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7

INTRODUCTION 

This small volume contains recent key essays on the historical subject 
that has most interested me ever since, for better or for worse, I 
became a student of Russian history more than three decades ago. 
Is Russia a part of Europe? And if it is, why deny it? This seems like 
an odd question, but it does represent the essence of the problem. 
While it is simple to say that Russia is not a European entity, it is 
not true. It is a commonplace proclaimed mainly in politics and 
publications. The historian must examine why, and in what way, 
Russia’s Europeanism is different. How can the universality and 
peculiarity of Russian history be best approached and grasped?

I was always struck by the special character of Russian history. 
We know that it is different, we see that it is different, and we feel 
that it is different. It takes intellectual courage to go beyond these 
observations and to notice the similarities and overlaps. It is only 
thus that we can determine Russia’s position in the world and 
in history. I admit that these are not the questions asked by the 
practitioners of currently fashionable postmodern history. In spite 
of the prominence of the new social history, of microhistory, or of 
psychohistory, I cannot believe that there is no place in historiography 
for the examination of issues that require broad responses. I work 
in the legitimate academic discipline of historiography. I endeavor 
to identify and study problems of historiography and I make every 
attempt to offer solutions to these problems.

Do the first thousand years of Russian historical evolution have a 
European structure? This is the first question. I offer an affirmative 
answer and then point out that there are, however, some differences. 
Within my conceptual framework, one that many today consider a 
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bit outdated, but that I believe cannot be disregarded, this is obvious. 
The basis of comparative history is a language that is shared, used and 
understood identically. A clearly defined terminology is also required. 
I use the term “feudal” and endeavor to give content to this concept 
in order to make it suitable for the description of both the general 
and the specific. Consequently, I describe the medieval evolution of 
Russia as feudal, meaning thereby the European type of feudalism 
with the exception that, until the seventeenth century, I hold the term 
“early” feudalism to be appropriate in describing the socioeconomic 
structure of the country. I am speaking of at least a five-hundred-year 
historical retardation in Russia in the early modern era.

On the stage of history it is, of course, never possible to remain 
unpunished for late arrival or delayed reactivity. Delayed answers are 
by their nature not identical answers; similarities tend to be more 
superficial and the “compressed” evolution characteristic of Eastern 
Europe leads to special structures. These are either exaggerated, 
appear to be primitive after-images, or can seem even to be a parody. 
This happens because for almost one thousand years Russia lived 
in a distinct geopolitical area where it was exposed for a long time 
to a series of Asiatic influences. Its evolution thus showed some 
Asiatic characteristics without, however, becoming Asian in nature. 
The question of why Asiatic influences were unable to deter Russia 
from its European pathway is a most exciting one. The short answer 
is because those influences simply strengthened the autocratic 
tendencies and leanings which were inherent in Russia’s organic 
development.

Many people talk extensively of the so-called “Russian path.” 
In world history, however, there are very few examples of a third-
road solution. In the past there were relatively many adherents of 
the “Eurasian School” which separated Russia equally from Europe 
and from Asia. This theory did not survive. There was no symbiosis 
between Asia and Russia that would have saved the Russian soul 
from the “sinful” West, and especially none that would have saved it 
from the necessity of assuming the burden of Asiatic backwardness. 
Yet, for a very long time those who were searching for a Russian 
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identity were looking in this direction, most effectively within the 
framework of Slavophilia. This conceptual framework should not 
be disparaged. In its totality it gives more correct answers about the 
peculiarities of the Russian past than the traditional “Westernizing” 
historical perspective and yet, so far as Russia’s European nature is 
concerned, it could not be more wrong.

The Slavophiles were Tsar Peter I’s severest critics and I belong 
to this latter group, standing very much alone in the historiography 
of the last few decades. My reasons, however, are quite different. 
It is no accident that in this volume Peter I and Ivan IV appear 
side by side just as they have in some of my earlier works. Ivan 
IV is one of the most destructive figures in Russian history. I try 
to compare these two tsars, their historiographic fate and their 
“afterlife.” It is evident that what they have in common is autocracy 
and not Europeanization. Yet, the relationship between Peter I and 
the structure of European development may bring some surprises to 
the apologists of later years. The retrospective study of the ultimate 
outcome of the reforms imposed from above, the so-called “Petrine 
modernization”, contains a lesson that must be taken to heart. I am 
harsh on Peter I. My ideas about Russia’s history are not distorted 
by an imperial perspective nor by one that looks at history from 
a nationalist angle. While I do not use the traditional solutions of 
Russian historiography, I am in a fruitful dialog with them.

I am also maintaining a dialog with non-Russian language 
and mostly Anglo-American historiography. I do not believe that 
the newer approaches to historical research can be ignored but 
I am in a debate with most of them because I do not follow the 
phenomenological methodology of today’s mainstream. It can be 
argued that recent western historiography has done much to describe 
tsarist powers and ideologies. I have my own views on these and 
include some thoughts on the study of the various forms of opposition 
to authority—a subject which is no longer popular.

The question of international assessment of Russia has been of 
great interest to me. My work, Moszkóvia és a Nyugat [Muscovy and 
the West] was published more than twenty years ago. Starting with 
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the study of writings on Muscovy by foreign travelers to Russia in 
the early modern era, I have come to the study of contemporary, 
regretfully real, Russophobia. As a historian I am looking for the 
sources of the present in the past.

Being a devotee of Russian studies who has worked vigorously on 
organizing the intellectual, personal, and infrastructural conditions 
of his field in Hungary, I could not escape the impositions made by 
academic and inter-academic ties which are essentially compulsory 
considerations for all such organizers. Thus the reader of this 
small volume will encounter a brief introduction to the history of 
Russian studies in Hungary. This recently established discipline is 
still seeking recognition internationally, but there are numerous 
indications that it is on the right path. Its fate is linked to the global 
nature of the field. Russian studies is a universal academic field, not a 
national one, even though it is often possible to draw a line between 
contributions to it written in Russian and those written in other 
languages. The fate of Russian studies is inseparable from the fate of 
Russia and not only because Russia is the focus for the studies. The 
reason is that the rise and fall of Russia’s importance determines the 
level of international support for study of it.

I am a Hungarian Russophile who has no intention of making 
pronouncements. But I am also a historian who believes in the 
usefulness of his profession and one who thinks that looking at things 
from a more distant perspective might reveal some matters that are 
hidden from the area of daily routine. Just like the tourist who has 
time to inspect the façade of a building while the inhabitants look 
only for the potholes in the pavement. I trust you will forgive me if 
I love Russia in the way Piotr Chaadaev learned to from Peter I, “Not 
with closed eyes, bent neck and closed mouth, because the time of 
blind love is over, and all forms of short-sightedness are outdated.”

* * *

These lines were written in 2009 as an introduction to the Russian-
language edition of the book, Russkaia paradigma. Rusofobskie 
zametki rusofila (St. Petersburg, Aleteiia, 2010). More than a decade 
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has passed since then. Not long ago, when writing a summary of 
my contribution to our subdiscipline, I selected the following 
areas as being possibly worthy of attention: the examination of the 
issue of “Russian feudalism”; the extension of the concept of “early 
feudalism” to include the period up to 1649; the use of European 
terminology to describe Russian development in the medieval and 
early modern eras; the comparative historiographical assessment 
of Ivan IV and Peter I; and a more differentiated approach to the 
phenomenon of royal imposture.’1 All of these issues are discussed in 
this book, which may, as a result, be of interest to readers who read 
in English, but not in Russian.

By the end of that decade, I had begun to my own surprise to take 
an interest in “smaller” questions, a shift clearly not unrelated to the 
impact of the aftershocks of the postmodern challenge to traditional 
thinking and the subsequent devaluing of the “big questions” in the 
field of history. This led to the appearance, in the early 2010s, of a 
new direction or methodology in several of my papers. This new 
direction has been micro-historiography, one “sample piece” of which 
I have also selected for inclusion in this volume. Naturally, I have 
also allotted space to my summary of the “golden age” of Russian 
historical writing, as this frames my own historiographical essays.

The twelve papers in this book contain almost everything that, 
for me, is important in Russian history. Regardless of when I wrote 
these papers, I still consider them relevant and am glad to be able 
to share the insights I have gained with interested English-speaking 
readers. These readers will be treated to a narrative about the Russian 
path that is neither Russian nor Western, a narrative enriched and 
informed by the author’s experience of everything that fate has dealt 
to Central Eastern Europe. (2021)

* * *

This book has had a pretty rough ride to publication. It lay tucked 
away in a file for a decade, and even I forgot all about it. My thanks 

1 Gyula Szvák: “Idei i muzy”. Tainy rusistiki. Moscow: Akvilon, 2020, 10.
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go to Professor Peter Pastor, who reminded me about it and put a lot 
of work into editing it into a state fit to print. I also owe a debt of 
thanks to my outstanding colleague, Charles J. Halperin, who read 
through the manuscript, made helpful comments and encouraged 
me to get it published after a delay of 12 years. I am grateful for 
the same reasons to my friend, Professor Daniel H. Kaiser. Thank 
you to Anna Bentley for her careful reading and correction of the 
text. This manuscript would never, however, have become a book if 
Maya Petrova, the head of Aquilo Press, hadn’t given it her vote of 
confidence, as she has with several of my other books. I am grateful 
that she did so.

The Russian Paradigm_print.indd   12The Russian Paradigm_print.indd   12 2022. 03. 03.   14:03:362022. 03. 03.   14:03:36



13

CHAPTER ONE

THE PLACE OF RUSSIA  
IN EUROPE

I/1

THE PLACE OF MEDIEVAL RUSSIA
IN EUROPE1

Kievan Rus is the first period of the history of Rus known to us 
from written sources. The majority of historians never doubted its 
European character although a number of them attributed it to 
ethnic Scandinavian influences. Without denying the catalyzing 
influences of the Varangians on the evolution of the Russian state, 
we do not attribute major significance in the life of society to this 
foreign ethnic group that rapidly became Slav. The triple power 
formula consisting of the prince and his retinue, the tribal aristocracy 
and the popular assembly (veche) made tenth- to twelfth-century 
Kievan Rus, together with early state formations of the surrounding 
areas, identical in type with the transitional, “barbarian” or pre-
feudal European societies.

Settlement of the retinue was delayed perhaps because the princes 
were constantly on the move due to the kin-based inheritance 
system, or because they gained enough revenue from commerce 
with distant areas and from the spoils of war, or because originally 
the retinue was of foreign extraction. At the same time, raids on 
commerce required the military power of free peasants and thus 
feudal-type social divisions were slow to develop. Consequently, the 
basic condition of feudalism, the large feudal landed estates with 

1 “A középkori Oroszország helye Európában,” [The Place of Medieval Russia in 
Europe] Rubicon, no. 3 (1999): 12–15. 
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their dual structure and with a surrounding population paying 
an enforced annuity, developed only slowly and formed islands 
surrounded by the agricultural holdings of the free peasant villagers. 
The majority of the population on the estates were slaves or of half-
free extraction and thus the entire organization of this society shows 
an affinity to the structures of other pre-feudal societies. 

From the end of the tenth century and the beginning of the 
eleventh, the acceleration of the internal developmental process was 
moving in the direction of feudalization. However, a qualitative leap 
occurred only after the Tatars confined the Eastern Slav population 
within rigid boundaries. On this basis, a claim by the Hungarian 
historian Jenő Szűcs seems unlikely, namely that the historical paths 
of the Eastern Slavs and of what was to become east central Europe 
diverged only when the people of east central Europe made an attempt 
at the beginning of the thirteenth century to attach themselves to 
the West. The differences between the two regions were accentuated 
when the areas of eastern Europe lying to the west of the Russians 
came under a strong western influence from which the Slavic areas 
were excluded. At the same time, these latter areas were affected by 
an external force, the Tatars, impeding a European evolution.

In spite of similar beginnings, the protracted feudalization 
process of Kievan Rus resulted in an earlier, deviating, more archaic 
social organization: a certain primitive “democracy” in the princely 
city republics. This was reinforced at the turn of the millennium by 
differences manifested by the “primary impetus.” Namely, because 
while the future east central Europe accepted classical feudal ideology 
and Western Christianity, Kievan Rus adopted Eastern Christianity.

We cannot, however, attribute a structurally modifying 
effect to the Mongol influence, although it did contribute to the 
acceleration of the process of social division by supporting with its 
presence the oppressive forces of the loyal Russians. Attacks by the 
Pechenegs, Cumans and other peoples initiated a much earlier major 
transmigration of the Eastern Slavic population, resulting in the 
center of the ancient Eastern Slavic state moving to the southwest 
and to the northeast well before the arrival of the Tatars. Because 
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the southwest area came largely under Lithuanian rule and was thus 
separated for centuries from proper Russian development, we will 
focus our attention on the history of northeast Rus.

Northeast Rus, a former border region of Kievan Rus, in parallel 
with the increasing political dismemberment of the former state 
chose a pathway that differed from the “democratic” evolution of 
Kiev even before the Tatar attack. Here the prince was the stable 
factor, and this made it appear as though he was the owner of the 
land that came to him through the distribution of family property. 
By this time long distance trade had lost its importance and the 
princely capitals became administrative-military centers without 
the veche traditions. The tribal aristocracy was also absent from the 
power triad of the previous period. The prince thus appeared as 
the master of the principality and, simultaneously, as its owner. He 
was a patrimonial ruler who could distribute land to the changing 
membership of his retinue at his pleasure.

Donated properties were of limited size. A privately held landed 
estate of more than five hundred acres was a rarity. Even legally there 
was no attempt to consolidate the position of the so-called “ruling 
class” emerging from the retinue. The unwritten law of “free service” 
was considered to be sufficient protection. This meant that under the 
agreement between the prince and the “free servants” (boyars) the 
latter could take service with another prince while preserving their 
property.

It seems likely that from the thirteenth to the sixteenth century 
the majority of the agricultural class was composed of the state 
peasantry, who clustered in self-governing village communities, 
had free rights of movement, and possessed many elements of legal 
standing. Legally  peasants on the privately owned estates were not 
much worse off. They constituted only a minor part of the population 
of the large worldly estates because of the large slave group, called 
the kholops. 

Russian society at the end of the fifteenth century was 
characterized by the patrimonial powers of the grand prince, by 
the relative lack of stratification in society, and by the long-lasting 
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and still largely unstructured feudalization process. This historical 
situation presented the state with an opportunity to resolve its 
external ventures, i.e., the unification of the Eastern Slavic lands and 
the consequent attainment of a centuries-old dream: freedom from 
Tatar dependence. The intensification of the internal dissolution of 
the Golden Horde made this suddenly a real possibility. In order to 
accomplish these aims, however, it was essential that a unified Russian 
state, markedly increased in size due to Muscovy’s incorporation of 
the northeastern territories, be strengthened.

Due to the increasing prominence of the foreign policy functions 
of the state, reform activities from the end of the fifteenth century 
were aimed at making the army more effective. The state being 
organized at the time presented the image of a peculiarly military 
monarchy. An additional major goal of reform activity was to make 
sure that the empire, which had grown enormous thanks to the 
lightning-fast conglomeration of the markedly increased individual 
territories, was centrally governed. In the middle of the thirteenth 
century the Moscow Principality consisted of an area of 15,000 
square kilometers. By the middle of the fifteenth century, it had 
grown to 430,000 square kilometers, and seventy-five years later its 
area had increased six-fold.

The size of the army was significantly increased by the so-called 
service nobility from the principalities which over time came under 
Moscow’s rule and served the grand prince. Its loyalty was assured 
by the state through donations of land. The new landed estate type, 
the pomestie, which was awarded in exchange for military service, 
gave social developments a new direction and inevitably militarized 
the state. While restricted pomestie landownership spread, the 
patrimonial estates, the votchina, became less important. The rulers 
in Moscow purposefully worked on degrading the latter. When 
this endeavor became successful it was possible for service-related 
properties to gain the status of freehold estates. This took place only 
at the end of the seventeenth and beginning of the eighteenth century 
when various groups of the ruling class had become consolidated at 
a lower level. 
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The so-called “ruling class” of the unified Russian state had a 
heterogeneous composition, and the only thing holding its members 
together was service to the ruler. On the basis of their position and of 
their economic weight one could distinguish three sub-classes of the 
ruling class: the boyars, consisting of the two hundred boyar families; 
the so-called service nobles; and the drafted military men. Legally 
they were all equally servants of the ruler. The Moscow grand princes 
and later the tsars always endeavored to raise the lowest, legally slave 
class and to lower the higher classes in order to create a unified 
service nobility. At the beginning of the sixteenth century this ran 
into an insurmountable obstacle because the boyars were essentially 
in charge of the army, the central and local administrations and 
the highest courts. They constituted the counseling, executive and 
legislative organ of the ruler, the Boyar Duma. While the Russian 
autocrats had more unrestricted power than any other European 
ruler of the day, the boyars had a leading role that constituted an 
organic part of the governance structure of the state.

Only Ivan IV, the Terrible, experimented with one-person rule 
by establishing the oprichnina, a personal and dynastic protective 
organization. In practical terms, he divided the country into two parts, 
and in the half under his direct personal rule he used the oprichnina 
to create an essentially despotic regime. His terror policies, however, 
were extended over the entire country. The bankruptcy of military, 
foreign, economic, social, and dynastic policy at the end of his rule 
proved the impracticality and dead-end nature of Ivan’s policies. The 
situation also documented the inability of Russian society to resist.

Ivan IV eventually pursued this path, defined by the possibilities of 
the contemporary situation, to its irrational end. The tsarist ideology, 
synthesizing the views of the powers of the Tatar khans and of the 
Byzantine basileus, built on an élite that was economically weak. 
It had neither legal warranties nor structure and relied on the good 
judgment of the ruler to determine how far he wished to extend his 
powers. The highest circles of the élite were made into an internally 
competitive jumble by the so-called mestnichestvo rank order 
system. The “aristocracy” accepted this because the mestnichestvo 
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provided it with protection against the lower classes and assured 
its position in relation to the state. It also made it impossible and 
unnecessary to have a social order of estates, and this contributed to 
the strengthening of the tsar’s powers.

The so-called Russian “long” sixteenth century, lasting from 
1462 to 1613, is a distinct segment in Russian history because it was 
at this time that the unified Russian state was established and that 
the autocratic tsarist powers gained their final form, a form which 
survived until 1917. This power was deeply rooted in the social 
developments of the preceding period. It was in this period that, 
because of the demands to fulfill the state’s external obligations, both 
the ruling powers and the state became “pathologically enlarged.” 

Societies that were only partially stratified, beginning to 
be feudalized or only partially feudalized responded to outside 
threats to their evolving or partially reorganized society in a very 
similar fashion to other social systems in Europe. The Frankish 
beneficium, the Byzantine pronium, the Turkish timar, the Kazan 
soyurgal and the Russian pomestie at different times had identical 
functions. They all led to the evolution of a military-landowning 
class with restricted proprietary rights which then, in turn, led to 
an appropriate restructuring of society. Because they occurred at 
various historical times, under various foreign-policy conditions, 
and with a different initial pathway they produced a different result 
in spite of an originally identical response. Even though Russia came 
close to Turkey’s developments during the era under discussion, it 
did preserve its characteristics vis-à-vis the Turkish formula. The 
pomestie system’s introduction was preceded by a long and generally 
successful process of feudalization.

An intrusion from above, performed in the interest of the state 
and harmonically adapting itself to earlier social evolution, made the 
naturally progressing Russian feudalization more rigid and halted it 
at a relatively immature stage. Not only did it prolong early feudal 
conditions but, in many respects, it made them move in an unnatural 
and largely unsatisfactory direction, thus creating an autocratic system 
with only some of the earmarks of feudalism. The ruler’s patrimonial 
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powers were built on this base. They could not be destroyed because, 
due to the unfavorable climate and geography, the land was only 
moderately productive and because the urban population lacked the 
necessary power to do so. These patrimonial powers were no longer 
limited to the valley of a small stream but extended over an empire 
of 2,800,000 square kilometers. While the bipolar characteristics of 
the newly structured society were reminiscent of eastern despotisms, 
they were genetically linked to feudalization and can be viewed as its 
forceful closure and distortion. The fact that the second half of Ivan 
IV’s rule appeared almost identical to the rule of an eastern despot 
was due to its having been taken directly from eastern forms.

After 1613, a new era dawned in Russia. It appeared that 
everything was picking up from where the creation of the oprichnina 
had left off. A new aristocracy evolved from the former lower-ranked 
boyars, who by the second half of the seventeenth century, reduced to 
a tenth of their former numbers and shaken in their economic base, 
had practically disappeared in the sea of the service nobility. This 
aristocracy held its privileged position, not as a right of birth, but 
only by the grace and generosity of the tsar and thus was not even a 
potential threat to the tsar’s powers. The lowering of the standing of 
the boyars was accompanied by a certain rise in the standing of the 
service nobility. It was really Peter I who completed the unification 
process of the two groups. It is very significant that the leveling in 
this case, just like in the case of the lower strata, was accomplished 
by a general lowering of the unified level.

The fusion of the votchina and of the pomestie paralleled the 
fusion of the landowners into a single stratum. The tsar was now 
actually being served by a unified serving nobility which could 
not claim any ancient privileges and whose economic base was not 
guaranteed by the patrimonial lands. Henceforth, their positions 
depended entirely on the goodwill of the ruler and their land was 
a gracious gift from his hands. The more the state advanced by the 
homogenization of the ruling strata and its complete submission to 
the ruler, the greater and more extensive were the rights that were 
given to the serving nobility over the suppressed strata. From the 
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mid-seventeeth century landowner rights, which were practiced 
in a quasi-intermediary sense between the state and the peasantry, 
escaped state supervision, and the relationship between landowner 
and serf became a matter of personal rights. The peasant, just like 
the former kholop, could be moved off his land, bought and sold and 
became a “talking tool.” The ruling stratum, for the first time in its 
history, received donations of land as a latifundium and was given 
rights of nobility similar to western ruling strata.

In this sense the members of the Russian élite, now properly 
termed the nobles, became masters of their serfs just as the Western 
Europeans had been at the time of the “first serfdom.” This took 
place in Russia in the second half of the seventeenth century 
and, even more so, in the first half of the eighteenth. In fact, the 
establishment of the serfdom system took place at a time when east 
central Europe was experiencing the era of “second serfdom” and 
even somewhat after that. While in east central Europe a unified serf 
class emerged during the thirteenth and fourteenth century with the 
right and freedom of movement, in Russia the melding of the lower 
strata took place only at the time indicated above and on the legal 
level of serfs. The legal closure of the process took place at the same 
time as the English Civil War.

After 1613, the desire to retake lost territories and conquer 
new ones forced the Russian state to “open a window on Europe.” 
A very small window had already been cut by Peter’s father, but it 
was Peter I who opened it wide. These Petrine reforms were also 
triggered by military necessity and were initially of a military 
political nature. Eventually they permeated to all levels of state and 
social life. The Petrine changes became essentially stuck at an initial 
phase of development, the “Europeanizing” ruler Asiaticizing the 
socioeconomic base of the state as the price of Europeanization.

We can define absolutism primarily as a superstructure and 
therefore we can view the country from the era of Peter I, imitating 
the western models well or poorly, as an absolute monarchy. In 
respect of its economic and social foundation, this state differed 
qualitatively from the Western monarchies, even from the Prussian 
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one to which it was closest. The reason for this difference was that 
Russian feudalism was on its major upward arc at a time when 
European feudalism was in decline and approaching dissolution and 
capitalism was taking its initial steps. Thus, when compared to east 
central Europe, Russia’s earlier divergence from a rapidly growing 
center persisted longer. It was only with heterogeneous capital 
investments during the nineteenth century that, in a certain way, 
the slow catch-up with the center began.

If we want to define the thousand years of Russian history 
preceding the end of the eighteenth century, we must first establish 
its place in European development. If we want to describe it with 
a formula then perhaps Plekhanov’s thesis of the ill-developed 
character of the hybrid social and economic structure of Russia, 
would apply. During its historical periods Russia alternatively came 
closer to and moved further away from Europe creating a particular 
evolutional variant within eastern Europe, even when compared 
with east central Europe which evolved earlier and more rapidly. The 
development of medieval Russia even in the early modern era can 
accordingly be described as feudal by medieval Western European 
standards. Russia got stuck in its feudal development with a variant 
that developed along a track quite different from “Western European 
feudalism.” (1999)
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I/2

THE PLACE OF RUSSIA 
IN EURASIA DURING THE MIDDLE AGES

AND THE EARLY MODERN ERA2

Since the topic is being examined in Hungary, it might be appropriate 
to look first at where Hungarian historiography has placed Russia in 
world history. Naturally, I am not thinking about the historiography 
of Russian studies because historical research in this area is still 
in its infancy in Hungary. Within the study of world history, it is 
traditional to study eastern Europe and within that discipline also to 
examine comparative methods. During the past decades there have 
been several noteworthy attempts at creating a historical synthesis of 
the developmental characteristics of our broader region. Hungarian 
history has understandably been at the center of this endeavour, 
but in the course of generalizations there has always been a special 
attempt made to offer formulas of development and descriptions of 
Russian history.

