants were more
or less bewildered. They did not know what to make of these strange invaders who looked like
peasants but were not. The police were soon on the track of the narodniks. The St. Petersburg
organization of the narodnichestvo was wiped out by the police in 1874. More than 800 were
arrested. Many were deported to Siberia. Another campaign in the factories was wiped out in the
public "trial of the 50" in 1877.

After the fiasco of 1874 populism underwent a change. Now intellectuals were to fight populism in
the name of socialism and the toiling masses. When the people did not respond to their appeals they
lost faith in the people. The old "Land and Freedom" organization was revived in 1876 with new
leaders and new aims. One aspect of the organization was called the "disorganizing section." It was
supposed to fight the police directly and protect the movement against disloyalty. This was a
concession to Tkachev and Nachaev. Now a network of propaganda offices were planned with resident
agents to win the confidence of the peasants. Now the activists went to the peasants not so much as
promoters of revolution but as a kind of peace corps--as teachers, storekeepers, etc. But this new
movement was no more successful than the old one. By 1879 the narodnichestvo petered out.

But some strange things happened. In the county of Chigirin 3,000 peasants were induced to join an
underground in defense of autocracy. There had been rumor about a spurious manifesto in the name
of the tsar that the emancipation of 1861 had been a forgery and that all land belonged to the
peasants. This sounds like a typical product of a disinformation campaign, but "Land and Freedom",
which probably caused this kind of confusion in the minds of the illiterate peasants, disowned the
venture.

In 1879-1880 "Land and Freedom" turned to fostering strife among students and textile workers.
This was something they were good at and the trend towards terrorism intensified. In 1878 Vera
Zasulich had attempted to murder Trepov, the military governor of St. Petersburg. She failed but
became famous. Her trial developed into an indictment of the tsar's regime. She had many
sympathizers in and out of the government. When her verdict of not guilty was returned it stirred up
quite a lot of excitement. She then escaped abroad, not to return until 1905 when an amnesty was
declared. The important result of the trial and the case was that it gave impetus to terror. Her verdict
was interpreted as a public endorsement of terroristic methods.

When Alexander Solovev attempted to assassinate Tsar Alexander II in 1879 without the consent of
<Land and Freedom>, it brought about a split in the organization. A secret conference debated the
issue of assassination. Most of the group endorsed the terror campaign and the murder of Alexander
II. But George Plekhanov, the future father of Russian Marxism, withdrew and formed "Total Land
Reapportionment" (this one faded by 1881. The rest of "Land and Freedom" became known as the
"Peoples' Will"

The "Peoples' Will" advocated socialism, faith int he people, and the overthrow of autocracy. They
called for a constituent assembly to create a new constitution for Russia. Under the leadership of
Zheliabov and Perovsky it concentrated on the murder of Alexander II. Altogether the People's Will
made eleven attempts to kill the tsar. At one point they were even successful in blowing up the
banquet hall of the Winter Palace. In March 1881 the "Peoples Will" succeeded in assassinating the
Tsar Liberator.
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For a while the government created a Supreme Executive Commission under Loris-Melikov to deal
with the terrorists. The heir to the throne even suggested that a military dictatorship be established.
An attempt was even made to murder Loris-Melikov. The so-called Loris-Melikov constitution was an
ephemeral attempt to conciliate the opposition and it was abandoned after the successful
assassination of Alexander II.

All six of the assassins from the People's Will were between the age of 19 and 30. Zheliabov, in fact,
volunteered to confess to the deed when he discovered that one of those arrested was a youth of 19.
Most of the revolutionaries came from the upper and middle classes. Most workers and peasants
remained aloof from the narodnichestvo. This was the primary reason why the idealistic propaganda
of the Chaikovsky type degenerated into bloody terror. While the membership of the secret societies
was small by its very nature, its revolutionary ideas and even its terroristic activities found support
among university students, the liberal professions, zemstvo officials, the army, the bureaucracy and
even the secret police. The revolutionaries and terrorists of the People's Will were provided with funds
from the wealthy Prince Kropotkin and Sophie Perovsky. The police was somewhat lax in suppressing
them. Many escaped from Siberia.

The emergence of the revolutionary movement was the most portentous development of the era of
reform. It was only fitting that Lenin (1870) and Stalin (1879) should have been born in the brief span
of the revolutionary decade (1870-1880).

Send comments and questions to Professor Gerhard Rempel, Western New England College.
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