Péter Váczy, the author of a superior volume of medieval history 
published between the two world wars, uses the term eastern Europe 
to describe the geo-historical area that includes the Hungarian 
people. He concludes that during the Middle Ages this area was 
essentially under Byzantine-Iranian and Roman influences. On this 
basis he divides eastern Europe into two parts. One of them, the so-
called Latin-Eastern area, included Hungarian, Bohemian and Polish 
evolution while the other included Russia.3 In his work, written in 

2 “Mesto Rossii v Evrazii v srednevekove I rannee Novoe vremia,” in Mesto Rossii 
v Evrazii/ The Place of Russia in Eurasia (Budapest, 2000), 20–27.

3 Péter Váczy, “A középkori Kelet-Európa” [Medieval Eastern Europe], in He-
lyünk Európában. Nézetek és koncepciók a 20. századi Magyarországon [Our Place 
in Europe: Views and Conceptions in Twentieth-Century Hungary], ed. Éva 
Ring (Budapest, 1986), 1: 364–369.
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1942, “A kis nemzetek történetírásának munkaközösségéről” [On 
the Historiographical Professional Partnership of Small Nations], 
the other noted Hungarian student of world history, István Hajnal, 
also saw Russian evolution as a European manifestation. He found 
that Russian feudalism evolved in relationship to Western social 
foundations and that there was a superficial similarity between the 
appanage and feudal principalities. In his conception, which viewed 
the evolution of history largely as an intellectual evolution, he 
attributed a major role to so-called “conventionalism” in social life. 
He explained the peculiar nature of Russian evolution as being due 
to the absence of this profound conventionalism.4

Following 1945, Hungarian historiography was under the 
influence of Soviet historical research for more than a decade. The 
first attempt toward an eastern European synthesis was made by 
Emil Niederhauser after 1956. In his essay, “A kelet-európai fejlődés 
kérdéséhez” [On the Question of Eastern European Evolution], 
written in 1958, he considered eastern Europe as a single unit from 
a socioeconomic perspective. He explained the developmental 
peculiarities, including those in Russia, as being due to so-called 
superstructural differences.5

In 1972, József Perényi, who chaired the Department of Eastern 
European History at the University of Budapest for almost a quarter 
of a century after 1957, summarized his own research in an essay, 
“Gazdaság és társadalomfeljődési tájak Kelet-Európában” [Regions 
of Socioeconomic Development in Eastern Europe]. He divided 
eastern Europe into four geographically and temporally changing 
so-called regions of development, of which three impinged on the 
territory of the Russian Empire. He considered the east European 
steppe with its nomadic animal husbandry and the east European 

4 István Hajnal, “A kis nemzetek történetirásának munkaközösségéről” [On the 
Historiographical Professional Partnership of Small Nations], in Helyünk Euró-
pában, ed. Ring, 1:626–628. 

5 Emil Niederhauser, “A kelet-európai fejlődés kérdéséhez” [On the Question of 
Eastern European Evolution], in Helyünk Európában, ed. Ring, 2: 213. 
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forest lands, inhabited for a long time by Finno-Ugric people living 
in an atavistic social system, as two separate regions. The largest 
eastern European region of development was occupied by Russia, 
Hungary, Poland, Bohemia, and east Germany. According to 
Perényi, this so-called, strictly defined eastern Europe, structurally 
shared a “lord-serf relationship” system. While he recognized that 
there were differences in their superstructural manifestations, he saw 
these as being of only secondary importance.6

In an article written in 1974, “Kelet-Európa gazdasági-társadalmi 
fejlődésének néhány kérdése” [Some Questions Concerning the 
Socioeconomic Development of Eastern Europe], Péter Gunst 
questioned the basic tenets of our field of study. He stated that the 
determinant factor in eastern Europe was the Asiatic type of landed 
property, with village communities having collective responsibilities 
and forming the basis for a despotic overlordship. According to 
Gunst there was no Western-type feudal landownership in this 
region. The nobility represented the military profession. It was 
given its property for the duration of its service with the serfs being 
essentially slaves. Gunst worked with the concept of a single eastern 
Europe, but he still distinguished within it a so-called “western 
belt” which included Hungary, and which was able to follow the 
accelerated west-European evolutionary path. What he was really 
describing, therefore, was the area under the mantle of the Orthodox 
Church.7

Later Hungarian historiography did not share these views. In his 
1976 essay, “Feudalizmus és az eredeti jellegzetességek Európában” 
[Feudalism and Original Characteristics in Europe] László Makkai 
argued in favor of a “European” evolution for Russia. Following 

6 József Perényi, “Társadalmi-gazdasági fejlődési tájak Kelet-Európában” [Re-
gions of Socioeconomic Development in Eastern Europe], in Tanulmányok 
Kelet- Európa történetéből [Studies from the History of Eastern Europe] (Buda-
pest, 1971), 27–35. 

7 Péter Gunst, “Kelet-Európa gazdasági-társadalmi fejlődésének néhány kérdése” 
[Some Questions Concerning the Socieconomic Development of Eastern 
Europe], in Helyünk Európában, ed. Ring, 2:381–390.
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Georges Duby’s lead, Makkai’s starting point was that the model of 
feudalism was nothing but the duo of the warrior landowner and the 
laboring serf. At the same time, he considered long-lasting barbarian 
slavery and the free peasant military as the “original characteristics” 
of eastern Europe. In his view, during the first few centuries the 
evolution of the Eastern Slav state was the same as that of the Polish or 
Hungarian kingdoms because the “feeding” (kormlenie) system was 
largely the same as the Bohemian, Polish, and Hungarian “service” 
system. He believed that there was a similarity between the votchina 
being worked largely with slave labor and pomestie property which 
was the direct perquisite of the ruler used for the support of the 
free. The more profound historical reason for all of this was that the 
light cavalry in the armies of the eastern European countries did not 
require the concentration of feudal revenues. In the life of the eastern 
European region the first decisive change came in the thirteenth 
century with the eastward expansion of western European feudalism 
which, according to Makkai, accelerated Bohemian, Polish, and 
Hungarian development. Henceforth these nations created a separate 
sub-region within eastern Europe, which he called East Central 
Europe. Russia, to which such Western influences did not extend, 
remained on the actual, autochthonous east European path.8

The most influential east European concept in modern Hungarian 
historiography came from Jenő Szűcs, who in 1981 published his 
inspiring essay, “Vázlat Európa három történeti régiójáról” (A Sketch 
of the Three Historical Regions of Europe). Szűcs essentially accepted 
Makkai’s opinion and said that until about 1200 it seemed that “an 
autochthonous east European feudalism was in its formative stages, 
culturally oriented in two different directions but having similar 
structural characteristics.” Following Byzantium’s first collapse in 
1204 and the Mongol invasion, “the archetype of east European 

8 László Makkai, “Feudalizmus és az eredeti jellegzetességek Európában” [Feu-
dalism and Original Characteristics in Europe], in Helyünk Európában, ed. 
Ring, 2: 455-473.
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feudalism more or less congealed” on Russian soil.9 During that 
time, the notion of so-called East Central Europe underwent a 
change from being the geographic western edge of eastern Europe 
to being the eastern edge of the conceptual structure of Western 
Europe.10 Later on, there was a fusion of civilization, empire, and 
world economy in Russia which “maintained a kinship with oriental 
structures.” “In the West absolutism became a historical episode, 
albeit a crucial one. It was one of those productive cumulative changes 
which prepared the way for newer structural changes. In Russia, 
by contrast, absolutism itself was the structure which for centuries 
served as the framework for any and all cumulative changes.11 

Later, in a 1986 debate about his concepts, Jenő Szűcs redrafted 
his ideas about east European homogeneity in the tenth to twelfth 
century in an even more decisive form. According to Szűcs the 
region “formed a unit, primarily as an economic space.” Secondly, 
“Looking at the basic trends of the early Hungarian state we find that 
it possessed a territorialized ‘experimental’ organization identical to 
that of the Kievan, Polish or Bohemian states.” In the third place, 
he asserts, the cultural infrastructure was much alike everywhere 
prior to 1200. Implicit in Szűcs’ arguments was that these countries’ 
principal common characteristic was the identical way in which they 
all differed, at this time, from Western feudalism.12 

It is apparent from this brief summary that Hungarian 
historians, while endeavoring to determine Hungary’s place in 
Europe, attempted to grasp the specifics of a geohistorical region 
which included Hungary. It is noteworthy that, in this region, the 
development of which in the Middle Ages and the early modern era 
they described as feudalism, Russia also found a place. With the 

9 Jenő Szűcs, “Vázlat Európa három történeti régiójáról” [A Sketch of the Three 
Historical Regions of Europe], in Helyünk Európában, ed. Ring, 2:538.

10 Ibid., 539.
11 Ibid., 546 and 549.
12 Jenő Szűcs and Péter Hanák, Európa régiói a történelemben [Europe’s Regions in 

History] (Budapest, 1986), 7.
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beginning of the thirteenth century historians separated Russia from 
so-called east central Europe, yet the Russian imperium remained 
a part of the non-specific, autochthonous development of eastern 
Europe. Péter Gunst was alone in viewing this evolution as Asiatic 
and this view was in keeping with the so-called Asiatic mode of 
production research popular in Hungary at the end of the 1960s and 
the beginning of the 1970s. 

It is highly symptomatic, however, that Ferenc Tőkei, one of the 
leading European figures in the new debates about the Asiatic mode 
of production, was very hesitant about the possibility of expanding 
this concept to Russia. This sinologist philosopher stated it thus, “In 
world history it is a fundamental fact that Russia’s evolution started 
as a component of Europe’s evolution with mutual influences from 
antiquity and moving towards feudalism.” He then continued, 

It is beyond doubt that the economy of Kiev and Moscow did not 
follow the Asiatic mode of production in its narrow sense because 
the original basis of the classic Asiatic mode of production was 
the first early “archaic” farming community… In its final analysis 
the Russian production mode appears to be of a transitional 
type. Its feudal development started from the same basis as the 
Germanic one but, shaped by its historical environment, it was 
unable to develop along the lines of Western feudalism. It turned 
to Asiatic support and thus became, from a structural perspective, 
a feudalistic caricature of the antique Greco-Roman method of 
production.13

Methodologically, we are dealing here with a philologically 
detailed reconstruction of Marx’s incisive observations and with an 
abstraction of the philosophy of history that fractures the framework 
of concrete historical analysis. It can be stated that in the Hungarian 
perspective we can find, albeit poorly worked out, an explanation 

13 Ferenc Tőkei, Az ázsiai termelési mód kérdéséhez [On the Question of the Asiatic 
Mode of Production] (Budapest, 1975), 220, 217, and 224. 
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of the historical “deviation” based on Asiatic causes beginning with 
the Mongol-Tatar presence. We can also find that the autochthonous 
eastern European developments were partly of an “Asiatic” nature.

In my view Hungarian historiography is engaged in very fruitful 
eastern European typological endeavors. We can become involved 
creatively in its Russian connection if we attempt to describe Russian 
development with the tools of concrete historical analysis and if we 
define precisely the nature of the Mongol-Tatar influences which 
accompany the history of the entire period, beginning at the onset 
of the thirteenth century. 

At the outset we must make it clear that we have no reason to 
describe the evolution of the medieval and early modern history of 
Russia with the concepts of the Asiatic mode of production. Not only 
because initially this concept was applied to explain the so-called 
hydraulic societies, or because of the property scheme sketched by 
Ferenc Tőkei but also because Russian society was not, unlike the 
oriental ones, of a bipolar type, and because it developed, as the 
basis of its social structure, a feudal type of landownership and a 
feudal landowner society. We do not require a great deal of historical 
insight to realize that compared to the ancient Orient, including 
Egypt, Mesopotamia, India, and China, where the Asiatic mode of 
production could appropriately be applied, Russian evolution shows 
a much greater affinity to European feudalism.

When we abandon the concept of the Asiatic mode of production 
and work with the concept of “Oriental despotism” we find a number 
of solid opinions to support this, even in Russian historiography. 
I am referring only to the great historians’ debates of the 1960s 
and 1970s where, in connection with the peculiarities of Russian 
absolutism and capitalism, a number of scholars, for example Aron 
Ia. Avrekh and Marina Pavlova-Sil’vanskaya used this terminology 
and suggested the possibility of an Asiatic-type evolution.14

14 See Marina P. Pavlova-Sil’vanskaya, “K voprosu ob osobennost’iah absolutisma 
v Rossi,” Istoriia SSSR, no. 4 (1968): 76. More recently, B.V. Anan’ich et al., 
Vlast’ i reformy: ot samoderzhavnoii k sovetskoii Rossii (Moscow, 1996), 83–91.
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It does not require a profound historiographic analysis to realize 
that these Soviet historians turned to Georgii V. Plekhanov’s 
influential work, A History of Russian Social Thought. We do have 
to be aware, however, that in this work Plekhanov does not view 
Oriental despotism as a system. In fact, he places it within the concept 
of feudalism. Apart from this, the concept of Oriental despotism 
is used by him also to describe the Asiatic type of development. 
He does not apply it to the whole of Russian development, but he 
defines the applicable time periods very precisely. In its totality he 
finds that swings of the pendulum between East and West are the 
most characteristic features of Russian history, so that he structurally 
favors the greater affinity to Europe.15

We have no reason to minimize or ignore the significance of the 
Asiatic influences as was done in many Russian and Soviet historical 
works, for instance by Sergei M. Solov’ev.16 Hungarian historical 
literature emphasized the negative aspects of Asiatic influences, 
naturally without reference to the system of arguments of national 
pathos found in Russian and Soviet historiography. As we have seen, 
Hungarian historiography viewed the blocking of an answer to the 
Western challenge as the essential determinant.

Some manifestations of Mongol-Tatar influences, which cannot 
be classified as positive or negative, but which were indubitably 
important in some defined periods of Russian history, are considered 
to be historiographic platitudes. The examples most frequently 
provided of the enormous influence of the Tatars are the system of 
taxation, central administration, organization of the army, certain 

15 G. V. Plekhanov, “Az orosz társadalmi gondolkodás története. Bevezetés” 
[A History of Russian Social Thought: Introduction], in Az orosz történelem egye-
temessége és különössége [The Universality and Singularity of Russian History], 
ed. Tamás Krausz and Gyula Szvák (Budapest, 1982), 149–151 and 194–195. 
For the English version of Plekhanov’s work, see G. V. Plekhanov, Russian Social 
Thought (New York, 1967), 48–49, 52, and 54.

16 S. M. Solov’ev, “Oroszország története a legrégibb időktől” [A History of  
Russia from Ancient Times], in Az orosz történelem egyetemessége, ed. Krausz and  
Szvák, 55.
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technical and ideological manifestations of the use of power, and 
some eastern customs and forms, such as clothing. Casting an eye 
over the genealogy of the Russian nobility, or over the fact that 
the Tatar auxiliary forces played a major role for very many years 
in the Russian army, and that for one year a Tatar prince, Simeon 
Bekbulatovich, held the title of “Grand Prince of all of Russia”, we 
have no reason to deny the profound Tatar influence on Russia. On 
the basis of all of the above it appears certain that significant eastern 
influences, including Byzantine ones, were effective in the formation, 
structure, and functioning of the Russian autocracy. This autocracy 
did not follow the example of the centralized European monarchies 
which had evolved from a feudal basis; the Russian state of the 
fifteenth to seventeenth century was closer to the Turkish state than 
to the Swedish one. It is also clear, however, that in the eighteenth 
century it was closer to Prussia than to any Eastern power.

A convenient explanation of this would be the so-called 
“Europeanization” of Peter I. It is also true that Peter I structured 
the system of unrestricted power on European models, in contrast 
to earlier tsars who followed Eastern ones. For this reason, we do not 
call the state of the early tsars a centralized monarchy while in the 
eighteenth-century Russian state the adjective of absolutist is most 
certainly justified.

Are there such structural differences in the evolution of Russia 
prior to and after the eighteenth century? I am a supporter of the 
continuity interpretation. Considering the profound structures of 
Russian society, no qualitative difference can be shown between 
development before and after Peter I. The changes were significant, 
but they were always the logical continuation of the social leveling 
endeavors of the Moscow grand princes; the reforms of the first 
Romanovs were the immediate precursors of Peter I’s “modernization.” 
The eighteenth-century changes were highly paradoxical in nature. 
The military landowner class was transformed from a service 
nobility into a European type of true nobility, and in parallel to this 
change the entire peasantry sank to the level of slavery. The so-called 
Russian ruling class obtained true feudal landowner rights over its 
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serfs at the time of the dawning of the European modern era. It was 
at this time that the so-called “first edition” of serfdom took place 
on Russian soil where serfs were tied to the soil when in Europe 
free peasants were separated from their land. These changes did not 
point toward capitalism and, while the changes were feudal in the 
European sense, they pushed Russia toward Asiatic backwardness. 
They just happened to occur in a different era of world history.

Using Marxist phraseology, in the superstructure or, using 
standard terms, in the sphere of state power we see a move toward 
the West in the eighteenth century in Russia, while in the same 
sphere, in the fifteenth to the seventeenth century, we cannot help 
but notice its Eastern aspects. We do not see such a qualitative change 
in the socioeconomic sphere. Feudal conditions continued, or more 
accurately, early feudal development became wider and truly feudal.

This historical paradox can be explained by the fact that 
organizations, ideologies, and administrative techniques can be 
imported relatively easily, but their effectiveness and sphere of 
activity depends on the characteristics of the recipient organization. 
This fact does not give a new direction to historical development 
but significantly increases the number of its specific traits. To what 
extent the original, borrowed phenomenon is changed and distorted 
during the reception process depends on the original development 
and historical conditions of the receiving nation. It is one of the 
determinants of Russian development that neither strong Eastern 
nor strong Western superstructural effects could profoundly affect 
its original structure. The decisive point is the continuity between 
the various forms of the autocratic arrangements. The truly material 
question is how the various historical influences could serve a single 
goal; why did they contribute to making the traditional structure 
more rigid instead of looser?

The answer is that the Russians always took only as much as they 
could understand from the foreign models, only according to their 
understanding of them and only to the degree that they needed 
them. The decisive criterion was always whether the earlier social 
developments needed these transfers and whether the changes could 
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adapt to pre-existing developments. In both cases, the Mongol effects 
and the Western effects, our answer is in the affirmative. Yet neither 
of these made  Russian evolution itself either Asiatic or Western in 
nature.

What was this Russian social, economic, and political structure, 
that it could thus resist changes to its exterior and so successfully 
incorporate foreign qualities and make them appear to be native in 
nature?

In order to be able to understand the events of the early modern 
and modern eras, we must go back in Russian history to the time 
prior to the Tatar attack and to the beginnings of the dissolution 
of Kievan Rus. Legal historians have documented that the new 
principalities being organized in the north-eastern parts of Kievan 
Rus chose a markedly different path than the southern ones or 
northwestern Novgorod.17  Social arrangements and power structures 
were hauntingly similar to the so-called early European patrimonial 
monarchies. The unlimited power of the ruler in these states rested 
on the “my kingdom and my property” principle. The free peasantry, 
directly dependent upon the ruler, comprised the largest part of 
society. While the supreme power maintained its control over the 
peasants, the secular ruling elite was made up of an insignificant 
landowner group whose negligible landed properties were worked 
to a large extent by slaves. The system of unlimited power in Russia 
was therefore not a Tatar-Mongol invention but was a phenomenon 
of European origin. The “late-coming” European states reacted 
in the same way to historical determinants as the so-called classic 
barbarian kingdoms. Yet the principle of the khan’s autocracy and 
absolute power, resting on the ideals of unlimited power to rule, 
was a stimulating force that affected the further strengthening and 
growth of the Muscovite state.

It is a historically interesting fact that the Tatars were unable, 
even later on, to break the social development of northwest Russia. 

17 Emil Niederhauser, A történetirás története Kelet-Európában [A History of  
Historiography in Eastern Europe] (Budapest, 1995), 220–225. 
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The Muscovite state, wishing to disembarrass itself of the Tatars, 
approached both external and internal tasks, namely conquest and 
defense, according to the well-known prescriptions of European 
development. Ivan III considered the newly conquered territories as 
his personal property which he could give away as compensation for 
services. Thus, there evolved a military landowner class with limited 
rights. The socioeconomic base of this class was assured by the new 
type of land ownership, the pomestie. We do not have to go far in 
history to find an analogy between this and the beneficium. Under 
threat from external forces, the young state both here and there 
reached for similar weapons.18 

It is a legitimate question whether we have gone back too far in 
history by comparing an eighth-century Frankish phenomenon with 
a fifteenth-century Russian one. A much closer analogy, both in 
time and space, would be the Turkish timar and its owner the sipahi 
who was the same type of soldier landowner as the corresponding 
Russian. In fact, this Turkish-Russian parallelism was not unknown 
to contemporary Russian thinking. It is sufficient to mention the 
writings of Ivan S. Peresvetov. We have to point out, however, that 
Peresvetov, a professional soldier, who as a mercenary was familiar 
with Moldavia and with the Kingdom of Hungary, stands out 
primarily on account of his knowledge of the Turkish conditions 
rather than of the Russian ones. It cannot be shown that his 
writings, recommending the Turkish model, ever reached the tsar.19 
Regardless of this, the parallelism between the pomestie and the 
timar remains a fact, as do the differences between them. It seems 
that the timar existed primarily for gains in “feeding.” Both of them 
were originally linked to military service but later gradually acquired 
land with hereditary characteristics.

Let us get closer in space. The Golden Horde and its successor 
states were familiar with the institution of the soyurgal as a service-

18 See “The Place of Medieval Russia in Europe” in this book.
19 Gyula Szvák, “K voprosu ob otsenke deiatelnostii Ivana Peresvetova,” Studia 

Slavica 24 (Budapest), nos. 1–2 (1978): 66–80. 
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related property, which between 1350 and 1500 played a decisive role 
in the given societies. The soyurgal was actually established earlier 
in the Arabic and Persian world and was based on its precursor, 
the iqt.ā‘, a fief given for military service as early as the eleventh 
century.20 In Islamic-Mohammedan cultural circles this structure 
was well known and, in the case of the Seljuk Turks, was presumably 
based on the model of the Byzantine pronoya. The genetic precursors 
of the wide-spread premium properties of the eleventh century were 
presumably the free peasant stratiota properties of antiquity.21

In the historical literature there has been to date no comparative 
study of the feudal type of land ownership tied to military service 
that appeared at different times in different areas and under a variety 
of names in a number of areas in Eurasia. The structural identities 
and differences and the potential direct transmissions of these would 
be of particular interest.

One thing is certain: the Russians could rely on several precedents 
and could borrow from several areas to create the pomestie. 
Clarifying this would be a most interesting philological task but 
this is not the essential issue. It is much more significant that in 
this instance we are dealing with a universal historical phenomenon. 
The countries of Eurasia, during the early periods of their evolution, 
used similar approaches to create a social basis for the resolution of 
their military problems. The patrimonial-type ruler, be it a grand 
prince, majordomo, king, khan, caliph or tsar, at a given time of 
development had to use land to further his goals and as a pawn 
for future conquests. How this early feudal institution affected 
later social development depended on the direction of earlier social 
development and on the concrete system of conditions at the given 
time. Some states were able to take all the steps in the evolution of 
feudalism, others were able to join only at a later stage. The latter 

20 For more detail, see István Vásáry, Az Arany Horda [The Golden Horde] (Buda-
pest, 1986), 222–226. 

21 See Halil Inalcik, The Ottoman Empire. The Classical Age, 1300–1600 (London, 
1973), 107.
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had much less time at their disposal and thus achieved only more 
superficial results. Others never entered this historical system and 
used different pathways.

Russia, at its second restructuring, in the case of the northeastern 
Russian state based on Moscow, took a European path. In essence, 
it developed a power that corresponded to early feudal-type 
socioeconomic development and then endeavored to organize its 
social base according to the demands and internal potential of this 
power. In the given geopolitical situation, feudal elements became 
intermingled with Eastern elements. External threats and Asiatic 
influences made it more rigid and prolonged the early feudal trends 
which corresponded to the Byzantine and Tatar autocratic powers. 
Russian evolution maintained these different characteristics but still 
moved in the direction of feudalism. It did this in the modern era 
and, although it produced only a rudimentary, distorted format, 
it still made the European landowner-serf model the basis of its 
socioeconomic system. It first did this in the framework of despotic 
rule and later within an absolutist system with European overtones. 
Both were contrary to the classic principles of feudalism.

We could state it differently. Everything suggests that in spite 
of a start in a European direction and of early feudal beginnings, 
development turned toward Oriental despotism. That this did not 
happen was probably due to the fact that the roots of feudalism had 
been firmly established well before the external challenges at the 
end of the fifteenth century. The Tatar-Mongol impact could not 
eliminate these roots, but it did ensure that patrimonial despotism, 
standing on a feudal base and very close to the Tatar level of 
development, remained a lasting arrangement in Russia. (2000)
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I/3

“RUSSIAN FEUDALISM” 
IN THE SOVIET ERA22

The concept of Russian feudalism does not have a large historiographic 
tradition. It was only made popular in Russian historiography at the 
end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century 
by the work of Nikolai P. Pavlov-Sil’vanskii.23 In spite of the fact 
that Pavlov-Sil’vanskii was considered a dilettante by his professional 
contemporaries, his views had a fertilizing effect, particularly on 
post-1917 historiography. However, this branding of dillentantism 
also meant that the concept had reached a dead end. We could use 
as an example Nikolai A. Rozhkov, who had done important work 
even before 1917 and who at the beginning of the century denied the 
existence of Russian feudalism. Later, he thought that, if excessively 
broadly defined, the concept might be useful.24

In this regard the introduction to Plekhanov’s History of Russian 
Social Thought might be important. Concerning the problem of 
Russian feudalism, Plekhanov arrives at a unique solution. He 
recognizes its existence but, again, only in general terms, thus 
allowing him to smuggle in the concept of Oriental despotism, which 
is more suitable for the description of specific stages of development. 
Plekhanov does not consider Oriental despotism on the basis of 
developmental theory and, therefore, sees it as a variant of feudalism. 

22 “Az ‘orosz feudalizmus’ a szovjet korszakban,” [“Russian Feudalism” in the 
Soviet Era] in Kelet Európa: történelem és sorsközösség. Palotás Emil 70. születésnap-
jára [Eastern Europe: History and a Community with a Shared Fate. On the 70th 
Birthday of Emil Palotás] (Budapest, 2006), 285–300.

23 I have repeatedly examined the problem of “Russian Feudalism” and within 
that the work of N. P. Pavlov-Sil’vanskii, see Moszkóvia és a Nyugat [Muscovy 
and the West] (Budapest, 1988), 165–175.

24 Nikolai A. Rozhkov, Russkaia istoriia v sravnitel’no-istoricheskom osveshchenii: 
osnovy sotsial’noi dinamiki (Moscow, 1922).
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Thus, his way of introducing the problem has nothing to do with 
the Marxist category of the Asiatic mode of production. On the 
contrary, he relies on the Russian historiographic tradition, since 
according to him Japan, China, Egypt, etc., also passed through a 
phase of feudalism.

Plekhanov rejects Pavlov-Sil’vanskii’s thesis of the “complete 
similarity” of Russian and Western feudal institutions as well 
as his “complete originality.” According to Plekhanov, Russian 
development has certain characteristics which sharply distinguish 
it from the evolution of all western European countries, and which 
bring to mind the development of the great Oriental despotisms.25

As much as Plekhanov contributed to the study of the “profile” 
of Russian feudalism he unwittingly contributed to the dismantling 
of the concept and to its placement within the concept of the Asiatic 
mode of production.

Yet Plekhanov is a good example of a Marxist who was able to 
find an answer to historical problems without relying exclusively on 
political and ideological motives or simple preconceptions.

During the 1920s, the situation changed and gradually the literal 
interpretation of Pavlov-Sil’vanskii’s teaching, namely that in the 
Russian past there was complete conformity to the West, entered 
the official canon. It stated that if history is moved by universal rules 
they must be just as effective in Russia as anywhere else in the world, 
and lead to the same results.26

Led by agitprop goals, 1920s publications naturally emphasized 
political motivations. The leading Soviet cultural politician and 

25 Georgii Plekhanov, “Az orosz társdalmi gondolkodás története” [A History of 
Russian Social Thought], in Az orosz történelem egyetemessége, ed. Tamás Krausz 
and Gyula Szvák (Budapest, 1982), 149, 151, 194–195. For the English version 
of Plekhanov’s work, see Plekhanov, Russian Social Thought, 48–49, 52, and 54.

26 Tamás Krausz’s PhD dissertation frees us from a discussion of a more detailed 
analysis of the historical thinking of the 1920s. See “Az orosz-szovjet történelmi 
gondolkodás a 20-as években. Az orosz történelmi fejlődés sajátosságai” [Russian 
and Soviet Historical Thought in the 1920s: The Peculiarities of Russian Histori-
cal Development], (PhD diss., Hungarian Academy of Sciences, 1981).
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historian Mikhail N. Pokrovskii, who published a second edition 
of Pavlov-Sil’vanskii’s writings, addressed the matter by saying that 
the propagation of the “peculiarities” of the past during tsarism 
appeared to provide certainty for the “peculiarities” of the future.27 
It is therefore easy to see that in his syntheses, functioning as 
textbooks at that time, he argued against this perception. This did 
not change the situation that for him a historical problem remained 
a political issue of the present until the very end. If we examine 
it carefully, we see that Pokrovskii reiterated Pavlov-Sil’vanskii’s 
conclusions albeit with a different phraseology and to serve his own 
goals. He also applied the term feudalism to the period from the 
thirteenth to the sixteenth century and found in every incident a 
complete overlap between Western and Russian feudalism. It is true, 
however, that in his definition he attempted to focus attention on its 
social aspects, and he differed from his predecessor in emphasizing 
the economic side of feudalism. This did not exclude the point that 
he saw similarities in “political feudalism” although they appeared in 
simpler forms in Russia than in the West. He also agreed with Pavlov-
Sil’vanskii in so far as he related the fall of political feudalism to the 
birth of a centralized state. It is a different issue that, in the spirit of 
the school established by him, he explained this by economic causes 
and with the victory of merchant capital. He described merchant 
capital as a separate stage within economic feudalism that preceded 
the industrial capitalist period. In his interpretive system feudalism 
did not occupy a key position relative to the mercantile capitalism 
that was the cornerstone of his theory. This, incidentally, also served 
to prove Russian-Western parallelism.28

Through the mediation of Pokrovskii, the Pavlov-Sil’vanskii 
perspective, armed with Marxist argumentation, became dominant 
during the mid-1920s. This was an appropriate reflection of the 

27 Nikolai P. Pavlov-Sil’vanskii, Feodalizm v drevnei Rusi (Moscow, 1923), 4.
28 Here we refer only to Mikhail N. Pokrovskii, Russkaia istoriia v samom szhatom 

ocherke (Moscow, 1933).
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Party’s ideological policy, the “theory of war communism.”29 
Even though in 1927 it was already accepted that the proletarian 
dictatorship meant an ideological revolution in the conceptual arena 
which established the Marxist dictatorship, academia still tolerated 
divergent opinions for some time.30

The new generation of historians active in the 1920s paid 
little attention to studies of early Russian history, but due to the 
transitional period mentioned above, the pre-1917 historians were 
still active until the end of the decade. Examples for this can be 
found in the so-called Petrushevskii and Dubrovskii debates. At 
a debate organized in the spring of 1928, a number of attendees 
charged Dmitrii M. Petrushevskii’s concept of feudalism with being 
anti-Marxist, but the outstanding student of medieval European 
history also had a number of defenders. Evgenii A. Kosminskii 
used the anomalous logic that Petrushevskii’s concept could “easily 
be translated into Marxist language.”31 Aleksandr I. Neusikhin 
handled the matter surprisingly openly and on a conceptual and 
methodological basis as he declared, “If we talk about Rickert then 
everything pertaining to him comes from the devil. Everything that 
comes from Marx, however, is good in and of itself not because it is 
good but because it comes from Marx.”32

The polemic debate following the publication of Sergei M. 
Dubrovskii’s On the Question of the Meaning of an “Asiatic” Mode of 
Production, Feudalism, Serfdom, and Merchant Capital was closely 
related in its tone to this controversy. By this time, the existence 
of Russian feudalism was accepted as a fact, and the majority of 
scholars placed its origins back to the time of Kievan Rus. There was 
much uncertainty, however, in trying to describe in concrete terms 
its definition, its criteria, and its periodicity. According to Dubrovskii 
the basis of the feudal system was, “The production methods based on 

29 Krausz, “Az orosz-szovjet történelmi gondolkodás,” 103.
30 Ibid., 102.
31 “Disput o knige D. M. Petrushevskogo,” Istorik-Marksist, no. 8 (1928): 94.
32 Ibid., 99.
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the subsistence economy of the personally active agricultural workers 
in which agriculture is linked to cottage industry and produces 
both necessary and surplus products. The latter are taken away by 
the landlord as quitrent.” This was the basis for the characteristic 
superstructural developments of feudalism as the power exerted by 
the landlords over the peasants based on the ownership of the land, 
the decentralization of power, and the hierarchic ladder within the 
ruling classes. However, “large estate ownership is not a prerequisite 
of feudalism.”33 At this point one can notice a divergence from the 
Pokrovskii concept but not much later Pokrovskii himself declared 
that Marxists preserved the so-called political criteria of feudalism 
only because bourgeois historians recognized only the existence of 
an economic basis. It was on this basis then that they claimed that 
the political structure of Russia differed from that of the West.34

The only thing the debaters agreed upon was that Dubrovskii 
was wrong when he discussed serfdom as a separate entity. In other 
areas views differed widely. A. Malyshev claimed that until the 
sixteenth century one could speak only of an early form of feudalism 
in Russia.35 Such professional historical problematizing remained 
unanswered because of the preponderance of fundamentally 
ideologically framed methodology. This can be well understood in 
a situation where the view of history is determined directly by the 
demands of the ongoing political battles. Beyond the personal and 
clique-based power struggles and foreign policy interests I would like 
to point primarily to strategic differences. The thinking public was 
polarized after the middle of the 1920s by the possibility of building 
socialism in one country and by the theory of permanent revolution.

33 Sergei M. Dubrovskii, K voprosu o sushchnosti “aziatskogo” sposoba proizvodstva, 
feodalizma, krepostnichestva i torgovogo kapitala (Moscow, 1929).

34 Mikhail N. Pokrovskii, “O russkom feodalizme, proiskhozhdenii i kharaktere 
absoliutizma v. Rossii,” Borba klassov, no. 2 (1931): 82.

35 Grigorii S. Zaidel, Spornye voprosy metodologii istorii: (diskussiia ob obshchest-
vennykh formatsiiakh) (Leningrad, 1930), 53; and A. Malyshev, “K voprosu o 
sushchnosti krepostnogo khoziaistva,” in Krepostnaia Rossiia; sbornik statei, ed. 
Institut istorii (Kommunisticheskaia akademiia) (Leningrad, 1930), 37.
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This debate put its seal on historical conceptions as well. The two 
classical formulations opposed to each other came from Pokrovskii 
and Leon Trotsky.36 The end result was that by an act of power the 
Prokovskii trend, which excluded the “unique” trends of Russian 
historical evolution, became dominant even though it was unsuited to 
providing historical support to the “socialism in one country” theory.

Knowing this, it is not surprising that in parallel with taking care 
of political opposition, there was less and less need for the orthodox 
Marxism of Pokrovskii and the old Marxist guard. What did 
happen was that a new historical perspective developed which could 
integrate “national peculiarities” and which could simultaneously 
increase national self-esteem. The criticisms of Pokrovskii increased 
and his Russian feudalism theory was modified.37 With Stalinist 
historiography assuming a position of hegemony, the concept of 
the existence of a “Russian feudalism” became axiomatic and it is 
fair to say that it became one of that historiography’s “sacred cows.” 
This is readily understandable because it provided evidence of the 
equivalence of Russian and Western history. Henceforth the question 
was not whether this concept could be applied to the description of a 
long segment of Russian history but rather a determination of when 
it originated. Concerning its endpoint, consensus developed rapidly 
and solidly and the date of the serf reform in 1861 was accepted. 
This decision was modulated by the debates about the “controversial” 
nature of Russia’s capitalization.

In the area of providing early dates for feudalism, Soviet historians 
rapidly went beyond Pavlov-Sil’vanskii, who never believed that the 

36 Some of the writings of Pokrovskii and Trotsky, reprinted in Az orosz történelem 
egyetemessége, ed. Krausz and Szvák, give us a perspective into this matter. The cont-
roversy is discussed in detail by Tamás Krausz, “Pokrovszkij és az orosz abszo lu-
tizmus vitája a 20-as években” [Pokrovskii and the Debate on Russian Absolutism 
in the 1920s], Történelmi Szemle [Historical Review] 23, no. 4 (1980): 627–648.

37 The two volumes of essays referred to as “Anti-Pokrovskii” in the historical lit-
erature demonstrate a showdown with the Pokrovskii school in 1939–1940. See 
Protiv istoricheskoi kontseptsii M. N. Pokrovskogo (Moscow, 1939); and Protiv anti-
marksistkoi istoricheskoi kontseptsii M. N. Pokrovskogo (Moscow, 1940).
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concept could be applied to Kievan Rus. Under the leadership of 
Boris D. Grekov, studies were made from the beginning of the 1930s 
to prove the feudal nature of the Kievan state. Beginning with his 
1934 article, Grekov gradually developed his views, which held that 
vassalage and landowning conditions of a feudal nature were present 
in Kiev as early as the ninth century.38 We must note, however, 
that in the middle of the 1930s there were still debates about the 
nature of the socioeconomic structure of Kiev. There were some who 
argued for the concept of a slave-owning society39 while others, like 
S.V. Iushkov, one of the most noteworthy historians of the period, 
worked with the theory of “pre-feudalism.”40

The popularity of the pre-feudal concept was due to the publication, 
in 1936, of Stalin’s, Zhdanov’s and Kirov’s comments on the new 
textbook, The History of the Soviet Union. In this they pointed out 
that in Russian history the era prior to feudalism had to be separated 
from mature feudalism.41 It is not surprising, therefore, that in the 
Russian periodization debate that appeared on the pages of Voprosi 
istorii between 1949 and 1951,42 the pre-feudal period was discussed 
separately. This was also accepted by Grekov, and others accepted his 
opinion that ancient Russian society had to be described as early feudal 
from the ninth century on while the sixth to eighth centuries were pre-

38 See Boris D. Grekov, Ocherki po istorii feodalizma v Rossii. Sistema gospodstva i 
podchineniia v feodal’noi derevne [X–XVI vv.] (Moscow, 1939); B. D. Grekov, 
Feodal’nye otnosheniia v Kievskom gosudarstve (Moscow, 1935); and B. D. 
Grekov, Kievskaia Rus’ (Moscow, 1939).

39 See Vladimir V. Mavrodin et al., Sovetskaia istoriografiia Kievskoi Rusi (Lenin-
grad, 1978), 94.

40 See S. V. Iushkov, Ocherki po istorii feodalizma v Kievskoi Rusi (Moscow, 1939).
41 Mavrodin et al., Sovetskaia istoriografiia Kievskoi Rusi, 132.
42 Antal Bartha, “Oroszország feudalizmus kori történetének periodizációs prob-

lémái a Voproszi Isztorii 1945–1962 évfolyamos hasábjain” [Periodization Prob-
lems of the History of Russia During the Feudal Era in the Pages of the Journal 
Voprosy Istorii for the Years 1945–1962], in Vita a feudális kori magyar történelem 
periodizálásáról [Debate on the Periodization of Hungarian History in the Era 
of Feudalism], ed. János Varga (Budapest, 1968), 44–69.
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feudal, or more accurately “semi-patriarchal and semi-feudal.”43 This 
perspective became dominant in the great summarizing syntheses 
and textbooks of the period and maintained its authority for decades. 
Detailed discussion of its further fate has been made unnecessary by 
the 1978 work, Soviet Historiography of Kievan Rus, a monograph that 
discussed all components correctly in every way.44

We should also note that Grekov, the Director of the Institute 
of History of the Soviet Academy of Sciences, was highly respected 
in Hungary as well. Not even primarily for his popularizing, two 
volume work, Peasants in Russia from Ancient Times to the XVII 
Century, which was translated into Hungarian. This respect was also 
due to the present writer’s discovery of Grekov’s 1951 draft, “On 
the Socialist Competition in the Historical Sciences,” which I found 
in the archives of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences’ Institute of 
History. In it Grekov urges his Hungarian colleagues to exercise self-
control and moderation in their desire to celebrate Rákosi’s birthday 
in the spirit of Stakhanovism.45

The first signs of the collapse of the Grekovian concept appeared 
during the first half of the 1970s. References to it appear in Hungarian 
historiography,46 but there were three major attacks against the 
Grekovian concept. Vera I. Goremykina again raised the problem of 
the slave-holding mode of production.47 Igor Ia. Froyanov resurrected 
the pre-feudal theory that illustrates most clearly the transitional 
nature of the Kievan Rus socioeconomic structure and reflects most 

43 Mavrodin et al., Sovetskaia istoriografiia Kievskoi Rusi, 135–136.
44 See endnote 43.
45 Boris D. Grekov, “On the Socialist Competition in the Historical Sciences” 

(Manuscript, 1951).
46 See Márta Font, “Napjaink szovjet történetírása a középkori kijevi állam jel-

legéről” [Contemporary Soviet Historiography on the Nature of the Medieval 
Kievan state], Világtörténet, no. 4 (1989): 86–91.

47 Vera I. Goremykina, K probleme istorii dokapitalisticheskikh obshchestv (na mate-
riale Drevnei Rusi) (Minsk, 1970).

The Russian Paradigm_print.indd   43The Russian Paradigm_print.indd   43 2022. 03. 03.   14:03:382022. 03. 03.   14:03:38



GYULA SZVÁK The Russian Paradigm

44

accurately the typical characteristics of “barbarian societies.”48 Lev 
V. Cherepnin returned to the Leninist theory of “state feudalism” by 
classifying the princely (state) lands as feudal in ninth- to eleventh-
century Russian history.49

How deeply Grekov’s concepts were embedded in the Soviet view 
of history is shown by the fact that even in the Soviet historical work 
published in 1976 it is stated that the “Ancient Russian feudal state… 
was established in the second half of the first millennium, i.e., at 
approximately the same time as the western European feudal states.”50

In the final analysis, the debates about Kievan Rus focused 
only on the timing and genesis of feudalism. With the exception of 
Goremykina nobody denied the existence of feudal conditions. This 
concept of feudalism was based on the existence and decisive role of 
large feudal estates and on the extra-economic coercion this entailed. 
This view was expanded, albeit reluctantly, with other characteristics 
of feudalism.51 Such a broad interpretation of feudalism made it 
difficult for historiography to come to grips with the specifics of 
the evolution of Kievan Rus and necessarily led to the view quoted 
above of identification with western European developments.

Historians devoted more attention to the peculiarities of the 
Russian system at the other end of the time scale, namely the 
determination of when feudalism came to an end. During the 
second half of the 1960s and the first half of the 1970s there were a 
number of important discussions by Soviet historians about when the 
dissolution of feudalism began, about the beginnings of capitalism 

48 Igor Ia. Froyanov, Kievskaia Rus’: Ocherki sotsial’no-politicheskoi istorii (Lenin-
grad, 1974).

49 Lev V. Cherepnin, “Rus’. Spornie voprosy istorii feodalnoi zemelnoi sobstven-
nosti v IX–XV vv.,” Puti razvitiia feodalizma: (Zakavkaz’e, Srednaia Aziia, Rus’, 
Pribaltika), ed. Vladimir T. Pashuto and Lev V. Cherepnin (Moscow, 1972).

50 Nikolai E. Nosov et al., A Szovjetunió története [A History of the Soviet Union] 
(Budapest, 1980), 1: 30.

51 Ibid. On this page the following definition is given: “Marx called the social 
conditions based on the suppression of the workers having their own tools of 
production and their own economy feudal conditions.” 
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and about the other important issues facing the state at that time.52 
Discussion of these debates is beyond the scope of this work and some 
details have already been discussed above. All we need to say here 
is that Soviet historiography owes much to these discussions from a 
methodological perspective because they became important during 
the demolition of Stalinist views of history. These endeavors were 
not entirely successful because of the changing political climate and 
because they could not entirely divest themselves of all postulates of 
Stalinist historiography. They accomplished much in studying the 
peculiarities of the typology of Russian absolutism, but they did all of 
this within the framework of the old concept of feudalism. With the 
exception of Pavlova-Sil’vanskaya nobody addressed the question of 
the nature of the Russian medieval and early modern developments, 
and everybody used the broad concepts of feudalism.53 This proved 
to be as useless in demonstrating the specifics of development as it 
had been in earlier Russian historiography, because it was also based 
on the view of identical Western and Russian feudalism.

The period beginning with the 1970s was an unfavorable one 
for Russian historiography. More accurately, the method known as 
factography, which again became dominant, was unfavorable for a 
renewal of the historical perspective. It would be in vain to expect 
this type of historical literature to be able to exchange vulgar Marxist 
interpretations and anachronistic concepts for new ideas. Nearly a 
thousand years of Russian history continued to be described, without 
any differentiation, as feudalism.54

52 Militsa V. Nechkina, “O ‘voskhodiashchei’ i ‘niskhodiashchei’ stadiakh feodalnoi 
formatsii,” Voprosy istorii , 1958, no. 7; Viktor I. Shunkov et al., eds. Perekhod ot 
feodalizma k kapitalizmu v Rossii: materialy vsesoiuznoi diskussii (Moscow, 1969).

53 Marina P. Pavlova-Sil’vanskaya, “K voprosu ob osobennostiakh absolutizma 
v Rossii,” Istoriia SSSR, no. 2 (1968): 76.

54 This volume of essays, published in 1987 in memory of academician Cherepnin 
about the problems of the Kazars until the middle of the nineteenth century, 
has the title Feudalism in Russia. See Valentin L. Yanin, ed. Feodalizm v Rossii: 
sbornik statei i vospominanii, posviashchennyi pamiati akademika L.V. Cherepnina 
(Moscow, 1987).
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Yet during the last few years of the Soviet regime there came 
a slow change in historical perspective. This affected the use of 
the term feudalism as well. In 1989 Leonid V. Milov published a 
major essay, “The Universality and Peculiarity of Feudalism in 
Russia,” in the journal Istoriia SSSR. This historian, head of the 
University of Moscow’s Department of Russian History in the Age 
of Feudalism, famous primarily for his works on economic history, 
made an effort to analyze the peculiarities of Russian feudalism in a 
methodological way. He distinguished two major trends within the 
system of European feudalism. One of these was the Western one 
in which, because of more favorable natural conditions such as the 
breaking up of commonly held property into allodia, the articulated 
land ownership and vassalage conditions were manifestations of an 
economic system which regulated subservience. The other trend was 
the Russian one which, as a result of unfavorable geographic factors, 
exemplified state feudalism based on jointly owned land and its 
integral components of serfdom and autocratic powers and, beyond 
the corresponding economic situation, the regulatory powers of 
coercion. Using such an approach it is not difficult to see that as a 
model of feudalism, Milov holds the Russian system as the adequate 
representation of the system with the Western one being just a 
“mutation” which gained world historical importance by creating 
the conditions for the appearance of capitalism.55

Milov was careful not to call the Russian variety of feudalism 
“state feudalism.” Liudmila V. Danilova went further down this path 
and edited a two-volume collection of essays in 1993 with the title The 
System of State Feudalism in Russia. In this she concluded, “Because, 
under conditions in which the state exerted powerful influence on 
social developments with large estates and dependent peasantry the 
deep bases of feudalism were maintained, and because the economic 
relationship of the feudal landlord and the subservient serfs was 
implemented by force, the social system that evolved in Russia in the 

55 Leonid V. Milov, “Obshcheie i ossobennoie Rossiiskogo feodalizma,” Istoriia 
SSSR, no. 2 (1989): 61–62.
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seventeenth century must be viewed as a special form of feudalism.”56 
The principal features of this system, beginning with the end of 
the fifteenth century were as follows: “a particularly high degree of 
activity in the political structure; its evolution prior to the formation 
of the socioeconomic basis which is not typical of the classical variant 
of feudalism; the overwhelming superiority of common law over civil 
law; the active regulation and modification of the various spheres of 
social life by the state; and the increasingly rapid conversion of a lord-
and-vassal relationship into a sovereign-and-subject one.”57 It was this 
form of feudalism that L. Danilova called “state feudalism.”

Both Milov and Danilova examined Russian peculiarities within 
the chronological framework of late medieval and early modern 
Russian history. Both aimed to go beyond simplistic Marxist 
interpretations while remaining within the Marxist concept of 
history. In this context Danilova discussed the Asiatic mode of 
production, a popular topic during the preceding decades. Referring 
to the relationship between the feudal type of land ownership and 
subservient conditions she, correctly in our estimation, rejected the 
application of this concept to Russian development.58 Both historians 
retained the use of the feudalism concept which, in their case, was 
suitable for creating the possibility of demonstrating peculiarities. In 
this interpretation, however, the typology of the genesis of feudalism 
and of its growth until the fifteenth century becomes problematic. 
It is also open to question whether it makes sense, terminologically, 

56 Liudmila V. Danilova, “Stanovlenie sistemy gosudarstvennogo feodalizma v 
Rossii: prichiny, sledtsviia,” in Sistema gosudarstvennogo feodalizma v Rossii : 
sbornik statei, ed. L. V. Danilova (Moscow, 1993), 1:40.

57 Liudmila V. Danilova, “K voprosu o poniatii ‘gosudarstvennii feodalizm,’” in 
Sistema gosudarstvennogo feodalizma v Rossii, ed. Danilova, 3.

58 In Western academic literature several authors have written about the problem 
of the extension of the concept of the Asiatic mode of production into Russia. 
See Karl Wittfogel, Oriental Despotism: A Comparative Study of Total Power 
(New Haven, 1959), 260–262; Samuel H. Baron, “Feudalism or the Asiatic 
Mode of Production: Alternative Marxist Interpretations of Russian History,” 
in Muscovite Russia: Collected Essays (London, 1980).
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to provide a qualifying adjective to a basic concept, particularly 
one which suggests a logically opposed concept and which thereby 
creates a new terminology.

Sergei M. Kashtanov tried to find a solution for the weak points 
of the above concepts. Unfortunately, he only expressed his views in 
an abridged form at a conference organized in memory of Vladimir 
B. Kobrin but the questions he raised are still very perceptive. 
Kashtanov also started with the idea that the parallels described 
by Pavlov-Sil’vanskii are worthy of consideration in spite of their 
being labored. The historical similarities he listed could be seen only 
in fourteenth- to sixteenth- century Russian conditions and in the 
Merovingian and Carolingian ones. He compared the Russian state 
of the period to the empire of Charlemagne and described it as an 
“early, centralized feudal state.”59 In this interpretation no attempt 
was made to define the type of this post-sixteenth century Russian 
“feudalism” and therefore we cannot view Kashtanov’s thesis as a 
full explanation in spite of its clarity of view.

There are, of course, other explanations in modern Russian 
historiography. The desire to depict a correct interpretation of 
a specifically Russian evolution does not tolerate concepts that 
originated in western Europe and were designed for western European 
historiography. According to some historians the differences are too 
many and too various for it to be possible to use such terminology. 
The new Large Russian Encyclopedia does not use the term feudalism 
as applied to Russian history.60 Thus the historiography of the 
problem has reverted to its nineteenth-century precedents.

With this we have come to the Russian historiography that 
followed the Soviet era, the analysis of which is not part of this 

59 Sergei M. Kashtanov, “O tipe russkogo gosudarstva XIV–XVI vv.,” in Chteniia 
pamiati V.B. Kobrina : “Problemy otechestvennoi istorii i kul’tury perioda feo da-
lizma”: Tezisy dokladov i soobshchenii: Moskva, 26–29 ianvaria 1992 goda, ed. 
Viktor A. Murav’ev et al. (Moscow, 1992), 91.

60 Aleksandr M. Prokhorov, Bol’shoi entsiklopedicheskii slovar’ (Moscow, 1997), 
1270.
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work. We should only remark that the majority of today’s Russian 
historians do not share this skeptical point of view. I can attest to 
that from personal experience. On October 8, 1998, I attended a 
debate organized by the Institute of Russian History of the Russian 
Academy of Sciences. The only agenda item on the program was a 
debate on a presentation made by the present author entitled, “Is 
It Improper to Speak of Russian Feudalism?” The opinions voiced 
incorporated the last discussion of Russian historiography on this 
topic and a brief review could be useful.

Key comments were made by Vladislav D. Nazarov, who said, 

How do we see the problem of feudal and state property in the 
early stages or in the first phase of fully matured feudalism? This 
means primarily the kormlenie, the institution of assigning the 
right to collect taxes. It was present in France and was widely used 
in the Scandinavian countries, in Hungary and in a number of 
other countries at least until the fifteenth century. The existence of 
this hierarchically structured feudal institution is a very important 
indicator of property relations.

To express it in Marxist terms, this means that it was a feudal 
property in the form of tax collection. The transmittal of the right 
to collect taxes crisscrosses the entire circle of social relationships. 
To a modest extent, under the existing conditions of the feudal 
votchina estate, this establishment was an important typological 
peculiarity of Russian feudalism which for several centuries, but 
at least until the turn of the fourteenth and fifteenth century, 
constituted the fundamental basis of the maintenance and 
continued renewal of the Russian elite.

This is why I believe that the debates on the role of the Asiatic 
mode of production in Russian developments, popular in the 
1960s, were without any basis. I do not believe that there is such a 
thing as an Asiatic mode of production. 

Regardless of how we assess the individual circumstances 
of the post-Batu Khan history of Russia and the contradictory 
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relationship of the supreme power and the nobility, this was 
an agrarian country where field agriculture was the dominant 
productive arena. In addition, Russia had a hereditary estate 
policy and hereditary state property in the form of the kormlenie, 
leading to the formation of a hereditary elite. At any given time 
there were many fewer gradations of feudal hierarchy than for 
instance in France. Yet the principle of “he is a vassal of my vassal 
and not my vassal” was valid in Russia. In thirteenth- to fifteenth-
century Russia, society was interwoven by the various contractual 
arrangements between the grand princes, the princes and the 
service princes. There were contracts between the individual 
princes and between those layers of the contemporary Russian 
elite that sources refer to as boyars and free servants, or boyars and 
“sons” of boyars (deti boiar’skii). Even though they were not always 
implemented fully, these were still contractual arrangements.

Consequently, I agree that to say that in Russia there was no 
feudalism in either political or economic form is bad manners, just 
as the speaker [Szvák] has indicated. It is the correct perspective 
and an indication of good manners to assume that there was a 
feudalism in Russia, a Russian feudalism. This is a particular 
model and one aspect of the varieties of European feudalism 
which differs markedly from the French one.61

Kashtanov agreed with the ideas of the speaker, relative to Pavlov-
Sil’vanskii. He said, 

I must say that the presentation raised some very interesting 
problems. What struck me particularly was the comment that 
Pavlov-Sil’vanskii combined two periods that were incompatible. 
For instance, when his work on the immunities was published, 
Sergeevich said that the immunities preceded feudalism.

61 Comment of Vladislav D. Nazarov, in “Stenogramma zasedania nauchno-proiz-
vodstvennoi sektsii Uchenogo Sovieta IRI RAN po istorii Rossii do XX veka 8 
oktiabria 1998 goda” (Moscow, 1998), 22–24.
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This is a Western attitude because in the West, in historiography, 
these immunities, from the Merovingian to the Carolingian, 
are not considered to be as feudal as they are here. In their view 
feudalism begins only in the ninth century. According to them, 
whatever happened in the earlier system was not feudalism, 
however similar that was to our fourteenth and fifteenth century. 
I remember an article by Yuri L. Bessmertny which shocked me 
because he compared fourteenth- and fifteenth-century France 
with the same period in Russia. France was already beyond so-
called “feudal fragmentation,” whatever that meant in the West, 
namely that local landowners became counts, and the heads of the 
abbeys acted as petty monarchs. There was nothing like this in 
Russia. Just as there was no kormlenie in fourteenth- and fifteenth-
century France, where they just simply sold and bought positions. 
In my view these are totally different eras, and it is methodologically 
completely incorrect to identify fourteenth- and fifteenth-century 
France with the same period in Russia. The Russia of that day can 
only be compared to Merovingian or Carolingian France. 

Those who claim that there never was feudalism in Russia seem, 
in my opinion, to make the entire concept of feudalism doubtful. 
At the end of the presentation, we were given a compromise 
solution that was based on the concept of “economic feudalism.” 
It does thereby legitimate a Marxist conception which is no longer 
popular today but which, at least in its relationship to feudalism, 
cannot be denied. A Marxist proletarian dictatorship can be 
dismissed, but the existence of the types of feudal ownership 
described in chapter forty-seven, volume three of Das Kapital, 
cannot be denied.62

Among the participants of the debate there was a consensus about 
the use of the concept of feudalism. There was, however, an argument 
about the time of its formation and about its criteria. Vladimir A. 
Kuchkin came out strongly in favor of the similarities between the 

62 Comment of Sergei M. Kashtanov, in “Stenogramma,” 25–26.
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formation process of the feudal order in Russia and in the West and 
of its relatively early date. He said, 

If we carefully examine the history of the twelfth century, we can 
immediately detect the presence of feudal landed property as a 
basic element of the social structure of the day. Certain parts of the 
Kievan principality were given to other princes, who thus became 
vassals of the grand prince of Kiev. The vassal accepted the Grand 
Prince of Kiev as his liege lord and accepted the obligation to 
defend him, the land given in vassalage, and all of the lands of the 
Kiev principality. We thus see the same feudal system that existed 
in western Europe. If we look at the stages of feudalism as an 
organization, can it be called an early one or a late one? Probably 
a very early one. It was not so much in France that we find models 
for it but in England. Medieval England was not a slave-holding 
country but a feudal one. Some of the social arrangements of 
ancient Russia show a definite similarity to the English ones. This 
proves the existence of a Russian feudalism. It turns out that all 
medieval societies in Europe functioned on the basis of similar 
rules that can be described accurately. It is just a detail that they 
started to function in these ways at different times.63

Aleksandr V. Nazarenko argued in favor of the early development of 
Russian feudalism even more vigorously than Kuchkin:

If we consider only one aspect of the Russian Middle Ages, let’s 
say immunity, then we can truly notice a lag of seven hundred 
years behind western Europe. If we examine each of the state and 
private documents, however, we get a very different picture. If we 
take another indicator which I believe is equally significant from 
the perspective of the economic and social system of feudalism, 
namely seniority as the emergence of a political institution, then 
we see that Russian feudalism is roughly synchronous with the 

63 Comment of Vladimir A. Kuchkin, in “Stenogramma,” 36–38.
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western European Carolingian period. There is no way that we 
can find a seven-hundred-year gap here. Using other indicators, 
we will notice a similar chronological variability.

Why do I say all this? Primarily because when we begin to 
compare ancient Russian, European and other feudalisms it 
would be as well to determine the indicators we will use as bases 
for the comparison. We must also justify why we have selected 
these indicators. We have to decide which of these indicators are 
essential and decisive and which are of the second order.

Secondly, the theoretical divergence we find in the selection 
of indicators suggests that we are not talking about different 
degrees of feudalism but of different models. The institutions are 
the same; it is the chronology which differs. The institutions of 
ancient Russian society appear to be feudal but the sequence of 
their establishment within Russian society does not correspond 
to the French model. This suggests that here we are dealing with 
a quite different form of feudalism, and not with a different 
socioeconomic model or with a feudalism that just lags behind 
the leading model.”64

Yuri A. Tikhonov, presiding, closed the debate with, “We must not 
restrict ourselves to the borders of our country. I have the courage to 
say that recognizing all the differences and variations in the social 
systems between Russian and the other European countries one can 
and must still speak of feudalism in Russia. I believe that this is the 
general conclusion of this meeting.”65

This debate proved conclusively that the concept of feudalism 
was still used widely in Russian historiography. It also showed that if 
we did not focus on concrete historical peculiarities, and if the term 
was used in a broad sense, it remained useful in melding regional 
differences and coalescing varying qualities.

***

64 Comment of Aleksandr V. Nazarenko, in “Stenogramma,” 41–42.
65 Comment of Yuri A. Tikhonov, in “Stenogramma,” 47–48.
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In spite of what was said above we do not feel that it is justified to 
ignore the concept introduced by Pavlov-Sil’vanskii. Mainly because 
Soviet historiography has completely discredited it in an extremely 
absolute format and by attempts to popularize it using similar 
methods. These methods are not entirely strange even to the present 
historical sciences. The logic of the debate would clearly suggest 
this. Yet looking at the concept without prejudice and divesting  
it of its more absurd attributes should not mean that it is readily  
cast onto the dust heap of historical science. We must assume, 
however, that we wish to describe a long period of Russian history 
with some concept. We must also realize that the so-called classic 
feudalism known to us from the textbooks existed only in northern 
France. By comparison the feudalism of all other countries shows 
significant peculiarities. Going east these peculiarities become more 
numerous.

The question, naturally, is at what point do these variations 
become qualitative and better described as Oriental despotism or 
the Asiatic mode of production? In our view the essence of Russian 
evolution differs from the Turkish one, in spite of many similar trends, 
mainly because the latter one did not have a landowner class or large 
estates until the eighteenth century. Even more significant is how 
the Russian evolution differs from Chinese developments, usually 
described as the Asiatic mode of production.66 Even though a bipolar 
evolution is characteristic of a period in Russian developments, it 
is indisputable that between the two poles of tsar and peasant the 
secular landowner class was also given a substantial role. Then, just 
like in areas further to the west, the large feudal estates appeared, 
consisting of the manor and of independent peasant lands and 
serving as the basis of the socioeconomic order in Russia. The manor 
lands were worked by the peasants as forced labor.67

66  See “The Place of Medieval Russia in Europe”.
67 For more details see my work, A moszkvai Oroszország története [A History of 

Muscovite Russia] (Budapest, 1997), 9–34.
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The concept of feudalism, about which a consensus seems to 
be evolving in current Hungarian historiography,68 is naturally 
broader than the limited political and sociopolitical concepts of 
feudalism, with the latter viewing the criteria of feudal hierarchy and 
of political fragmentation as being determinant. The use of such a 
constricted interpretation of the concept would exclude a significant 
group of European countries from a large segment of the history 
of the European past even though their socioeconomic structure 
shows significant similarities. The broader concept of feudalism, 
recommended by us, is still suitable for separating its European 
evolution from the Asiatic one.

The methodological hazard of combining a variety of historical 
qualities is present in an increased form in the broader interpretation 
of the concept. We can avoid this in the general use of the concept 
by placing particular emphasis on specifics when describing a 
process. By doing this there will be, on the one hand, a distinct 
difference between English and Russian feudalism, while on the 
other hand there will be no juxtaposition of medieval Russian and 
modern Tajik history. Speaking of history, we must remember the 
importance of chronology. In comparing Western and Russian 
history, historiography could have avoided numerous methodological 
errors if it had avoided viewing qualitative-structural similarities as 
chronological coincidences. If, for instance, we go back to Pavlov-
Sil’vanskii, in contrast to his view, we can see that the similarities 
are actually between early Western feudalism and the fourteenth- to 
sixteenth-century Russian one.

This means that characteristics of early European feudalism can 
be found in Russia mostly at the beginning of the early modern era. 
These characteristics include the large number of free peasants and 

68 In his comprehensive work, Magyarország története, 895–1301 [A History of Hun-
gary, 895–1301], (Budapest, 1998), 149, Gyula Kristó states as follows: “If, by 
feudalism we mean an arrangement based on privately owned land and suzerain 
governance expressed by a manorial system, the use of the term feudalism and the 
adjective feudal, placed before a variety of nouns, is not objectionable.”
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slaves, the relative insignificance of secular estates, the preponderance 
of state-owned land, and the patrimonial powers of the ruler. These 
archaic social conditions were characteristic of Russia until the 
middle of the seventeenth century, when hereditary serfdom was 
codified. We have no reason, therefore, to view medieval Russian 
developments as non-feudal, but we should view their segment 
ending in 1649 as being of an early feudal type. (2006)
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CHAPTER TWO

IVAN IV AND PETER I  

II/1

RUSLAN GRIGOR’EVICH
AND IVAN GROZNYI1

The title of this section might seem peculiar. A historian and the 
period studied by him testify to the link that exists between the 
scholar and the subject examined. Historiographic studies pay 
regrettably little attention to the personality of the historian, to 
his selection of the themes to be studied, to his motivations for the 
selection, and to the complex, symbiotic connection between the 
historian and his hero.

It would be difficult to find two more different personalities than 
Ruslan Grigor’evich Skrynnikov and Ivan Groznyi. In my view there 
is a direct path leading from the study of late fifteenth-century and 
sixteenth-century Novgorod pomestie to the study of Ivan Groznyi, 
because he is an unavoidable figure of the sixteenth century and 
generally of the history of Russian autocracy. His weighty personality 
overshadows the entire medieval Russian period. It is a truly exciting 
historiographic question how a famously gentle person like Ruslan 
Grigor’evich could come to grips with resolving the secrets of one 
of the most dreadful figures of Russian history. Like it or not, our 
personality, education, and schooling determine our attitudes as 
historians. This is true even in the case of a scholar who “loved his 
sources” and who was educated in accordance with the best traditions 
of the Leningrad school of history.

1 “Ruslan Grigor’evich i Ivan Groznyi,” Trudi kafedry istorii Rossii s drevneishikh 
vremen do XX v. (St. Petersburg, 2007), 25–38.
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I knew Ruslan Grigor’evich for three decades, but he never spoke 
to me about his personal relationship to Ivan IV. This makes it even 
more interesting to examine how his views about the tsar and his 
works evolved over time, as shown by his publications. Ivan IV 
accompanied the historian Ruslan Skrynnikov throughout his life 
and never abandoned him.

Ivan IV and his oprichnina are the subject of fifty-three 
publications from 1961 to 2009. We can look at only a few of them.

When Skrynnyikov published his first work on the oprichnina 
it was a favorable period for Soviet historiography. The cult of 
personality had already been denounced and, as part of this, the 
idealization of Ivan IV came in for criticism.2 The courageous and 
thorough studies of Stepan Borisovich Veselovskii became known 
about and the results of his investigations were published in a book 
in 1963.3 That Skrynnikov possessed a certain type of scholarly 
courage was revealed by his revival of the Platonov perspective, 
weakened greatly by Veselovskii, in his richly documented and 
effective essay, “Groznyi’s Oprichnina Land Reform.” In this essay he 
acknowledges the validity of Veselovskii’s criticisms, but as the result 
of careful work on the little studied history of the oprichnina he 
concluded that, “the point of the oprichnina ordinances was directed 
against the feudal aristocracy, which was in a mood of opposition 
and interfering with the strengthening of the service nobility state.” 
By doing this the oprichnina “liquidated a significant portion of the 
patrimonial estates of the feudal aristocracy and undermined their 

2 See Sergei M. Dubrovskii, “Protiv idelizatsii deiatel’nosti Ivana IV,” Voprosy 
istorii, 1956, no. 9: 195–203.

3 Stepan B. Veselovski, Issledovaniia po istorii oprichniny (Moscow, 1963); S. B. 
Veselovskii, “Poslednie udely v Severo-Vostochnoi Rusi,” Istoricheskie zapiski 
22 (1947): 103–13; S. B. Veselovskii, “Dukhovnoe zaveshchanie Ivana Groz-
nogo kak istoricheskii istochnik,” Izvestiia Akademii Nauk SSSR, Seriia istorii i 
filozofii, vol. 4, no. 6 (1946): 505-520; S. B. Veselovskii, “Uchrezhdenie oprich-
ninnogo dvora v 1565 g. i otmena ego v 1572 godu,” Voprosy istorii, 1 (1946):88. 
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political significance.”4 With this opinion Skrynnikov came much 
closer to Sergei Fedorovich Platonov’s opinion about the oprichnina 
reform, that it shattered the economic basis of the boyars. One could 
say that by including the cadastral books of Kazan and Sviiazhsk, a 
previously barely examined group of sources, he placed the familiar 
concept on a solid foundation and reestablished its credibility, which 
had been shattered by Veselovskii. 

In 1965 Skrynnikov took another step forward and used new 
arguments to refute Aleksandr Aleksandrovich Zimin’s views, which 
were based largely on Veselovskii. He published his massive study, 
The Oprichnina and the Last Appanage Principalities in Russia, in 
which he thoroughly investigated the pillars supporting the earlier 
perception. He was correct in addressing this question to Zimin, “As 
a carrier of the traditions of feudal fragmentation, why did Ivan IV 
not turn against the princely boyar aristocracy and why did he attack 
the Moscow church and proceeds against land from which the local 
boyars had been expelled at the end of the fifteenth century?” Also, 
why of all of the appanage princes in Russia, is Vladimir Andreevich 
Staritskii the one who is “the intermediary for the fragmentation 
and decentralization of appanage principalities?”5

Subsequently he investigated the appanage principalities existing 
in the second half of the sixteenth century and finally reached the 
conclusion that, “Neither Groznyi nor his Duma in the oprichnina 
ever acted as consistent enemies of the appanage estates.”6 On the 
contrary. The tsar generously donated appanage principalities because, 
“at the time of the sharp conflict with the princely boyar aristocracy, 
under the oprichnina the government needed the powerful men of 
the appanage principalities.”7 On this basis, Skrynnikov attributes 

4 Ruslan G. Skrynnikov, “Oprichnaia zemel’naia reforma Groznogo 1565 g.,” 
Istoricheskie zapiski 70 (1961): 248.

5 Ruslan G. Skrynnikov “Oprichnina i poslednie udel’nye kniazheniia na Rusi,” 
Istoricheskie zapiski 76 (1965): 153.

6 Ibid., 173.
7 Ibid., 174. 
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an intermediary role to the policies of the oprichnina vis-à-vis the 
appanage principalities in the process of transforming the Russian 
monarchy into an absolute one.8

R. G. Skrynnikov published elaborately detailed articles in 
which, with extensive source criticism and with the introduction 
of much new source material, he produced a new interpretation of 
the historical significance of the oprichnina. The work projected the 
appearance of a new monumental monograph. The first part of this 
was published in 1966 under the title The Onset of the Oprichnina. 
It was followed in 1969 by part two, under the title The Terror of the 
Oprichnina. Even though publication of part two of the monograph 
had been delayed, because these works were consistent with 
Skrynnikov’s academic doctoral dissertation, historians were able 
to familiarize themselves with his most important conclusions and 
views by consulting his thesis. The same year saw the publication 
of his conceptual overview, Absolutism and the Oprichnina. In these 
works, Skrynnikov made an attempt to present the history of the 
oprichnina in a more complete form.

Even at the beginning of the Onset of the Oprichnina Skrynnikov 
subjected the important narrative sources to searching criticism, 
reaching novel conclusions in a number of instances.9 His 
greatest success, however, was the rediscovery and first systematic 
presentation of two other groups of sources. As we have seen above, 
two years prior to the publication of Veselovskii’s work about the 
oprichnina, Skrynnikov published the findings of his studies about 
the reconstruction of the list of persons who were banished to 
Kazan and of the Kazan tax records. On the basis of these studies, 
he increased the number of people banished to Kazan to 170–180 
from the 58 reported by Veselovskii on the basis of tax records 
published in a fragmented form. In his The Onset of the Oprichnina, 
Skrynnikov published, on the basis of archival material, the list of 

8 Ibid.
9 Ruslan G. Skrynnikov, Nachalo oprichniny (Leningrad, 1966), 20–64.
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people banished to Kazan, Sviiazhsk, and Cheboksari in 1565.10 This 
new information led him to a new conceptual conclusion. In a similar 
fashion, careful study of a previously only partially examined source 
led him to new conclusions about the nature of the oprichnina when 
he reconstructed the list of people who had fallen victim to Ivan 
Groznyi’s disfavor.11

Skrynnikov’s methodological starting point was Vladimir Ilich 
Lenin’s well-known comment on the seventeenth century Russian 
state, taken from Vasilii Osipovich Kliuchevskii. Skrynnikov 
believed that the conclusion mentioned above was also valid for 
sixteenth-century Russia.12 These findings were supported by 
concrete studies, such as the long introductory chapter in the Onset 
of the Oprichnina. Skrynnikov also used this introductory chapter 
to sketch the relationship between the Select Council and the 
oprichnina. Probably the most significant comment in the chapter 
is about “the weakness of the service nobility” because this gave 
the author an opportunity later on to develop a new perspective, 
different from the traditional point of view, about the continuity 
between the reform era and the oprichnina and about the social basis 
of the oprichnina.13

Skrynnikov did not deny the many components of the widely 
held view: “The oprichnina terror, the limitation of the powers of 
the Boyar Duma, the introduction of the service nobility and of 
the scribes into the Duma, the expansion of the bureaucratic role 
and importance of the service nobility and, finally, the zemskii 
sobor under the oprichnina indisputably contributed to the 
weakening of the political influence of the boyar aristocracy and 
to the strengthening of the centralized monarchy moving toward 

10 Ibid., 413–417.
11 Ruslan G. Skrynnikov, Oprichnyi terror (Leningrad, 1969), 264–265.
12 Ruslan G. Skrynnikov, Oprichnina Ivana Groznogo (Avtoreferat) (Leningrad, 

1967).
13 Skrynnikov, Nachalo oprichniny, 125.
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absolutism.”14 Thus he also saw the oprichnina as a historic period in 
the progress of the state toward absolutism and as targeting the main 
obstacle toward centralization, the boyar aristocracy. 

It was to Skrynnikov’s great credit that he was not satisfied 
with this platitudinous conclusion and did not consider the boyars 
as an undifferentiated, united bloc hostile toward centralization. 
Instead, he made an attempt to make a complete reconstruction of 
the political battles preceding the introduction of the oprichnina. 
This approximation led him to important results. He was able to 
show that during the first five or six years of the oprichnina its major 
political support came from the old Moscow boyars and from the 
dvorianstvo, albeit only from a small part of the latter.15 This was 
a logical outcome of the relative political weakness of the serving 
nobility and the traditionally strong position of the boyars in social 
life. Hence Skrynnikov’s conclusion that the results of the oprichnina 
could have been ambiguous at best and could not necessarily change 
the equation that the Russian state was equal to the Boyar Duma 
plus the boyar aristocracy.16

It can be derived from Skrynnikov’s perspective that this situation 
could not be changed, because dismantling the position of the boyars 
was a recognized political program only during the first year of the 
oprichnina’s existence. 

This idea can be read in a clearly worded form in the last volume 
of the trilogy dedicated to the oprichnina, published in 1975, “…as 
an anti-princely action the oprichnina did not survive beyond its first 
year. Between 1566 and 1572 the oprichnina repressions fell with 
their entire weight on the old Moscow boyar class, on the higher 
prikaz burocracy, on the dvorianstvo and the clergy, namely on 
those components of society which had been the strongest support 

14 Skrynnikov, Oprichnina Ivana Groznogo, 41.
15 Ruslan G. Skrynnikov, Ivan Groznyi (Moscow, 1975), 191.
16 Skrynnikov, Oprichnyi terror, 248; and Skrynnikov, Ivan Groznyi, 192.
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of the monarchy.”17 In Skrynnikov’s interpretation, therefore, the 
oprichnina can be divided into two widely differing periods. 

In his popular 1975 summary, which has been translated into a 
number of languages, Skrynnikov explains, with a force reminiscent 
of the works of Kliuchevskii and Veselovskii, that between 1567 and 
1570 

At the center of its political history lay the monstrous affair 
involving the supporters of the tsar’s cousin, Prince Vladimir 
Andreevich, which culminated in the sack of Novgorod. It was not 
so much Novgorod’s notorious separatism that caused the terror 
as the efforts of the government, which had lost the support of the 
ruling groups in the dominant class, to retain power at any cost. 
The atmosphere of massive terror, universal fear, and denunciation 
permitted the repressive forces inherent in the oprichnina to have a 
disproportionate effect on the political structure of the leadership, 
and at last its creators lost control of the hellish terror machine. 
Members of the oprichnina became its ultimate victims.18

What were the consequences of the oprichnina’s division into two 
segments? Partly that the depredations committed by the oprichniki 
were unprecedented and that there were no explanations for them,19 
so that the major historical accomplishment of the larger segment 
of the oprichnina’s existence was that the pogroms were unable to 
change the basic tendencies of political evolution manifest during 
the reform period of the Select Council.20 In this interpretation the 
oprichnina fractured the political trend of the previous period and 
estranged a major portion of the natural mass-base of the centralized 

17 Ruslan G. Skrynnikov, Rossiia posle oprichniny: ocherki politicheskoi i sotsial’noi 
istorii (Leningrad, 1975), 7.

18 Ruslan G. Skrynnikov, Ivan the Terrible, ed. and tr. Hugh F. Graham (Gulf 
Breeze, FL, 1981), 157–159; and Skrynnikov, Ivan Groznyi, 191.

19 Skrynnikov, Ivan Groznyi, 195.
20 Skrynnikov, Oprichnyi terror, 247–248.
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state.21 The oprichnina also divided the centralized state into two 
parts by becoming its own particular state-within-the-state or, more 
accurately, above the state.22

In spite of the “objective” results listed above, the question of the 
historical merits of the oprichnina has become extremely problematic. 
It became apparent that the terror that characterized the major segment 
of its existence “…made no sense whatever…”23 and that it had grave 
consequences for the state. Nevertheless, Skrynnikov did not question 
its political meaning. He saw it as “a peculiar event coming from 
above and having the goal of strengthening the principle of unlimited 
power.”24 He also provided rational reasons for it, explaining that this 
institution turned against itself, and had to turn against itself, because 
it lost its social base. In the spotlight of his research, however, there 
is a strong emphasis on the realization that “the oprichnina never 
had a consistent policy resting on firm principles that did not change 
during its existence.”25 He proved convincingly that during the year 
the oprichnina was established it had a true political purpose. It can 
also be considered to be beyond doubt that it later lost this purpose, 
leaving the question of the way in which the “oprichnina period was 
an important segment of the extended period leading from feudal 
amorcellization to absolute monarchy.”26

A question put by Vasili Vasil’evich Doroshenko, one of 
Skrynnikov’s critics, as to why the oprichnina led “indisputably” to 
the strengthening of the central monarchy, seems to be legitimate.27 
We must argue, however, with Sergei Mikhailovich Kashtanov’s view 
that Skrynnikov had returned completely to the “traditional view 

21 Skrynnikov, Nachalo oprichniny, 412.
22 Ibid., 270.
23 Skrynnikov, Ivan Groznyi, 191.
24 Ibid., 192.
25 Skrynnikov, Oprichnina Ivana Groznogo, 21.
26 Ruslan G. Skrynnikov, “Samoderzhavie i oprichnina,” in Vnutrenniaia politika 

tsarizma; seredina XVI – nachalo XX v., ed. Nikolai Nosov (Leningrad, 1967), 71.
27 V. V. Doroshenko and Z. K. Ianel, “Zametki o novoi literature po istorii feodal’-

noi Rossii,” Istoriia SSSR, 1967, no. 5: 169.
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of the oprichnina being the enforcer of the anti-princely policies.”28 
While Zimin, the author of the other major monograph published 
during the same period, really took over Veselovskii’s most important 
conclusions to a very large degree and proceeded along the same path, 
it is not really true that Skrynnikov returned to the Platonov and P. 
A. Sadikov trend. The conclusions related so far in no way support 
this claim. It was more a case of his accepting and further developing 
the conclusions of both of these trends, which had survived the test of 
time, thus resulting in a third, new and original concept.

This view naturally presents some problems. We have pointed 
out above that in our opinion the relationship between the 
oprichnina and centralization could not be seen as being clear-cut 
in this construction. A closely related question is to what extent 
the powerful boyar aristocracy can be seen as the bearers of the 
remnants of fragmented feudalism and not simply as the enemies 
of unrestricted autocracy. The latter situation immediately raises a 
general assessment question, namely in what sense can the forces 
struggling against this boyar aristocracy be considered to be 
progressive? In actuality then, can the same historical manifestation 
be called progressive in 1565 and reactionary after 1566 when it is 
evident that it was not an accident that it became what it was?

After his trilogy about the oprichnina and the popular scholarly 
summary entitled Ivan Groznyi and the later editions of these works, 
Skrynnikov wrote only a few articles about Ivan IV and spent the 
next fifteen years focusing his research activities on a different set of 
problems.

After the collapse of the Soviet Union, he considered it important 
to return to his earlier work. His monograph, published in 1992, is 
essentially a new synthesis of his oprichnina studies published in 
the 1960s. It might differ from the original oprichnina trilogy in its 
structure, occasionally in its phraseology, and its proportions but it 
is unchanged so far as the sources and concepts are concerned. He 

28 Sergei M. Kashtanov and Iurii R. Klokman, “Sovetskaia literatura 1965–1966 
gg. po istorii Rossii do XIX veka,” Otechestvennaia Istoriia 1967, no. 5: 169.

The Russian Paradigm_print.indd   65The Russian Paradigm_print.indd   65 2022. 03. 03.   14:03:392022. 03. 03.   14:03:39



GYULA SZVÁK The Russian Paradigm

66

endeavored to include the professional literature of the intervening 
period and to react to its new perspectives and criticisms. 

He continued to hold on to his view that the oprichnina was 
originally directed against the Suzdal aristocracy, but that after the 
second year it lacked a consistent political direction. It rapidly became 
an uncontrolled terror, and in 1572 it had to be disbanded.29 In doing 
this, he rejected divergent opinions on this matter expressed by 
Zimin, Vladimir Borisovich Kobrin, and Daniil Natanovich Al’shits.

From a conceptual perspective, it can be considered to be a 
new element that Skrynnikov attributed great significance to the 
contractual rights that defined Western societies being present 
on Russian soil. In accordance with historiographic tradition, he 
mentioned here Novgorod and Moscow’s conquest of it. He viewed 
this as a turning point in the political evolution of Russia.30 Very 
cautiously, he also emphasized the existence of alternatives in the 
Russian history of the time and not only during the fifteenth century 
but even in the middle of the sixteenth. In this case he referred to 
the “democratic” nature of Prince Andrei Mikhailovich Kurbskii’s 
letters that show, according to him, that there was a different view 
of the institutions of the Russian state than the autocratic model of 
Ivan IV. Skrynnikov believed that the princely descendants and the 
boyars could have been the counterbalance to the “Moscow model” 
of centralization and Ivan IV’s despotism.31

Skrynnikov left no doubt about the harmful effects of the 
oprichnina as he wrote, “Concerning its demoralizing effects on 
Russian society we can compare its terror only to the Tatar yoke.”32 
The effect of this was all the more negative because the autocracy 
that came into being under conditions of terror “determined the 
evolving political system for a long time.”33

29 Ruslan G. Skrynnikov, Tsarstvo terrora (Leningrad, 1992).
30 Ibid., 522.
31 Ibid., 524.
32 Ibid., 527.
33 Ibid., 527.
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Skrynnikov, within the framework of his characteristic, fact-
centered method of presentation, carefully avoided sonorous 
qualifications and generalizations disguised as methodology. In 
his last book he did make an exception, although the format of a 
monograph did not lend itself well to this. Thus, his ideas about 
alternatives sound a little strange. We must acknowledge that, with an 
unexpected twist, he turned the old theory of the hostile relationship 
of the aristocracy vis-à-vis the central powers upside down. This gave 
birth to the thesis of the “reactionary state” replacing the formula 
of the “reactionary boyars.” It is worthwhile to carry this thought 
forward, and here Skrynnikov can be very helpful if he truly raises 
a historical objection to the “Moscow-type centralization, autocratic 
character, and despotism” of the Russian state.

In his two-volume summary, published in a popular style in 
1996, Skrynnikov gave an answer to all of this. His ideas can be 
found most clearly expressed in the epilog. Here he again concludes 
that the idea of the Western “contract” was not a strange one for 
the Russians and that it became personified in Novgorod. With 
the organization of the military service system based on pomestie 
landholding, the restructuring of government began on the basis 
of the principles of autocracy and centralization.34 This did not 
mean that there were no social forces opposing this development. 
According to Skrynnyikov, 

...the enumerated facts demonstrate the falsity of assumptions that 
the princes and boyars (along with the autocratic ruler) took up 
the cudgels on behalf of a Moscow type of state centralization 
….It was precisely the aristocracy and the zemshchina nobility 
which suffered from the oprichnina, and who were really able to 
oppose the despotism of state power. The bloody reign of terror, 
however, destroyed all open resistance coming from any quarter.35

34 Ruslan G. Skrynnikov, Velikii gosudar’ Ioann Vasil’evich Groznyi (Smolensk, 
1996), 2:341.

35 Ibid., 2:343.
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Because he views the oprichnina as the zenith of the development of 
state property, he inevitably comes to the conclusion that the final 
consequences of forceful state interference in the sphere of property 
ownership were economic decline, political upheavals and terror.36

Skrynnikov remained faithful to his original concept and never 
questioned the political meaning of the oprichnina. It is a different 
issue that over the years his ideas on centralization changed. He 
no longer considered its “Moscow model” progressive and viewed 
the resistance, perhaps beyond their merits, as exemplary. He also 
condemned its despotic autocracy leading to terror in the strongest 
terms.

In the second half of the 1990s Skrynnikov felt that the time 
had come for him to publish a summary work on an extensive 
period of Russian history. In his Istoriia Rossiiskaia: IX–XVII vv. he 
devotes considerable space to the era of Ivan IV. It is noteworthy 
that the concepts of “centralization” and “despotism” are given 
little importance, but that he sees the historical significance of 
the oprichnina in the completion of the autocracy. This, i. e., the 
oprichnina in turn, was based on the attempt to achieve a gigantic 
increase in state lands.37 This latter tenet became the basis of his 
concepts. Skrynnikov here refrained from harsh assessments but 
later, in another section of his book, he made it unmistakably clear 
that the oprichnina, the imperial system of power, by dividing the 
nobility which was the strongest political supporter of authority, was 
bound to lead to a catastrophe.38 He also raises again the issue of 
the mental illness of Ivan the Terrible and of his family, but does 
not stress it.39 Rational explanation dominates the discussion of 
this issue and in the final analysis he explained what happened by 
indicating discrepancies between Ivan IV’s ideas about unrestricted 
autocracy and practical reality.

36 Ibid., 2:359–360.
37 Ruslan G. Skrynnikov, Istoriia rossiiskaia: IX–XVII vv. (Moscow, 1997), 315.
38 Ibid., 373.
39 Ibid., 352.
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Soon afterwards, he published a teaching manual, Rus IX–XVII 
veka, which, due to its nature and purpose, contains a number of 
subjective, rigid assessments. Here the interpretation that “in the 
second phase of the oprichnina retributions lost all their meaning,” and 
that the “bloody horror left its stamp on all aspects of the political life 
of Russian society,” is given more emphasis again.40 In Skrynnikov’s 
definition, the oprichnina “was the first embodiment of autocracy 
and unlimited tsarist power in Russian history,”41 or put differently, 
“its meaning can be seen as change in the state.”42 After this the tsar’s 
rumination prior to the oprichnina as to “how one could change the 
state without an injury to legal order,”43 seems unreal, because the 
essence of the oprichnina was to be beyond, or more accurately above 
the law as Skrynnikov had described so vividly.

The new millennium brought about a new synthesis: Skrynnikov’s 
work entitled Ivan Groznyi, written in a popular style. In this he 
responded to the most important suggestions of the new scholarly 
writings of Boris Nikoloaevich Floria, Andrei L’vovich Iurganov, 
and Aleksandr I. Filiushkin. In comparison to his earlier works, here 
the question of the personality of Ivan IV receives more attention. 
He not only delineates it, but also discusses it as a motivating force 
behind the events. The basic tone is already indicated by the blurb 
of the book, which advertises Ivan IV as, “so to speak, the least 
unambiguous persona in Russian history. He is a gifted statesman, 
a wise reformer—and a bloody tyrant, the kind of man who took 
his people into a chaos of terrible repressions.” To tell the truth, the 
book contains a certain duality throughout. The author states that 
“similar steps objectively contributed to overcoming the residues of 
the appanage system, whose deepest foundation was formed by the 

40 Ruslan G. Skrynnikov, Istoriia rossiiskaia: IX–XVII vv. (St. Petersburg, 1999), 
218.

41 Ibid., 208.
42 Ibid., 207.
43 Ibid., 206.
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princely and boyar properties.”44 Regardless of the extent to which 
the oprichnina terror demoralized society, it could not derail the 
evolution of such basic trends as the progress of centralization.45 
The absence of terms connected to centralization in this text, such 
as despotism or the Moscow model, gives the impression that the 
tyrannical tsar and the princely aristocracy were both obstacles to the 
ongoing centralization. It is also not made clear whether the tsar had 
battled against real or imaginary conspirators. At times he appeared 
to have fought with real traitors (see pp. 221–222) and at other times 
with purely imaginary ones (p. 309). While this might actually have 
happened, it certainly contributed much to the dualistic assessment 
of Ivan IV.

One thing is certain, Skrynnikov never had a high opinion 
of his “hero,” Ivan IV. As an heir to the Petersburg tradition, he 
endeavored to find a historical, rational explanation for Groznyi’s 
act by elucidating the sources. He never left any doubt, however, 
that the tsar caused immeasurable and entirely unnecessary damage 
to the country, for which no retrospective historical rationalization 
could find any excuses. Ruslan Grigor’evich was a historian with 
impeccable taste. His works could never be used for cheap goals. 
In his works, he does not see an insane ruler but one who arrived 
at faulty conclusions from faulty premises and using faulty means. 
Skrynnikov always avoided high-sounding judgments. He let the 
sources he researched and his discoveries speak for themselves and 
he was totally opposed to any form of manipulation.

The result of this pure historical comportment was that no trend 
could find any justification in R.G. Skrynnikov’s writings for the 
historical necessity of strong-arm policies. (2007)

44 Ruslan G. Skrynnikov, Ivan Groznyi (Moscow, 2001), 333.
45 Ibid., 337.
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II/2

THE SO-CALLED
“MODERNIZATION” OF PETER I

METHODOLOGICAL AND
HISTORIOGRAPHICAL COMMENTS46

Much is said in post-postmodern historiography about the “tyranny 
of words.” In empirical historiography, of the Marxist type for 
instance, there were vigorous terminological debates, but it was 
relatively easy to reach a consensus or historians knew the meaning 
of what they were talking about, at least. It has become clear that 
while the approach of class formation theory was rather schematic 
and exaggerated, it was a system of concepts that allowed a certain 
degree of typological activity. In some measure, its replacement, 
the conceptual pair of “premodern” and “modern”, fails to offer a 
designation of the more differentiated historical qualities and lacks 
any trace of a capability to produce consensus in defining a concept. 

The term “modernization,” is closer to the perspective of our 
theme, but is, in historiography, almost completely indefinable. 
Sometimes it is used in such a broad sense that its placement in a 
concrete historical period becomes totally impossible, while at other 
times its criteria can be applicable only to a well-defined period 
or region of Western history. In Russian studies it has become a 
commonplace that a significant part of the concepts devised for the 
description of Western history cannot be used in relation to Russian 
history, either because the concept itself is unknown or because it has 
undergone major modifications in Russian historical time and space. 

46 “I. Péter un. ‘modernizációja’”[Peter I’s So-Called “Modernization”], Tradíció 
és modernizáció a XVIII–XX században [Tradition and Modernization from the 
Eighteenth to the Twentieth Century], ed. Erzsébet Bodnár and Gábor Deme-
ter (Budapest, 2008).
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Consequently, one cannot speak of modernization in the everyday 
sense of the word when it comes to the pre-Soviet history of Russia 
even though, from time to time, there were some experiments to 
make the empire more functional and this could be construed as an 
experiment in “Europeanization.” It is doubtful whether it is proper 
to call these changes “modernization” or “Europeanization”, thereby 
combining two different historical processes.

It is easy to see that it is a professional impossibility to designate 
the “reforms” in Russia with a single term, and this might even be 
true for the word “reform” itself. The pomestie system, evolving from 
the series of pogroms instituted by Ivan III in Novgorod, produced 
substantial changes in the socioeconomic developments in Russia and 
yet the word “reform” appears here to be a significant euphemism. 
Russian historians use the same term for measures introduced by 
Ivan IV and his government in the 1550s, but this use of the term is 
cheapened by the fact that the ensuing oprichnina is also frequently 
raised to the level of a “reform” in later historiography. The first 
Romanovs also consolidated the state with reforms. In the case of 
Peter I, there is no question about it nor is there one in the case of 
Catherine II. Later, while Alexander I only wished to make reforms, 
Alexander II actually did implement some fundamental ones. Every 
modification significantly modernized the governance of the empire, 
albeit usually with dubious and short-lived results. Independently of 
this, we could consider them as “modernizations” if they did not have 
widely varying qualities, if they were not separated from each other 
by four centuries and if they had produced lasting effects. Practically, 
however, the use of the word “reform” deserves thorough historical 
analysis because these reforms were born under such widely varying 
historical situations and had such a widely varying fate, while the 
same problems recurred during the various historical periods. 

All we are saying so far is that there were reforms and reforms. 
From the perspective of the theme of our present concerns we are 
interested in reforms which “deserve” to be synonymous with 
modernization. In the following we will make an attempt to explore 
the problem in connection with Peter I, because in his case there is 
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consensus in historiography that he was a reformer and perhaps the 
most radical one.

Viewing Peter I’s activities as “reforms” has never been a matter 
for debate in historiography. Instead, the debate focused on whether 
the reforms were without precedents, to what extent they changed 
the country and whether they were worth the enormous efforts and 
the huge price paid for them. In the following let us cast a brief 
glance over this centuries-old debate.47

Mikhail Petrovich Pogodin, the “official” historian of the mid- 
nineteenth century, wrote, “Whatever we do, today everything and 
I repeat everything, in one way or another, more or less, can be 
related to Peter the Great. Everything begins with him and ends 
with him.”48 His contemporary, Piotr Iakovlevich Chaadaev, who 
has been declared insane, also started with the presumption that 
Peter I completely broke with the past. He wrote, “One hundred and 
fifty years ago the greatest of our kings—the one who supposedly 
began a new era, and to whom, it is said, we owe our greatness, our 
glory, and all the goods which we own today—disavowed old Russia 
in the face of the whole world…. Peter the Great found only a blank 
page when he came to power, and with a strong hand he wrote on it 
the words Europe and Occident: from that time on we were part of 
Europe and the Occident. ”49

The professional historiographic trend, the “juridical school”, 
which developed from a liberal approach, related very differently to this 
problem. The concept of continuity first appeared in the programmatic 
essay of Konstantin Dmitrievich Kavelin, “An Examination of Ancient 
Russia’s Juridicial Life,” as an image of parallelism between Ivan IV 
and Peter I. “Peter’s rule was a continuation of Ivan’s. Peter carried 

47 For details, see Gyula Szvák, IV. Iván és I. Péter utóélete [The Afterlife of Ivan IV 
and Peter I] (Budapest, 2001), 135–213.

48 Mikhail P. Pogodin, Petr Velikii, in Istoriko-kriticheskie otryvki (Moscow, 1846), 
343.

49 Peter Ia. Chaadaev, “Apology of a Madman,” in Readings in Russian Civilization, 
vol 2, Imperial Russia, 1700–1917, ed. Thomas Riha (Chicago, 1969), 310–312.
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Ivan’s unfinished and deadlocked reforms forward.”50 The concept 
of continuity is carried forward by Sergei Mikhailovich Solov’ev, but 
with much more concrete tools and in a chronologically more strongly 
linked form,

 
With the new [Romanov] dynasty, preparations began for a system 
that characterized Russia’s state structure among the European 
countries. We can see the beginning of these changes as early 
as the rule of the first three members of the dynasty. We see the 
establishment of a standing army on the foreign model. This led 
to the development of changes in the old military service class and 
this, in turn, had a major effect on the structure of society. We see 
the beginning of ship building and endeavors to place commerce 
on a new foundation. Foreigners are given privileges in establishing 
factories and workshops, and relationships with foreigners develop 
along new lines. The need for enlightenment is proclaimed loudly, 
and schools are established. Both at court and in private domiciles 
new practices prevail and the relationship between state and church 
is determined. The seventeenth century is thus so closely linked to 
the beginning of the eighteenth that they are inseparable.51

According to this small sample, Solov’ev solved the historical problem 
along the lines of juridical doctrine. As a researcher of history, 
however, he frequently found historical-philosophical schemata 
too confining and deviated from them from time to time. He was 
willing to view Peter I as a kind of revolutionary who performed 
unavoidable surgical procedures on the body of Russia.52

50 Konstantin D. Kavelin, “Pillantás a régi Oroszország jogi életére” [A Glance at 
the Juridical Life of Ancient Russia], in Az orosz történelem egyetemessége, ed. 
Krausz and Szvák, 22.

51 Sergei M. Solov’ev, in Az orosz történelem egyetemessége, ed. Krausz and Szvák, 
56.

52 Sergei M. Solov’ev, Istoriia Rossii s drevneishikh vremen 7 (1962–1963):180 and 
440; 9:543 and 549.
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Vasilii Osipovich Kliuchevskii saw the concept of continuity in 
more consistent terms, 

The entire [seventeenth] century was a period of preparation for 
the reforms of Peter the Great. We cannot help but be amazed 
by how many reforming ideas were accumulated by the confused 
minds of this stormy century. Here are the most significant items 
of the program: (1) peace, and even alliance, with Poland; (2) 
war with Sweden for the eastern shores of the Baltic Sea and with 
Turkey and the Crimea for southern Russia; (3) completion of the 
reorganization of the troops into a regular army; (4) replacement 
of the old and complex system of direct taxation by a dual system 
of head tax and land tax; (5) development of foreign trade and 
of domestic production facilities; (6) introduction of urban self-
government in order to increase the activities and well-being of 
the merchant-artisan class; (7) freeing of the serfs and of their 
land; (8) establishment of schools and not only of general schools 
with a religious imprint but also of technical schools designed to 
meet the needs of the country that would be directed by foreign 
experts. It is easy to see that the totality of these tasks is nothing 
other than Peter the Great’s reform program. The program was 
ready in its entirety and was only waiting for the reformer to step 
onto the stage.53

The great historian of the beginning of the last century, Sergei 
Fedorovich Platonov, followed in Kliuchevskii’s footsteps, “Were 
[Peter’s] activities traditional or a sharp, unexpected and unprepared 
turn in the life of Muscovite Russia? The answer is sufficiently clear. 
So far as the essence and results of Peter’s reforms are concerned, they 
were not a turning point. Peter was not a ‘Tsar-revolutionary.’”54

53 Vasilii O. Kliuchevskii, “Előadások az orosz történelemről” [Lectures on Russian 
History], in Furkósbottal Európába? [Into Europe with a Cudgel?], ed. Gyula 
Szvák (Budapest, 1989), 30–31.

54 Sergei F. Platonov, Lektsii po russkoi istorii (Moscow, 1993), 540.
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The Kliuchevskii-Platonov continuity theory was very fruitful for 
historiography and holds a dominant position within it to this day.

With minor modifications the same views were held by Nikolai 
Ivanovich Pavlenko, Peter’s best biographer during the Soviet regime. 
He wrote, “The innovations instituted during the first quarter of 
the eighteenth century can be divided into two groups. The first 
group consists of those which were initiated during the seventeenth 
century and which matured gradually. Here Peter’s role was limited 
to the recognition of the problem confronting the country and to 
accelerating the development of the budding plants. The innovations 
in the second group were not rooted in the past but were brought 
to life by the initiative of the tsar and by his inexhaustible energy. 
Yet the reforms did not change the social or political system. The 
previous structure prevailed.”55

The Era of the Petrine Reforms, published in 1989 by one of 
the most talented representatives of the young, rising generation 
of historians, Evgenii Viktorovich Anisimov, should no longer be 
called a Soviet production. Anisimov’s comment that, “The Petrine 
reforms had true roots in the past. Peter sharply intensified the 
process throughout the country and forced the reforms to make 
a giant leap forward. By doing so he took Russia several steps 
forward simultaneously, steps which, sooner or later, would have 
inevitably taken place anyway,” still fits the old mold but the next 
comment clearly fractures the traditional framework, “All in all, 
Peter’s revolutionary nature, perhaps paradoxically, had a sufficiently 
evident conservative nature.”56

We will now look at the Peter I era and examine the results 
and costs of the reforms. Pavlenko provides the widely held Soviet-
stereotype dual assessment, 

55 Nikolai I. Pavlenko, Petr Pervyi i ego vremia: posobie dlia uchashchikhsia (Mos-
cow, 1983), 144.

56 Evgenii V. Anisimov, Vremia petrovskikh reform : XVIII vek 1-ia chetvert’ (Lenin-
grad, 1989), 13.
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Even though the reforms were implemented by stretching the 
strength of the masses to the breaking point, in the final analysis 
they were useful. It was the powerful state created by these reforms 
which guaranteed the country’s national independence. The fact 
that the country established a foothold on the shores of the Baltic 
contributed to the growth of foreign trade and of the productive 
forces and thus also contributed to the growth of the peasant 
economies. Closer economic and cultural ties with the more 
developed countries of western Europe were also established.57

This quotation from Pavlenko is particularly important for us 
because it proves that in the Soviet perception the frequently cited 
duality was more apparent than real. National greatness always 
took precedence over the interests of the people. It must be stated, 
however, on behalf of the historiographies of the 1970s and 1980s, 
that here a European-type major power and not a simple empire 
became the yardstick of assessment.

A Short History of the Soviet Union, an overview published during 
the 1970s, was written in a similar spirit. I quote only a section 
which assessed social conditions, “The changes implemented during 
the first quarter of the eighteenth century did not change social 
conditions. Russia remained a feudal country. Yet, the establishment 
of heavy industry, consolidation of the national markets, and the 
expansion of international trade by access to the maritime borders 
created the economic conditions which allowed the future initiation 
of capitalist conditions.”58

The euphoria of Mikhail Sergeevich Gorbachev’s perestroika and 
glasnost touched on the Peter theme as well. Dmitrii Sergeevich 
Likhachev, the most expert specialist of ancient Russian culture, 
stated it thus, “If there had not been a ‘hasty’ Peter, there would 
have been other historical personalities, albeit less talented and 

57 Pavlenko, Petr Pervyi, 144.
58 Nikolai E. Nosov, ed., A Szovjetunió története [A History of the Soviet Union] 

(Budapest, 1980), 1:188.
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less suitable for statesman-like activities.” Also, “…in the Russian 
expanse all reforms, all historical changes, required more work and 
were realized at the cost of greater sacrifices.”59

A true turn in historical perspective came soon after. In the book 
quoted above, Anisimov perceptively raises the basic question, 

I raise the most important fundamental problem of the changes 
taking place on Russian soil: how must we proceed to make truth, 
justice and universal happiness come about? Is it the path of 
forceful progress, when it was considered permissible to sacrifice 
part of the population for the benefit of the other half and when, 
in order to achieve high goals, a wide variety of force and coercion 
was used? This was the path followed by Peter the reformer.60

It is clear that Anisimov, while not sympathetic toward this path, 
still follows up the reforms of Peter I honestly, even after the tsar’s 
death. He noted that the various administrative colleges functioned 
for eighty years, that the head tax was collected for 163 years, that 
the last recruitment of soldiers was 170 years later, that the Petrine 
system of controlling the church was maintained for almost 200 
years and that the Senate survived until 1917, i.e., for 206 years.61 He 
does not deny the results of Petrine rule but does not consider it as a 
remotely worthy model.

It is important to note that Anisimov does not use the term 
“modernization” and, knowing his concept of history, it would indeed 
seem odd if he did. Andrei Nikolaevich Medushevskii, representing 
the younger generation, does use it and in his 1993 book, The 
Strengthening of Absolutism in Russia, he endeavors to place the reforms 
of Peter I into Russian and universal history using a comparative 

59 Dmitrii S. Likhachev, “Interjú” [Interview], Élet és Irodalom [Life and Lite rature] 
July 3, 1987.

60 Evgenii V. Anisimov, Vremia petrovskikh reform: XVIII vek 1-ia chetvert’ (Lenin-
grad, 1989), 12.

61 Ibid., 8.
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historical methodology. In his large-scale world history spectrum, 
he systematizes the processes leading from the traditional state 
structure to the rational state form by using Max Weber’s definition. 
He does comment, however, right at the onset that the goals of the 
Petrine reforms were to make the administrative structures uniform, 
to centralize them, to differentiate their functions, and to militarize 
them to some extent. This turned “catch-up development” into 
typical examples of modernization.62 Medushevskii brings up other 
examples of battles between traditional and rationalizing trends and 
for the concentration and centralization of the absolutistic powers. 
To this end, his models include Diocletian, Constantine the Great, 
the Pharaoh Akhenaten, and the great Mogul Emperor Akbar.63

This wide-ranging perception bridges thousands of years and 
thousands of miles but admits that the integrations of the modern 
era created, in some respects, a novel situation. It is not surprising, 
therefore, that Peter I and his reforms are fitted by Medushevskii 
into this world history sequence. In fact, they began it. 

The Petrine administrative reforms, incorporating catch-up 
evolution, modernization, and Europeanization, were the first in 
a series of similar modern era conversions showing a number of 
lasting characteristics which can later be traced in Prussia, Austria-
Hungary, Turkey, Egypt, Japan, and other countries to this day…. 
In this respect the Petrine reforms are an important milestone 
of world history because they symbolize the beginning of world-
scale modernization and Europeanization. Peter I was the first 
reformer of the modern era and his importance in the history of 
state organization is similar to the importance of Columbus in the 
history of geographic discoveries.64

62 Andrei N. Medushevskii, Utverzhdenie absoliutizma v Rossii: sravnitel’noe isto-
richeskoe issledovanie (Moscow, 1993), 48.

63 Ibid., 55-57.
64 Ibid., 77–78.
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Medushevskii’s work undoubtedly represented a new voice in the 
Russian historical scholarship that followed the disintegration of 
Soviet historiography. Because, however, he did not limit himself 
chronologically, geographically, or terminologically and does 
not designate a period or a region as the subject of his research, 
he handles structures independently of time and space and in an 
abstract fashion. In so doing, he conflates differing historical 
manifestations and works with such a broad use of concepts that it is 
impossible to elucidate historical specifics. This makes his historical 
parallels artificial and speculative. His absolutism studies are eerily 
reminiscent of Pavlov-Sil’vanskii’s feudalism studies.65

In 1993, a concept that placed Peter I the reformer tsar on a 
pedestal was distinctly consistent with the spirit of the times. Yet 
historical scholarship remained divided. In the same year, a short 
biography of Peter I, written by Iaroslav Evgen’evich Vodarskii was 
published in Voprosy istorii. His final analysis placed the emphasis 
elsewhere than the traditional Soviet perspective, 

It must be admitted that [Peter I] did not start Russia on an 
accelerated path toward economic, political, or social evolution, 
did not force a jump beyond limited stages and did not intensify 
the processes taking place in the country (unless we include the 
army, the fleet, and industrial and cultural developments). His 
acts were not historically justifiable and did not correspond with 
maximal effect to the interests of Russia’s development (again 
with the exception of the areas indicated above). On the contrary, 
his activities impeded the progressive evolution of Russia to the 
greatest possible extent and laid the groundwork for blockages for 
the next century and half. 

65 I deal with a critique of Pavlov-Sil’vanskii in my presentation “‘Durno’ li go vo-
rit’ o ‘russkom feodalizme?’ K istoriografii voprosa,” Trudy Instituta Rossiiskoi 
Istorii pri Rossiiskoi Akademii Nauk za 1997–1998 gg., vip. 2, 5–28, obsuzhdenie 
doklada, 28–55, Moscow, 2000.
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It is true that at the end of his analysis, Vodarskii calls Peter I “a 
great statesman”, but he also states with hitherto unheard of clarity 
that at the time of the tsar’s rule Russia’s course of development 
removed it even further from capitalization [capitalism?] and thus 
from Europe, than ever before.66 It is a different matter that the 
comments he put into parentheses above might well be sufficient by 
themselves to discredit the entire argument.

In a relatively recent historical synthesis on Russia that is also 
one of the best known, Leonid Vasil’evich Milov did not place the 
emphasis on the question marks or on the contradictory nature 
of the reforms. He acknowledged their unfavorable consequences 
but believed that under the given geo-historical conditions the 
manifestation of the reforms in such a format was inevitable. He 
recognized that the reforming tsar had taken “gigantic steps to create 
a powerful Russia but that the structure that emerged was more of 
a “symbiosis of empire and despotism.”67 Milov acknowledged the 
“horrible social effects” of the reforms, the brutal methods and the 
national cultural injuries.68 He explained these by saying that, “…
the Europeanization of any similar society with reforms is inevitably 
linked to manifestations of the coarsest means of exploitation. These 
are, however, effective under the prevailing conditions. This is the 
drama of the historical fate of archaic societies dragged into the 
forefront of higher civilization.”69

Evgenii Anisimov addressed the Peter I question again in his 1997 
monograph, The State Reforms and Autocracy of Peter I during the First 
Quarter of the Eighteenth Century. He presented a methodologically 
practical example showing that searching for a methodological 
pathway by itself would not produce an answer to the centuries-
old dilemmas of problem-specific historiography. The systematic 

66 Iaroslav E. Vodarskii, “Petr I,” Voprosy Istorii, 1993, no. 6: 77. 
67 In Andrei N. Sakharov, ed., Istoriia Rossii s nachala XVIII do kontsa XIX veka 

(Moscow, 1996), 106.
68 Ibid., 106–107.
69 Ibid., 107.
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exploration of hitherto largely ignored areas might be of assistance 
in the support or rejection of historiographic generalizations. In 
studying the establishment and functioning of the colleges and of 
the senate, Anisimov proved with facts that beginning in or about 
1715 the reforms of Peter I were deliberate and according to plan 
and that the acceptance of the Swedish model was limited because 
there were irreconcilable differences between the Swedish model 
considered to be “democratic” and the autocratic Russian one.70

A multifaceted examination of the historical problem of our 
narrower subject in the more recent Russian historiography was 
undertaken primarily by the Muscovite scholar Aleksandr B. 
Kamenskii. He also responded to Vodarskii’s article cited above 
in his study entitled, “Eighteenth Century Reforms in Russia in a 
Historical Retrospective.” To speak explicitly about the “reactionary” 
nature of the Petrine reforms was clearly foreign to him. It would 
have contradicted his view that the reforms in Russia were not 
necessarily destined to fail and that their success had to be sought 
in their process. In the matter of the reforms at the beginning of the 
eighteenth century his opinion is much closer to Vodarskii’s, 

In Peter’s era the possibility of an alternative historical evolution 
could not be realized, and the peculiarities of Russia’s sociopolitical 
system remained in place. Thus, modernization became in some 
aspects irreversible but in a major way it became illusory, damaged 
and ambiguous. All this had decisive significance for the entirety 
of the country’s evolution and also for the fate of later reforms. 
From that time on there were always two mutually exclusive 
trends in the country: modernization and serf-holding.71

70 Evgenii V. Anisimov, Gosudarstvennye preobrazovaniia i samoderzhavie Petra 
Velikogo v pervoi chetverti XVIII veka (St. Petersburg, 1997), 15 and 292.

71 This 1994 essay was given to me by the author in manuscript form. Aleksandr B. 
Kamenskii, “Reformy 18. veka v Rossii v istoricheskom retrospektive” (Manu-
script, 1994), 70.
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Not long afterwards, in his book From Peter I to Paul I: Reforms in 
Eighteenth Century Russia, Kamenskii made an attempt to take a 
position in a broad historical context with a multilateral analysis 
of the methodological terminological problems. It was one of his 
methodological tricks to systematize the Russian material on the basis 
of the determination of some theoretical concepts in the Russian and 
foreign, primarily Anglo-American literature including literature 
from related disciplines.72 The definitions he selected were at times 
unmanageably general or flat but still produced a comprehensible 
framework of understanding for the historian who then proceeded 
to examine the specific content of the reforms and their future fate.

Kamenskii’s starting point for the eighteenth-century reforms was 
the seventeenth century crisis, which was “structural” or “systematic” 
and to which the radical reforms of Peter I were the inescapable 
answer.73 With this approach he believed that he could resolve several 
questions. Because the principal reason for the crisis was a threat to 
Russia from abroad, the reforms were not only inevitable but had 
to be quick and radical because the threat came from Europe. This 
made it necessary for the reforms to be European and modernizing 
in nature. This greatly simplified the methodological-terminological 
problem: the reforms of Peter I touched on the essence of the situation 
and led to Europeanization and modernization. Under the concrete 
conditions of Russia these two terms became synonymous.

Further on, Kamenskii listed the results of the Petrine reforms. 
Lack of space prevents a detailed discussion, but it is symptomatic 
that the first result he mentioned was preservation of national 
independence and sovereignty. In second place he listed the irreversible 
accomplishments of modernization (Europeanization), namely the 
most important new political institutions, changes in the governance 
of the country and general changes in the life of society. It is here 
that he also mentioned the industrialization of the country and the 
elimination of technical backwardness. He dealt separately with the 

72 Ibid., 85–91.
73 Ibid., 83–91.
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modernization of society, and henceforth he discussed not only the 
good aspects of modernization but also its faults. Firstly, he discussed 
the paradox of the strengthening of serfdom and then spoke of Petrine 
industrialization and its essential feature, which foreshadowed the 
recurrence of falling behind in technology. He went on to discuss the 
cultural duality that had become one of the peculiar features of the 
Russian soul, the “police state,” and the increasingly powerful and 
expensive great-power mentality and behavior.74

His final judgment of the Petrine changes is that, “…the reforms 
defeated a crisis but laid the groundwork for analogous future 
crises.”75 Henceforth, and in spite of his terminological cautiousness, 
it is proper to ask Kamenskii the question, “Given the above, what 
kind of modernization can we talk about in Russia at the time of 
Peter I? Can even the broadest, everyday interpretation of progress 
include the transformation of society if it makes the system of 
serfdom all-encompassing, if the attraction of industrialization is 
the all-powerful state on one side and forced labor on the other, if 
mental and spiritual renewal is mandatory only for a very narrow, 
upper segment of society, if no attempt is made to define even the 
simplest form of civil rights and if rivers of ink are spent on idealizing 
the autocratic use of force?

Kamenskii was clear about the contradictions in the concepts 
and about their paradoxical nature but explained them with the 
contradictory nature of the Russian conditions. In another book, 
originally written for American students, he said, “From this point of 
view, modernization to a significant degree proved superficial, even 
illusory. In reality, the greatest paradox of Petrine modernization 
consisted of the fact that the nation was transformed into a hyper-
regimented state, a police empire, one in which the foundations 
for the emergence of a civil society were absent.”76 In opposition to 

74 Ibid., 155–163.
75 Ibid., 163.
76 Aleksandr Kamenskii, The Russian Empire in the Eighteenth Century: Searching 

for a Place in the World (New York, 1997), 119.
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the opinion that the Petrine modernization was oriented toward 
the preservation of traditional society and the protection of “so-
called modernization,” he wrote, “One can hardly agree with the 
implication that Petrine modernization was designed to preserve 
traditional society; but there can be no debate whatever about the fact 
that in the final accounting it served to preserve the existing societal 
structure.”77 What is the issue here? That Peter I wanted to modernize 
but preserved? This is not what Kamenskii meant. According to him 
if the system could have been changed “…we would have to talk of 
the revolution of Peter the Great and not of reforms.” Even though 
there were such views in historiography,78 we must now note the 
final absurdity of the concept. If we take these words at face value, 
then a successful program of modernization is no different from a 
revolution. If it is halfway or partially successful, we could call it a 
modernization even though it preserved the old order. Would it not 
be better if we were to abandon the term “modernization” in such a 
case? This would not deny that Peter I did in fact create reforms.

We must suspect that the otherwise very thorough and inventive 
Kamenskii arrived at these terminologically based conceptional 
caprioles by his contacts with contemporary Anglo-American 
scholarly literature. In the western literature it is customary to turn 
to Marc Raeff as the best source for Peter I. In fact, Raeff dealt 
with Peter I in a number of publications, but these were all free 
of terminological definitions. The quotation below shows that 
what he had to say was based largely on his contacts with Russian 
historiography,

The most important step taken by Peter’s government, which had 
considerable impact on the future of Russia, was its thorough 
and methodical effort to establish a modern system of education 
and to bring European culture and technology, military as well 

77 Ibid.
78 D. K. Burlaka et al., Petr Velikii: pro et contra: lichnost’ i deianiia Petra I v otsenke 

russkikh myslitelei i issledovatelei: antologiia (St. Petersburg, 2003), 774–776.
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as industrial, to the Russian people. The government’s carefully 
planned and diligently executed policy was designed to shape a 
new, technologically productive society…79

The greatest living figure of western Russian studies, Nicholas V. 
Riasanovsky, also writes with a balanced judgment and within 
the framework of traditional terminology. In his famous History 
of Russia, he closes a chapter with an assessment of Pogodin’s well-
known conclusions80 but writes more conservatively, “Quite possibly, 
Russia was destined to be westernized, but Peter the Great cannot be 
denied the role of the chief executor of this fate. At the very least the 
emperor’s reign brought a tremendous speeding up of the irreversible 
process of westernization.”81 It is symptomatic that the author of 
the most important recent monograph on Peter, the regrettably 

79 Marc Raeff, Understanding Imperial Russia. State and Society in the Old Regime 
(New York, 1984), 50.

80 “We wake up. What day is it today? January 1, 184—Peter the Great ordered us 
to count years from the birth of Christ; Peter the Great ordered us to count the 
months from January.

 It is time to dress—our clothing is made according to the fashion established by 
Peter the First, our uniform according to his model, the cloth woven in a factory 
which he created, the wool shorn from the sheep which he started to raise.

 A book catches your eye—Peter the Great introduced this script and himself 
cut the letters. You begin to read it—this language became a written language, 
a literary language, at the time of Peter the First, superseding the earlier church 
language.

 Newspapers are brought in—Peter the Great introduced them.
 You must buy different things—they all, from the silk neckerchief to the sole of 

your shoe, will remind you of Peter the Great; some were ordered by him, others 
were brought into use or improved by him, carried on his ships, into his harbors, 
on his canals, on his roads.

 At dinner, all the courses, from salted herring, through potatoes which he  
ordered grown, to wine made from grapes which he began to cultivate, will 
speak to you of Peter the Great.” Quoted in Nicholas V. Riasanovsky, A History 
of Russia, 5th ed. (New York: 1993), 240–241.

81 Ibid., 240.
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prematurely deceased Lindsey Hughes, also tried to avoid the term 
“modernization” and is generally very skeptical about Russia’s 
progress. Writing about mercantilism, she noted, “The examples 
with which ‘the West had to be caught up with’ in fact distanced 
Russia further from the West!”82

The great flourishing of Russian adaptation experiments related to 
the concept of modernization had their start with the publication in 
1999 of Simon M. Dixon’s The Modernization of Russia, a volume akin 
to practical university lecture notes. In this work Dixon discussed 
modernization theories in a readily comprehensible form and reached 
the conclusion that the theory of modernization was not the only 
one that could be crudely manipulated; the same could be said of 
practically every historical model.83 But as if this argument were not 
enough to convince his readers of the applicability of the concept to 
Russian history, he calls upon two critics of the theory for assistance. 
These are historians who generally rejected the modernization theory 
but who were still prepared to consider it valid for Peter I and for 
his successors.84 They consider the “‘analytical dichotomies’ around 
which the theory revolves also have a particular resonance in the 
Russian context.” Should we still be in doubt, he appealed to the 
opinion of contemporaries who, he believes, “would have been very 
surprised if they had heard this,” namely the denial of the comparison 
made possible by the modernization theory in connection with their 
desperate rivalry and struggle with Westerners.85

It is indeed very appealing to turn to Peter I as the highest 
authority because, as shown in the historiographic review sketched 
above, his entire personality and activity was devoted to the renewal 
of Russia. For the historian, however, a direct threat is contained 
not only in the tyranny of words but in their ambiguity as well. 

82 Lindsey Hughes, Russia in the Age of Peter the Great (New Haven, 1998), 158.
83 Simon M. Dixon, The Modernisation of Russia, New Approaches to European 

History no. 15 (Cambridge, 1999), 4.
84 Ibid., 5.
85 Ibid., 7.
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A concrete historical analysis reveals that Peter I did everything in 
his power to consolidate the autocratic state and the socioeconomic 
order based on serfdom. He did this with a number of ideas, 
concepts, customs, institutions, and techniques taken from the 
West but adapted to the needs of the recipient society. All of this 
resulted in Russia being different after Peter I than it had been prior 
to him. Did it become European in the full and traditional meaning 
of the word? Did it deviate from its particular historic path? Had it 
come closer to Europe? In a structural sense, precisely the opposite 
happened. He undoubtedly created the illusion of being European 
among his contemporaries and future generations, who wondered 
ever afterwards why they were not just like the Westerners when 
they wore wigs, shaved every morning and could use a knife and fork 
without any major difficulty.

History is more than this. Peter let the spirit of the new world 
out of the bottle and this spirit could never again be returned to 
the flask even though a number of efforts were made to do so, and 
it had consequences that even the great innovator could not foresee. 
The traditional Russian system, thanks to the thorough renovations 
initiated by Peter I, persisted and remained stable in spite of all 
future enthusiasms, noble thoughts, and European-type reform 
endeavors. Most probably this is precisely the essence of the great 
Petrine historical interventions into the fate of Russia. It was the 
indissoluble duality of a preserved dichotomy: European desires and 
the fundamental realities of the Russian soil.

Therefore, if we speak of “modernization” in relation to Peter I, we 
allow ourselves to be lured by the siren song of the kind of historiography 
which is succeeding the postmodern, forcefully innovating and slowly 
evolving in its language. Clio ought not to resemble an old gallant 
trying to preserve eternal youth with fancy nostrums. She ought not 
to flatter the fashions of the time irresponsibly, or babble on aimlessly. 
She must call things by their proper names.

If we want to proceed accordingly, we must say, “Peter I did not 
modernize Russia!” (2008)
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II/3

IVAN IV AND PETER I86

The first quarter of the eighteenth century was a pivotal period in 
Russian history. Nobody in historiography would argue with this 
statement. The answer to the question of how this period relates to 
the sixteenth century is not nearly so simple. The problem is one of 
historical theory and is related to the periodization of Russian history.

Western observers have frequently perceived Russian history 
as an immobile one in which for long periods of time no changes 
took place, making it very difficult to identify individual eras.87 By 
contrast, traditional Russian historiography had a strong tendency to 
divide periods into small segments. This made individual historical 
eras difficult to identify, the time segments seeming to merge 
into each other. This was true regardless of whether the divisions 
were based on rulers,88 the evolution of the state,89 or on both—
accompanied by a major socioeconomic turn.90 There is no doubt, 
however, that the reign of Peter I represents a historical boundary 
and that, in some interpretations, the significance of the age of Peter 
I serves as the foundation of an historical perspective. Yet, it would 
be a sensible historiographic task to determine the interrelationship 
of two historical periods, particularly because the comparative 

86 “IV. Iván és I. Péter,” [Ivan IV and Peter I] 2000: irodalmi és társadalmi havi lap, 
[2000: Literature and Society Monthly] no. 12 (2000): 59–62.

87 For the methodological problems of the periodicity of Russia’s historical syn-
thesis, see Gyula Szvák, “O nekotorikh metodologicheskikh problemakh v ‘Isto-
riiakh Rossii,’” Otechestvennaia istoriia, no. 6 (1998): 90–93.

88 The classic example of this solution is the frequently cited synthesis of Nikolai 
M. Karamzin, Istoriia Gosudarstva Rossiiskago (St. Petersburg, 1830).

89 It was the so-called juridical school of history that popularized a periodicity 
based on political history.

90 This “mixed” periodization is primarily a characteristic of the Soviet overviews.
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assessment of the two dominant historical personalities of the two 
eras has to follow this path. 

This is obviously not a question of which period was more 
important. It is, however, important to ask, without underrating 
the significance of historical periods in our view of history, which 
of the following was taking place: the birth of a European-type 
great power during the first quarter of the eighteenth century, or 
the consolidation of the sixteenth century-type autocratic state, as it 
adapted itself to the demands of its era? An answer would make it 
possible to compare two rulers separated by 150 years.

Earlier historiography was very much aware of this possible 
parallel. Comparisons, however, either remained on the level of 
politics, with both rulers considered as dictators,91 or descended 
to the level of ahistorical psychologizing.92 The two periods were 
not compared in a structural sense. The main reason for this was 
professional, because specialization in the discipline of history has 
reached the point where one historian will not do investigative work 
in two eras defined as being widely separated from each other.

The parallelism between the two historical eras and between 
the two historical personalities proved most productive among 
those thinkers for whom historical comparisons were in the nature 
of their perspective of history or, at least, for whom it was part 
of their concept of Russian history. The first time this thought 
appeared in this context was in the writings of the literary critic, 
Vissarion Grigor’evich Belinskii who said about Ivan IV, “Behold, 
Ioann IV who was a Peter I appearing at an unpropitious time and 
completing the ideas of his ancestors with severity...”93 A somewhat 
more controlled tone is struck by his contemporary, the professional 

91 The assessment indicated is limited to the so-called revolutionary historical 
perspective.

92 See Kiprian N. Iarosh, Psikhologicheskaia parallel’: Ioann Groznyi i Petr Velikii 
(Kharkov, 1898).

93 Vissarion G. Belinskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 3, Stat’ i i retsenzii; Piati-
desiateletnii diadiushka, 1839–1840 (Moscow, 1953).
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historian, Pogodin, who wrote in an article entitled “Comments on 
the Character of Ioann IV,” “He showed particular talent for the art 
of wise governance and it is possible that he would have deprived 
Peter of being the first ruler of Russia if fate, to our misfortune, had 
not caused a concatenation of every possible circumstance to make 
him deviate from the path to immortality and make him a tyrant.”94

In contrast to the leader of the “official nationality,” Konstantin 
Dmitrievich Kavelin, the first historian to enunciate the concept of the 
“juridical” school, follows a very different path. From our perspective 
his most characteristic work is his 1846 essay, “A Glance at the 
Juridical Life of Ancient Russia.” Kavelin’s essay is historiographically 
important because it defines the figure of Peter the Great’s tragic 
precursor as a ruler called to greatness but who could not truly spread 
his wings because of the conditions of his times. As we have seen, this 
idea was shown earlier by Belinskii, but it was undoubtedly Kavelin 
who set it on a “proven” historical basis, writing “This traditional 
period of our history is flanked by the two giant figures of Russian 
history, Ioann IV and Peter the Great, one of whom started it and the 
other who finished it and opened a new path…” This is how Kavelin 
started his discussion of Ivan IV and then he continued, “…as far as 
the direction of their activities was concerned there was a striking 
similarity between them. Both of them followed a common goal. 
Peter the Great had great respect for Ioann IV, called him a model 
and looked up to him. And truly, Peter’s rule was a continuation 
of Ioann’s rule. The unfinished and incomplete reforms of the latter 
were carried on by Peter.”95 In what follows, the author compares the 
two historical figures on the basis of their characteristics and then 
analyzes the reasons for Ivan’s final lack of success.

“Ioann was endowed with an energetic, passionate, poetic nature, 
but he was less realistic than his successor, and finally collapsed 
under the pressure of the limited, semi-patriarchal… meaningless 

94 Mikhail P. Pogodin, “Zamechanie o kharaktere Ioanna IV,” Moskovskii Vestnik 
1829, part 3: 19.

95 Konstantin D. Kavelin, Sochineniia (Moscow, 1859), part 1, 355.
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environment in which he had to live and work. For many years he 
engaged in a life-and-death struggle with this environment, but 
seeing no results and hearing no answering call, he lost his faith 
in the possibility of realizing his great dreams….” This is why he 
became a tyrant for whom life had become a burden. “…Ioann IV 
sank so low because he was such a great man… This is not to justify 
Ioann IV or to free him of his stains…” but we must see clearly that, 
“…Peter… was living a century later, when conditions had changed 
and much had been prepared for him…”96

This is as far as Kavelin’s general explanation, which was rich in 
psychologizing, went, but it was followed by a segment that listed 
facts. The theoretical basis for Kavelin’s assessment is stated in the 
following sentence, “The state could not live with the private interests 
of consanguinity, which in the person of the regional governors and 
the serving clans tied its hands and deprived it of the possibilities of 
free progress and activity.” And, “…nobody before him or after him, 
until Peter the Great, worked as energetically against the magnates 
who were oppressing the people and against the regional governors, 
as Ioann IV…”97 It is understandable that, based on this fundamental 
concept, we should get the same positive picture of Ioann IV and 
Peter I. The same idea is suggested by another one of Kavelin’s 
thoughts, according to which the tsar replaced the aristocracy in 
the governance of the country with a less high-born but more expert 
group. This is also how Kavelin explained the introduction of the 
oprichnina, “The oprichnina was the first experiment in creating a 
service nobility as a replacement for the clan aristocracy…” And the 
fact that these oprichniki were no better than the magnates cannot 
be held against Ivan, because he lived “…in an age so unfortunate 
that no reform of any kind could improve our life…”98

It would be 1871 before such a clear parallel between Ivan and 
Peter was drawn again, namely in a piece of journalistic writing 

96 Ibid., 355–356.
97 Ibid., 359–360.
98 Ibid., 360 and 162.
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in which Konstantin Nikolaevich Bestuzhev-Riumin took his 
historical perceptions of art as a subject for criticism. He raised a 
number of very important points, such as the responsibility artists 
have in shaping historical understanding, the fact that the norms of 
the modern era cannot be projected back to events long past, and 
that the sixteenth century was the same all over Europe, etc., At 
the end of his piece Bestuzhev-Riumin questioned the validity of 
the outcome-oriented perspective.99 In comparing Peter the Great 
and Ivan IV he concentrated on characteristics that were similar 
rather than divergent, and postulated that it was intent that was of 
the essence and not historical results.100 This idea was not original 
but Bestuzhev-Riumin was the first one to state it so categorically. 
Later, idealizing authors were pleased to borrow this concept in their 
assessment of both tsars.

It is symptomatic that in the person of Pokrovskii nascent 
Russian Marxist historical practice appears to be following this 
historiographic tradition. According to Pokrovskii the oprichnina 
was the culmination of a long sociopolitical process, “Transformation 
of the state, dictated by objective economic conditions, found its 
format, which had to be the dynastic and personal self-protective 
act of the tsar….” Therefore, “…nothing can be more unjust than 
to deny the theoretical correctness of Groznyi’s fight against the 
boyars,” because, “…the oprichnina was an experiment, 150 years 
before Peter, to establish the personal absolutism of the Petrine 
monarchy.” Even though the experiment was premature, the person 
who attempted it “towered over his contemporaries.”101

Pokrovskii was careful not to idealize either tsar. The so-called 
Stalinist view of history, which was taking control partly due to his 
devastating criticism, did not share this restraint. The dominant 
approach to Ivan IV was one of vindication. It can be noted that, 

99 Konstantin N. Bestuzhev-Riumin, “Neskol’ko slov po povodu poeticheskikh 
vosproizvedenii kharaktera Ioanna Groznogo,” Zaria 1871, no. 3: 83–84.

100 Ibid., 85.
101 Mikhail N. Pokrovskii, Izbrannye proizvedeniia 2 (1964): 256, 303, and 304.
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in general, positive elements were also dominant in descriptions of 
Peter I, and eventually led to a heroic portrait of the tsar. Yet in the 
era of Stalin “Europeanizing” Peter never enjoyed the cult awarded 
to Ivan IV. This is one of the paradoxes of Soviet historiography in a 
complete reversal of the prevailing historiographic traditions.102 The 
explanation is simple: Stalin regarded Ivan IV as his model because 
the feared and terrible tsar lived up to all of the expectations of a 
modern era reincarnation. This was not the case for Peter I, whose 
frequently criticized admiration of the West necessarily forced him 
into a lower position in Stalin’s hierarchy of values. Thus, in Peter 
I’s case, one could more bravely highlight the class struggle of the 
Marxist historical perspectives without losing sight, however, of the 
aspects of personal authority and of empire.

It can be seen from these comparative experiments that the 
objective basis for historical juxtaposition of the two personalities is 
the continuity between the two historical periods or, perhaps, their 
homogeneity. This actually amounts to no more than their autocratic 
systems of governance. The initiation of this autocratic governance 
can be assigned to the era of Ivan IV’s rule, while it was Peter I who 
consolidated it, made it firm and complete. When assessing Ivan IV, 
the approach to Baltic Sea access is raised from time to time, but 
aside from the most prejudiced apologists nobody views Ivan IV as 
a “pre-Europeanizer.” It is evident that the comparability rests on 
the totalitarian system and not on modernization experiments. From 
this it also ensues that the parallelism has its own limitations, and 
we must be sure not to give it excessive credence, because the specific 
essence of Peter the Great’s activities was European-type reforms. 
More importantly, we must remember that one of the rulers proved 
to be significantly successful while the other left behind only a mass 
of failures.

It is most interesting, however, that the personality characteristics 
and a number of events in the fate of the two individuals still show 
a series of similarities. It is frequently mentioned that, just as in a 

102 For more details, see Szvák, IV. Iván és I. Péter, 196–213.
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Greek tragedy, both men lost a son. But the similarity ends there 
because Ivan IV accidentally killed his oldest son while Peter, albeit 
not personally, knowingly and intentionally did away with his. Both 
of them participated in obtaining confessions by torture and at 
executions, but this does not necessarily mean that both of them 
were sadists, rather that their actions were motivated by political 
scare tactics and by shock value. This was certainly true for Peter I. 
Both men treated the hierarchy of the church with an eerily similar 
contempt. Ivan IV established a community of monks under his 
own leadership in Aleksandrovskaia Sloboda, while Peter I called 
together the “All-Joking, All-Drunken Synod of Fools and Jesters.” 
While Ivan IV had a split personality and was a religious bigot, 
Peter was a carouser who wished to teach the Orthodox Church 
a lesson and force it into submission. He was eminently successful 
in this in contrast to Ivan IV who had never lifted a finger against 
ecclesiastic dogmas or church hierarchy. Yet while Peter I conducted 
a very decisive ecclesiastic policy, he never raised a finger against 
any ecclesiastic dignitary while Ivan IV, with the greatest possible 
equanimity, had Metropolitan Philip throttled.103

In theory, the distorted personalities of both men might have 
been due to a stormy childhood. Ivan was orphaned early and 
became a plaything for a number of boyar cliques while Peter, at 
age ten, had to watch his relatives speared to death by rebellious 
streltsy. Yet, their policies of terror were not due in either case to any 
psychotic changes. Ivan IV wanted to become the bridge over the 
precipice lying between the theory and practice of unlimited power, 
while Peter I wanted to use violent means to reform the empire. It 
is a different matter that in the end the irreconcilable differences 
became too much for Ivan and he suffered a mental collapse. By 
contrast, Peter I eventually managed successfully to resolve the 

103 For details about the personality of Ivan IV and Peter I, see Gyula Szvák, Iván 
a Félelmetes [Ivan the Terrible] (Budapest, 1985), 296–310; Márta Font et al., 
Oroszország története [A History of Russia], ed. Gyula Szvák (Budapest, 2001), 
248–253.
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problems facing the country and thus had no reason for emotional 
self-immolation. It is true, though, that to the very end he suffered 
from the discrepancy between his noble goals and his lazy and 
indifferent subjects, but handled it better psychologically. It is also 
important when considering the parallel to remember that Peter 
subjected the tolerance of his subjects to great stresses for the benefit 
of the “general weal”, while Ivan did it to further an abstract idea of 
power and to assure his own safety.

Ivan was an experienced debater on religion and had an intellectual 
orientation. This made him a typical figure in medieval Orthodox 
Russia, albeit he was gifted well above the average. By virtue of his 
having seen the world, being open toward it and demonstrating a 
courageous and occasionally daringly extravagant innovative spirit, 
Peter can be considered to be a practical and typical representative 
of the modern era. It is a historical paradox and a second very real 
basis for comparison, that both of them remained typical Russians. 
This was true even for Peter who occasionally upset Russian customs 
and moral norms spectacularly, who used iron and fire to extirpate 
“backwardness,” who had difficulties in managing a knife and fork at 
the table, who blushed when he had to converse with young German 
princesses and who did not hesitate to slap the most prominent 
boyar on the cheek when, as a paternal figure, he believed that it was 
pedagogically indicated. 

It is clearly far removed from historical truth to make these 
two tsars a common denominator, as had been done by Russian 
revolutionaries, just because they were both tsars and because they 
were the two most ruthless ones. The “counter reform” of Ivan IV, 
the oprichnina, destabilized the country, and the tsar eventually 
abandoned the political path followed by the earlier Moscow grand 
princes toward centralization of power. He intended to work toward 
strengthening central power, but in the mid-sixteenth century 
Russian reality there was effectively a duality of power held by 
ruler and by the traditional leading elite, the boyars. Upsetting 
this existing compromise had been possible only by using archaic 
and anachronistic means. The tsar had an opportunity to bring the 
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establishment of one-person rule to its irrational conclusion, but the 
ultimate tragic outcome negated this effort.

Peter I also set the strengthening of the imperium as his task, but 
recognized the historical fact that at the beginning of the eighteenth 
century this could not be done by relying only on internal resources. 
Recognition of this reality was due largely to the careful approaches 
to the West made by the first Romanovs, which in turn were imposed 
upon the Russian government by the total military failures of the 
Time of Troubles. It was also during the seventeenth century that 
a slow melding took place of the boyars and the service nobility, 
and that a noble bureaucracy was established as an institution. 
Peter I could count upon and rely on this, which made his changes 
timely and organic. In the final analysis this is the explanation as 
to why, even though Peter I went to extremes in his use of despotic 
power to achieve his arbitrary and eccentric reforms, the empire 
did not collapse because of them but, on the contrary, became 
unexpectedly stronger. During this time Russia, of course, did not 
become a country with a European structure. It had always had a 
European base but did not become more European at this time. On 
the contrary, Peter’s expansion of serfdom and the almost complete 
enrollment of the ruling classes into state service further separated 
Russia from the Europe that was forging ahead.

Peter I was not only successful, but accomplished all that was 
possible with the means at his disposal and within the framework of 
historical determinism. In the case of Ivan IV, we cannot even say 
that he was striving for historically progressive goals except perhaps 
in an Engelsian sense, meaning that during an era of centralization 
a ruler had to be taking a progressive role as a matter of course. 
We are doubtful about this! Ivan did not take advantage of his 
historical opportunities, managed the tools at his disposal badly and 
fragmented the base of the empire entrusted to him.

The comparison of the two historical personalities is artificial. 
It  makes sense only because it is critically adapted to similar 
historiographic endeavors which in some way made heroes out of 
the two rulers and served for the idealization of a ruler of modern 
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times with arguments allegedly historical. It is nevertheless true 
that both of these personalities were a part of a unified historical 
process. One was present at its beginning, but it cannot be said of 
the other one that he brought the history of the establishment of 
the autocratic Russian system to its conclusion. There is no doubt 
that the eighteenth century brought in a new chapter in the history 
of Russian autocracy. The semi-European, semi-Asiatic autocracy 
of Ivan IV was replaced by a European type of absolutism, one, 
however, which still preserved its Russian characteristics. This is the 
ultimate cause of certain similarities and the considerable differences 
in the historical roles played by Ivan IV and Peter I. (2000)
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CHAPTER THREE

FROM MOSCOVIA 
TO RUSSOPHOBIA

III/1

THE LIMITS OF “UNLIMITED”
TSARIST POWER IN MUSCOVY1

The myth of the unlimited powers of the tsars was created by foreign 
travelers visiting Muscovy. Regardless of nationality or religion, all 
these travelers emphasized the enormous powers of the tsars. The 
first Italian travelers, British merchants, imperial envoys, papal 
legates, German oprichnik, or French captains of mercenaries all 
spoke about these powers, regardless of whether they had visited 
the Court of Ivan III, Vasilii III, Ivan IV, Boris Godunov, the first 
False Dimitrii, or the early Romanovs. According to the Frenchman 
Margeret, the power enjoyed by the Russian ruler was the most 
unlimited of any crowned head anywhere.2 The German oprichnik, 
Heinrich von Staden, goes even further. According to him, “The 
tyranny of the grand prince is so cruel and dreadful that neither 
the ecclesiastics nor the lay population feel any sympathy toward 
him.”3 Jacob Reutenfels says, “The power of the tsar in Moscow is 
so unlimited by any laws and is so arbitrary that we can compare 
it readily to the powers of the ancient Assyrians and Greeks or of 
the present Turks, Persians, and Tatars and it might even be more 

1 “A ‘korlátlan’ cári hatalom korlátai Moszkóviában.” [The Limits of “Unlimited” 
Tsarist Power in Muscovy], 2000, no 1. (2010): 65–69.

2 Rossiia nachala XVII v. Zapiski kapitana Marzhereta (Moscow, 1982), 161.
3 G. O. Staden, O Moskve Ivana Groznogo (Leningrad, 1825), 73.
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unlimited.”4 One work dedicated to a prince of Tuscany describes 
these powers precisely: “The tsar not only has the power to enact or 
abolish laws, make or unmake alliances and peace treaties, appoint 
and dismiss officials, increase or decrease taxes, but he is also totally 
in charge of the life and fortune of his subjects and can take their 
money or their life without having to offer any explanations.”5 Legal 
scholar Giles Fletcher renders the most precise judgment: “The 
method of governance here is identical with the Turkish one….It is 
totally tyrannical.”6

These sharp-eyed foreigners also noted that in the eyes of the 
Russians this power was similar to the power of God, just as the tsar 
could be compared to God and his origin viewed as being divine. 
This shows that Russian ecclesiastic ideologists did much in a short 
time to formulate the ideology of the ruler’s power. The first postulate 
of this ideology was that the tsar’s power originated from God, just 
like that of the Byzantine emperors. Passages in textbooks and essay 
collections written by Iosif Volotskii on this subject emphasize the 
divine nature of the tsar’s power and hence it being unlimited. 
This concept also makes an appearance in the tsar’s new titulature. 
The men who devised it were not interested in the political aspects 
of power; they determined the position of the Russian Orthodox 
ruler from the perspective of religion. It never occurred to them 
that divine powers could be abused because, being divine, they 
were not subject to appeal and were without limitations. Yet, if this 
did happen, the ruler would be offending divine laws because the 
limitations were religious and not worldly in nature. The political 
dimensions of divine power were determined by worldly authors, 
primarily Ivan IV and Ivan Peresvetov, who made the teachings 
of the ecclesiastic authors their own. The well-known writings of 
Ivan IV reveal an endeavor to desecrate and concretize ecclesiastic 

4 J. Reutenfels, “Skazanie sviatleishemu gertsogu toskanskomu Koz‘me Tret‘emu 
o Moskovii”, in Utverzhdenie dinastii (Moscow, 1997), 311. 

5 Ibid., 311–312.
6 G. Fletcher, O gosudarstve Russkom (St. Petersburg, 1905), 25.
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teachings and solidify the theory of political power. Ivan Peresvetov 
no longer bothers with divine arguments and the constraints of 
legitimacy. For him the well-known unlimited power of the Turkish 
sultan is sufficient to serve as an example of the figure of the “just” 
and simultaneously “terrible” ruler vis-à-vis the weak and debased 
Greeks.

These topoi are well known in the historical literature. Yet, from 
time to time, it has been possible to draw different conclusions from 
them concerning the nature of the Russian rulers’ powers. These 
powers were rapidly classified as autocracy because this term was 
used in contemporary sources. Historians were not fully aware of 
the fact, however, that autocracy was also a theocratic term, and that 
originally it denoted the position of the supreme guardian of the 
souls in this world and not a position of complete political power. 
At the time of Soviet historiography, the use of the term became 
even chaster because Lenin himself used the concept relative to the 
seventeenth century and with restrictive conditions. According to 
him the Russian state was “autocracy with the Boyar Duma.”7 
The term “centralized state” was used in parallel with “autocracy” 
and not divided from it, as was, later, the term “absolutism.” Both 
terms were used in the sense that they acquired in the second half 
of the seventeenth century, but used in their fully developed forms 
beginning with the rule of Peter I. In this interpretation we can speak 
of a quasi-unlimited power in Russia only after the beginning of the 
eighteenth century and not with any accuracy in the sixteenth century. 
Following the abandonment of this schematic and mechanical 
classification, postmodern historiography after the change of regime 
turned back to the good old term “autocracy” for the entire period, 
making it largely unsuitable for registering differences between 
rulers and eras. The other side of this methodological process was 
that in the newest historical works the tsarist powers again became 
“unlimited.” We have thus come back to the level of the generally 
valuable recollections of the foreign visitors to Muscovy.

7 V. I. Lenin. PSS, vol. 17. 346.
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It was not without good reason that, by the standards of 
contemporary Europe, foreigners in Muscovy viewed the powers 
of the Russian ruler as tyranny. European rulers with absolute 
powers did not necessarily receive their powers from God but were 
obligated to act according to and maintain the divine, natural and 
fundamental laws and to rule for the benefit of the public good and 
of the people. It was no accident that this concept of the European 
ruler’s role crystallized only after a long period of feudal development, 
and consequently not only the social but also the spiritual and legal 
constraints of absolute power evolved. In this regard Russia moved 
along different lines. Feudal representative institutions did not 
achieve the same format and function that the Western parliaments 
and reasons of state provided. They did not draw their arguments 
from Roman law or ecclesiastic and scholastic philosophy but 
remained entirely a fundamentally religious ecclesiastic system. 
Viewed from this position it was logical from a Western perspective 
to view the tsar’s powers as the “most unlimited.” In this context 
the popular claim that the bloody deeds of Ivan IV were nothing 
unusual in the sixteenth century and that the Novgorod pogrom was 
in no way worse than the Saint Bartholomew’s Day massacre are a 
false analogy because it commingles a variety of different powers. 
It not only exonerates Ivan IV from having committed sins which 
were forbidden in contemporary Russia but also suggests that such 
extremes were “normal” in Europe at that time.

In Europe, the aforementioned ideological evolution made it 
possible to distinguish between tyranny and the concept of power 
based on sovereignty. It is not true that in Russia they were unable 
to do this and that the powers of the grand duke, and later of the 
tsar in Muscovy were tyrannical, or by a later term “despotic,” either 
by the prevailing ideology of power or in the practice of power. 
On an ideological level, the autocratic tsarist powers had only one 
limitation, namely the divine laws. The importance of these laws 
must not be minimized. A deeply devoted Russian ruler made every 
effort to meet these high expectations. We have no reason to deny 
this ethos even to Ivan IV who did commit extreme cruelties. In a 
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sense it was precisely his attempt to follow these laws that created the 
bloody terror which then placed him in opposition to the ideals of the 
day and led to his and his country’s destruction. Iosif Volotskii had 
already clearly referred to the responsibilities of the ruler and made 
it clear that, other than in his own conscience, nobody had the right 
to blame the ruler. Later, there were some heads of the Orthodox 
Church who viewed this possibility as a duty to intervene actively 
and who admonished the tsar about his duties. We can consider the 
retirement of Metropolitan German Polev as an indication of such 
an admonishment, and Filipp Kolichev’s open protests against the 
oprichnina show a legitimate framework of action against the ruler 
in contemporary Russia.

Divine laws had restrictive effects not only at the level of ideology 
but also in practice. Equal restrictions were produced by natural 
conditions and by tradition.

There is no room in this essay to examine the geographic-climatic 
peculiarities of Russia. It will suffice to quote Solov’ev’s aphoristic 
comment about “Nature being the real mother of the West and the 
stepmother of Russia” and that historical differences in evolution 
were between the “rocky” West and the “flat” East.8 If we add 
Kliuchevskii’s equally classic definition of the history of the Russian 
people as the history of a people constantly in motion9, we see 
before us the principal historical reason for the peculiar Russian 
power arrangements. This is all based on an apparent paradox. The 
aforementioned factors necessarily call to life an autocratic state but, 
on the other hand, and because the concentration of power was a 
historical necessity, they also represented its historical barriers. On 
such an enormous plain, criss-crossed by huge rivers, there was 
an obvious need for a strong central power, but this necessarily 
remained a hope and an illusion. I am here referring not simply to 
the inevitable governmental opposition between the center and the 
periphery and to the constant attempts at resolution of this problem 

8 Sergei M. Solov’ev, Sochineniia, kniga VII. (Moscow, 1991), 7–8.
9 Vasilii O. Kliuchevskii, Sochineniia, (Moscow, 1987), 50.
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on the part of Russian governments, attempts which were always 
in vain. In the period under discussion the problem of being tied 
to the soil was still one that made little if any progress on the east 
European plains. It was the 1649 legal code which addressed this 
for the first time, at a time when in east central Europe the second 
serfdom came into existence and in England the enclosures created 
capitalistic-type working conditions. The existence of the service 
nobility, the strongest mass support of the tsarist powers, depended 
entirely on the work of the peasantry, who were tied to the soil. So 
long as the land problem could not be resolved, the central powers 
remained vulnerable. This was true not only from the perspective of 
the service nobility but also from that of the peasantry. The peasants 
escaping from their bondage to the soil substantially increased the 
numbers of the Cossacks marauding along the great rivers, and these 
turbulent “frontier” elements remained a threat to the central powers 
for centuries.

Contemporary Russian society was a traditional one also in the 
sense that traditions played an enormous role. Every book on history 
comments on the right of the boyars and of the service nobility to 
depart. While the grand dukes of Muscovy fought more or less 
successfully against this right, it remained an argument even for 
Andrei Mikhailovich Kurbskii and it cannot be said that it was not a 
significant barrier for the ruling powers even in the sixteenth century. 
Otherwise, there would be no explanation as to why Ivan IV made a 
group of notables sign documents which compelled them to engage 
in the prevention of such departures. The ancient fundamental right 
of the boyars to give advice to the ruler was of similar significance, 
and not only for Kurbskii. We learn from the deposition of Maksim 
Grek, quoted in every textbook, that the boyar Ivan Nikitich Bersen’-
Beklemishev complained that Grand Prince Vasilii III made all his 
decisions with just two other people. This boyar, who lost the ruler’s 
favor and was eventually executed, compared his times unfavorably 
to times past and sighed for the return of the good times of Ivan 
III. Later, it was the rule of Vasili III that was looked back to with 
yearning by prominent people persecuted first by Ivan IV and later 
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by Boris Godunov. At the time of Tsar Aleksei Mikhailovich it was 
a cultic affair to make the rule of Ivan the Terrible a model of a 
yearned-for era of peace.

The traditional right of the boyars to advise is best shown by the 
activities of the Boyar Duma. Ever since “ancient” times the Boyar 
Duma had been the highest executive, legal and advisory organ of 
Moscow rulers. Although its existence, functions and operations 
were not based on any written document, it performed its duties 
over several centuries. We can say even more about it: without the 
Duma the country would have been unmanageable because the 
“middle strata” of the elite took shape very slowly and therefore 
the highest social group had to govern the country. The formulaic 
saying, “The tsar orders, the boyars execute” was characteristic of the 
entire period under discussion. Thus, the absolute power of the tsar 
was in fact based on a true compromise: no subject denied openly 
that the ruler did not have unlimited powers but in practice, in the 
absence of an administrative structure, the ruler could not govern 
the country by himself. Consequently, like it or not, he had to accept 
that the men sitting in leading positions did so by virtue of their 
birth. These men were all of the highest nobility and some of them 
were the descendants of princes. We must make mention of the 
peculiarly Russian mestnichestvo system, which delivered the best 
of the Russian aristocracy to the tsar, and which has been extensively 
discussed in the scholarly literature. Less has been said about the fact 
that this matter had two sides, the other being that this system tied 
the hands of the tsar by forcing him to select the governors of the 
country from only the noblest hundred families.

In this sense we can speak confidently of a “dual power” which 
occasionally managed to push the tsar entirely into the background. 
The historical literature has difficulties in dealing with the childhoods 
of the tsars and usually handles them as the manifestation of some 
form of anarchy. Yet these were the times when boyar governance 
functioned most effectively. Bersen’-Beklemishev is looked upon as 
an exception while the oprichnina of Ivan IV was viewed as ensuing 
organically from the system, but which eventually proved to be a 
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blind alley, an experiment that had to be set aside and forgotten 
promptly to avoid the country falling into total chaos.

Perhaps not of equal weight but deserving of serious consideration 
among the barriers to the plenipotentiary powers of the tsars were 
the zemskii sobors which were handled by Soviet historiography well 
above their merits, but which have been largely, and undeservedly, 
ignored by Western historiography. It has become a commonplace to 
state that this organization was not identical with the Estates General 
known from Western history. Here men invited by the tsar talked on 
the order of the tsar on subjects designated by the tsar and precisely 
in the way that the tsar wanted to hear. In spite of this, summoning 
this group represented a certain hazard to the tsar’s authority and 
it was no accident that Aleksei Mikhailovich was not interested in 
its opinion for several decades. The fact that in order to implement 
certain decisions the ruler required at least the silent consent of a 
larger body was in itself a limitation of the tsar’s powers. The men 
attending the zemskii sobor occasionally became so numerous that 
they became uncontrollable and submitted requests to the tsar which 
were legitimate expressions of their dissatisfaction. This happened in 
1566. It is a meaningful paradox that the zemskii sobor took place 
at the time of the oprichnina. The long-range effects of the tradition 
embodied in the zemskii sobor can be seen from afar. The genetic 
threads of this organization go back to the ancient veche, and the 
veche did not disappear without a trace over the centuries. If this 
were not so, the role of the cities along the Volga, and north of there, 
in initiating the second national army would be incomprehensible. 
It would be even harder to understand the urban unrest of the 
seventeenth century, which in many ways was the expression of the 
revived veche spirit. In this capacity, this spirit posed significant 
barriers to the tsarist powers.

Not a few of these controlling traditions originated from the 
religious pagan culture and mentality of the people. The existence of 
wandering minstrels, the skomorokhs, and the iurodivyis, or holy fools 
in everyday Russian life is well known. Their activities, however, 
were rarely viewed in this context. The case of Ivan IV and the Pskov 
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iurodivyi, which stopped the spread of a Novgorod-type pogrom 
in the city, could be classified as a legend. The tsar presumably had 
other reasons for riding away from the city at breakneck speed, but 
the iurodivyi’s lunatic, merciless and scourging words may have 
contributed. In general, because the iurodivyis had nothing to 
lose and because the person of the tsar was inviolable according to 
Russian norms, they could be the most vociferous opposition to the 
tsars.

The greatest danger, however, was represented by the false tsars. 
In recent years a number of scholars have examined “cases” of lèse-
majesté, consisting of “disrespectful” words (neprigozhie rechy), and, 
at the beginning of the twentieth century, Nikolai Iakovlevich 
Novombergskii presented a collection of them. From today’s 
perspective it seems incredible that a very large organization made 
enormous efforts to track down and eliminate innocent talk, tavern 
chit-chat and incidental comments. The majority of these cases 
were completely innocent talk. In Russia, however, not only was 
it forbidden to take God’s name in vain, it was also forbidden to 
make free with the tsar’s, precisely because of the sacred nature of 
the position held by the tsar. The tsars whose legitimacy was open to 
question, with the Romanovs clearly in that group, wished to preserve 
and protect their missing or doubtful credentials with extremely 
rigorous demands and wanted to strengthen the appearances and 
thus influence the realities of the situation. This happened in the 
historical period when the first false tsars forcefully challenged the 
legitimacy of the sitting tsars.

In recent years, a number of studies have addressed the issue 
of the false tsars. It has been considered a form of class struggle, 
a tool of foreign intervention, a simple form of roguery, a popular 
counterculture, etc., but not to have been an effective ideological 
framework of opposition to the tsarist power structure. Yet the false 
tsar manifestation was more than a matter of popular credulity. 
Used craftily, it manipulated and finally lured into a trap the 
otherwise unshakable belief in the “good” tsar. In its most refined 
form, under the first False Dmitrii, the structure rested on the tricky 
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trading of places between the legitimate tsar and the illegitimate 
one. Essentially the true tsar was declared a fraud and the fraudulent 
one was declared to be the legitimate ruler. From the perspective of 
the ruling tsarist powers this became the most dangerous and most 
successful ideological and political weapon because it could remain 
within the good monarchy creed and within the official, sacred ruler 
concept. In the final analysis it offered a legitimate tool in the fight 
against the existing power. 

We know about a dozen false tsars from the seventeenth century 
and at least forty-four from the eighteenth century. All in all, there 
were about a hundred of them by the middle of the nineteenth 
century. In this context it is understandable that the reaction they 
provoked perhaps appeared excessive. The sitting tsars fought tooth 
and nail against everything that in any way alluded to the pseudo-
tsars. Their efforts were in vain because the three greatest popular 
uprisings, the ones led by Ivan Bolotnikov, Stenka Razin, and 
Emelian Pugachev, all used this ideology.

At its beginnings, and taken in a narrow sense, the false tsar 
manifestation can be viewed as a dynastic issue that was made 
possible by the Rurikid dynasty coming to an end. In the career of 
the Russian rulers, however, traditionally the greatest problems and 
barriers were created by the transfer of their powers to their lineal 
descendants. The root of the problem goes back to the times of the 
Kievan princes when confusing power relationships emerged from 
the distribution of the patrimonial estate, the otchina, among the 
surviving sons. It took the Moscow rulers several centuries before, 
after many fights and fraternal conflicts, they could free themselves 
of this practice. It is characteristic of the strength of this tradition 
that even Ivan IV paid tribute in his testament to this deeply 
embedded practice and disposed of some appanage principalities. 
The rules of inheritance based on seniority or primogeniture were 
never clarified, and the absence of a clear choice led to a dynastic 
crisis during the tsar’s illness in 1553. Later, during the 1580s, he 
was again forced into a compromise in order to assure his feeble-
minded son’s succession. Arguments at the time when Peter I came 
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to the throne in 1682 and the quarter century of fights and palace 
revolutions after his death were all due to the fact that there was no 
proper rule of succession, and this made the tsar’s authority highly 
problematic.

If we look at the history of the 147 years from the establishment 
of the tsarism in 1547 to the beginning of Petrine rule in 1694, we 
come to the astonishing numerical result that the Russian tsars ruled 
for less than half of this time span as legitimate and “unlimited” 
rulers. Between 1547 and 1560, 1584 and 1633, 1645 and 1648 and 
1682 and 1694, for one reason or another, others ruled in their name 
and in their place or they were considered to be illegitimate rulers. 
And we have not even touched on the relationship between Aleksei 
Mikhailovich and the Patriarch Nikon, a highly debatable history 
from the perspective of unlimited tsarist powers. This fact, by itself, 
makes the perspective of the “Muscovian” unlimited powers highly 
problematic. The factors limiting the powers which were mentioned 
above, and others not mentioned at all, are considerably more 
specific.

One thing is certain: it is high time we abandoned the opinions 
drafted by the foreign visitors to Moscow, almost without exception 
honorable ones, concerning the extent of the tsarist powers. If we 
do not, Ivan IV’s oprichnina and the entire rebellious seventeenth 
century will remain in darkness forever and will continue to be 
greatly mystifying. In the end, historians will have to find an answer 
to the somewhat prosaic question of what sort of unlimited power 
was it that had so many barriers to it? (2008)
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III/2

LEGITIMATE AND ILLEGITIMATE
TSARS TRADE PLACES IN MUSCOVY 

METHODOLOGICAL AND
HISTORIOGRAPHICAL COMMENTS10

Starting in the postmodern era, and for the past several decades, 
one of the popular Russian themes in both Anglo-Saxon11 and 
Russian12 historiography has been the investigation of the powers of 
the Russian rulers. The effects of the English language literature can 
be demonstrated in the Hungarian historical literature as well.13 The 
theme is not original, as during the nineteenth century a number of 
Russian historical studies were published which are still relevant and 

10 “A legitim és illegitim cár helycseréje Moszkóviában (Néhány módszertani és 
historiográfiai megjegyzés).” [Legitimate and Illegitimate Tsars Trade Places in 
Muscovy: Methodological and Historiographical Comments], Századok, no. 4. 
(2009): 981-996.

11 Joel Raba, “The Authority of the Muscovite Ruler at the Dawn of the Modern 
Era,” Jahrbücher für die Geschichte Osteuropas 24, no. 3 (1976): 321-44; Marc 
Szeftel, “The Title of the Muscovite Monarch up to the End of the Seventeenth 
Century,” Canadian-American Slavic Studies 13, nos. 1–2 (1979): 59–81; for 
a response, see Isabel de Madariaga, “Autocracy and Sovereignty,” Canadi-
an-American Slavic Studies 16, nos. 3–4 (1982): 369-87 and Gustave Alef, The 
Origins of Autocracy: The Age of Ivan III (Berlin, 1986).

12 For example, see Aleksandr N. Bokhanov, Samoderzhavie: ideia tsarskoi vlasti 
(Moscow, 2002).

13 See Endre Sashalmi, “Folyamatosság és változás a XVI–XIX századi orosz hatal-
mi ideológiában” [Continuity and Change in Sixteenth- to Nineteenth-Century 
Russian Power Ideology], Valóság, 1997, no. 7: 58–71; and Endre Sashalmi, 
“Autokrácia, abszolutizmus, isteni jogalap: a 16.–17. századi moszkvai hatalmi 
ideológia fő jellemzői és tipológiája” [Autocracy, Absolutism, Divine Right: The 
Principal Characteristics and Types of Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century 
Moscow Power Ideology], Aetas, 1998, no. 1: 48–66.
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of great significance.14 Yet, far be it from us to try to ignore the value 
of the new research, particularly the ground-breaking work of the 
late Soviet semiotic school.15

Soviet historiography had difficulties with the historical role 
of individuals and either ignored it or glorified it. Research into 
superstructure always lagged behind studies into the problems 
related to the substructure. It ensued naturally that, for a while, 
research into the nature, activities, symbols, ideological roots, and 
the animating ecclesiastic and secular ideology of the tsar’s powers 
became the task of Russian studies outside of Russia. With some 
delay, Russian historiography joined this now main-stream research 
trend but with the excessive enthusiasm of the neophyte it could not 
eliminate its prejudices. The essence of this one-sidedness was a loss of 
the totality of the historical experience in its interpretation.16 In what 
follows, an experiment will be made to correct this historiographic 
one-sidedness by examining one aspect of this complex problem.

As a consequence of the phenomenological methodology 
dominating current historiography, works on the tsar’s powers have 
limited themselves either to description of the attributes of these 
powers, their symbols, terminology and ideology or to description, 
reconstruction and, at times, even construction of views developed 
about these powers. It is possible to make serious excursions into 
ideological history without even tangentially examining, from the 
perspective of historicity, the fundamental and unavoidable question 
of how these abstract constructions worked in practice.

14 See Mikhail A. D’iakonov, Vlast’ moskovskikh gosudarei: ocherki iz istorii poli-
ticheskikh idei drevnei Rusi do kontsa XVI veka (St. Petersburg, 1889); and Vasilii 
I. Sergeevich, Russkie iuridicheskie drevnosti (St. Petersburg, 1890).

15 In this context we must emphasize the name of Boris Uspenskii. See his “Tsar’ 
i samozvanets. Samozvanchestvo v Rossi kak kul’turno-istoricheskii fenomen,” 
in Etiudy po russkoi istorii (St. Petersburg, 2002).

16 This is naturally valid not only for the study of our present theme but generally 
reflects the fragmenting tendencies of the historical literature in support or 
debate with postmodern discourse, such as psychohistory, mentality history, 
micro history, etc.
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The general spread of the application of this methodology is the 
reason that the stereotypes created primarily by travelers who visited 
Muscovy during the fifteenth to the seventeenth century became 
practically commonplaces in the new historical literature. This allows 
us to draw an unflattering conclusion about current historiography, 
namely that the discipline of history is unable to add anything to 
the travel experiences and impressions of the visitors in the early 
modern era except perhaps to scrupulously specify the sources and 
circumstances of their information for future generations.

From these descriptive sources and from related sources of the 
history of ideology we must conclude that the Russian tsars had 
unlimited powers, at least in comparison with the practices of their 
contemporaries in the rest of Europe. From this a picture emerged 
that was so homogenous and so unable to integrate any change or 
evolution that it could provide no explanation for manifestations and 
events that were deviations from the “norm,”. It offered, at most, a 
mystification of the role of the accidental or of elements foreign to 
the system.

Yet, the entire history of Muscovy deals with deviations from the 
norm. If we accept the summary findings of the Western travelers 
literally, we will understand practically nothing of the events of the 
fifteenth to the seventeenth century. If we do so we must postulate 
some transcendental cause for the oprichnina of Ivan IV, we must 
take the story of the miraculous escape of Dmitrii seriously and must 
completely fail to comprehend how the father of Peter I could have 
been so meek during a century of unrest.

Whether we call the power of the Russian tsars autocracy, 
despotism, absolutism or tyranny, the only thing we can be certain 
of is that it was not unlimited. During the period under discussion 
there were at least a dozen limiting factors opposing the Russian 
rulers in the practice of their powers.17 These were:

17 The problem of ideological constraints is discussed by Daniel Rowland, 
“Did Muscovite Literary Ideology Place Limits on the Power of the Tsar 
(1540s–1660s)?” The Russian Review 49, no. 2 (1990): 125–155.
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1. the Christian religion and moral teaching;
2. the unsettled rules of succession;
3. the boyar aristocracy and its principal organization, the Boyar 

Duma; 
4. the Russian Orthodox Church under the metropolitan and 

later under the patriarch;
5. the skomorokhs and the holy fools;
6. the zemskii sobors;
7. the memories of the veche;
8. the ancient right of the man in service to shift his fealty; 
9. the right of the peasants to move freely; 
10. the endless geographic space and the shortage of arable land; 
11. the turbulence of frontier elements; 
12. belief in false tsars.

I want to speak in some detail only of the last of these,18 but I 
must again emphasize that I consider research into the “oppositions” 
to tsarist power no less important. And, more to the point, I believe 
these “oppositions” are inseparable from the nature of this power 
and constitute an integral part of it.

Historiography has been aware of the false tsar phenomenon for a 
long time.19 Yet, we cannot call it a favorite subject of historians because 
from some perspectives it is an uncomfortable one. Historiography, 
having a nationalistic slant, tends to bagatellize such things because 
of feelings of shame or demonize them as coming directly from 
Satan. Consequently, the false tsars frequently appeared on the pages 

18 I have dealt with the other aspects of the problem in my lecture “Ogranicheniia 
‘neogranichennoi’ tsarskoi vlasti v Moskovii,” October 31, 2008, at the Institute 
of Russian History of the Russian Academy of Sciences.

19 See Mikhail M. Shcherbatov, Kratkaia povest’ o byvshikh v Rossii samozvantsakh 
(St. Petersburg, 1774) and Sergei M. Solov’ev, “Zametki o samozvantsakh 
v Rossii,” Russkii Arkhiv 6 (St. Petersburg), (1868): 265–281.

The Russian Paradigm_print.indd   113The Russian Paradigm_print.indd   113 2022. 03. 03.   14:03:422022. 03. 03.   14:03:42



GYULA SZVÁK The Russian Paradigm

114

of history books as frauds or impostors.20 It was easier to describe 
the people as being credulous, ignorant and easy to dupe than to 
confront the manifestations of history. The so-called Marxist Soviet 
historiography was just as ashamed of the false tsars and differed from 
its nationalistically oriented precursors only in the way it handled the 
subject. Here they were dressed in the garb of class fighters and/or 
as the puppets of foreign interventionists endeavoring to give them 
importance appropriate to the national past.21 From the period of the 
decline of Soviet historiography and of the beginnings of postmodern 
challenges metanarratives yielded the field to microhistories. Yet, 
in the historiography of the past two decades there seems to be a 
consensus that while the false tsar manifestation was well known in 
the history of other countries and other eras, it was only in Russian 
history that it was present to such an extent and for such a long 
period, and therefore it can be regarded as a Russian peculiarity.22 It 
was also a Russian characteristic that large popular movements and 
pseudo-tsar beliefs found each other. In the early modern era every 
Russian Cossack-peasant movement, with one exception, used this 
ideology.

Opinions are divided, however, about the historical content. There 
is a very strong group which views it primarily as a manifestation 
of political and social history and emphasizes its opposition to the 
established authority. Kiril Vasil’evich Chistov’s monograph is all-
pervasive and has instructed several generations of historians. He  

20 For example, very sensitively in an 1876 work by Nikolai I. Kostomarov, Samo-
zvantsy i proroki: istoricheskie monografii i issledovaniia (Moscow, 1997), 150 and 
157, particularly where he describes the first False Dmitrii as having the face of 
a man “to whom nobody would consider giving a loan.” 155.

21 For a brief review of Soviet historiography, see Igor’ O. Tiumentsev, “Smutnoe 
vremia v Rossii nachala XVII stoletiia: novye napravlenia i rezul’taty issledova-
nii,” in New Directions and Results in International Russistics, ed. Gyula Szvák 
(Budapest, 2005), 83–91.

22 Maureen Perrie, Pretenders and Popular Monarchism in Early Modern Russia: The 
False Tsars of the Time of Troubles (Cambridge, 1995), 2.
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raised the manifestation to the level of popular psychology and 
proved a direct link between beliefs in the coming of the Messiah and 
in the appearance of the pseudo-tsars.23 The following inspirational 
concept is linked to the name of Boris Andreevich Uspenskii, who 
also accepted the linkage between the institution of the false tsar and 
the popular culture and belief-system but derived it directly from the 
religious perspective of the divine origin of the Russian tsars.24 This 
view opened the path to the widest possible interpretation of the 
false tsar manifestation found in the work of Pavel Vladimirovich 
Lukin.25 Every arrogant careless word uttered in an alcoholic daze 
became an object for investigation, a process that Oleg Grigor’evich 
Usenko classified as being devoid of any perspective.26 In recent 
times Maureen Perrrie has made the most significant contribution 
to the clarification of the false tsar phenomenon. She concluded that 
the decisive issue was the ideology of opposition to the standing 
order with its essence being that it remained in the framework of the  
 

23 Kirill V. Chistov, Russkie narodnye sotsial’no-utopicheskie legendy XVIII–XIX vv. 
(Moscow, 1967), 24–33.

24 Uspenskii, “Tsar’ i samozvanets,” 150; Aleksandr M. Panchenko, Russkaia 
kul’tura v kanun petrovskikh reform (Leningrad, 1984), 15.

25 Pavel V. Lukin, Narodnye predstavleniia o gosudarstvennoi vlasti v Rossii XVII 
veka (Moscow, 2000), 103–169.

26 Oleg G. Usenko, “Kto takoi ‘samozvanets’?” Vestnik slavianskikh kul’tur: nauch-
nyi i literaturno-khudozhestvennyi al’manakh, nos. 5–6 (2002): 42–46. Usenko 
wrote a series of articles in the popular history journal, Rodina, beginning with 
the “Samozvanchestvo na Rusi: norma ili patologiia?” Rodina, no. 1 (1995). 
He also summarized his views for teachers in Oleg G. Usenko, Psikhologiia sot-
sial’nogo protesta v Rossii XVII–XVIII vekov (Tver, 1997), pt. 3. It should be 
noted that Chistov is also critical of the use of the expansive concept. See Kirill 
V. Chistov, Russkaia narodnaia utopiia: genezis i funktsii sotsial’no-utopicheskikh 
legend (St. Petersburg, 2003), 457–461.
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“good monarchy.”27 In my 1982 and 1988 overviews I arrived at a 
similar conclusion.28

This conclusion, acceptable even today from the perspective 
of historical relevance, does not fully expose the entire historical 
content hidden within the phenomenon. It would be of great help to 
historians if, in making fundamental theoretical pronouncements, 
they would not ignore concrete facts. Let us therefore examine the 
various forms in which the false tsar phenomenon appeared in the 
seventeenth century.

During the Time of Troubles five men calling themselves Dmitrii 
appeared as claimants to the Moscow throne. Of these, and of all 
of the men who nominated themselves, the first one was the most 
successful and best-known. The second False Dmitrii was right 
behind him, except for getting the crown. The third false Dmitrii 
was a much lesser figure, and we are not certain whether the fourth 
one even used the name of Dmitrii, having two different false tsar 
claims in his pocket. We also know that the confidant of the first 
false tsar, Mikhail Molchanov, once identified himself as Dmitrii 
in order to incite Ivan Bolotnikov to start his uprising. In this case 
we are not dealing with role-playing the tsar or with Messiah beliefs 
but with concrete interests of power. It is not even simply a matter 
of Russian politics because in the case of the first two false tsars, 
Polish intermediaries had a decisive role in making the fairy tale 
credible. Maureen Perrie has shown that in producing a legitimizing 
explanation the first false tsar was not relying on the Messiah belief 
widespread among the people but on deliberate propaganda activity. 
The second pseudo-tsar was only slightly less active in this endeavor. 
To what extent this carefully constructed story played a decisive role 

27 Perrie, Pretenders, 246. Her political history and factual approach is criticized 
by Nancy Kollmann, in her review in Canadian-American Slavic Studies 32, 
nos. 1–4 (1998): 413.

28 Gyula Szvák, Cárok és kalandorok. A “zavaros idők” története [Tsars and Ad-
venturers: A History of the “Time of Troubles”] (Budapest, 1982); Gy. Szvák, 
Hamis cárok [False Tsars] (Budapest, 1988); and Gy. Szvák, False Tsars (New 
Jersey, 2000).
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in mobilizing the masses is another question, one that does not upset 
the cause-and-effect relationship. Could the successful outcome have 
been due, among other things, to the fact that remaining within the 
realm of belief in the “good tsar” offered a possibility of taking steps 
against tsarist power?

Simplifying explanations are always counterproductive. The first 
False Dmitrii was clearly not a popular leader. But he was a popular 
leader as well. His fight was not a class struggle. But it was a class 
struggle as well. The false tsar who was identified as the former monk 
Grigorii Otrepev by dominant strands of the historical literature 
attempted to appear as a real tsar in the sense that he behaved like a 
tsar and not like a Cossack ataman.29 We must remember, however, 
the fact demonstrated by a number of historians, that the population 
fighting serfdom in the western and south-western border regions 
was a part of his support base. This does not mean, however, that 
his dynastic fight must be seen as a peasant war.30 Refined historical 
analysis demonstrated some time ago that this was a one-sided view 
because the social groups supporting him constituted a substantially 
broader social base. In general, the historiography of the Time of 
Troubles to this day carries the burden of a unilateral view from 
a schematic historical perspective and also from the “national 
perspective.” 

One of the greatest burdens for the historian is the topic of 
the Polish-Lithuanian intervention. This makes it impossible to 
distinguish between individual phases of the period and contributes 
to the intermingling of different content existing in the various 
phases of the Time of Troubles. It is very likely that the reason 
for the mechanical separation of the periods from each other was 
not a change in politics or a change in ideology but simply the 

29 Perrie, Pretenders, 44.
30 For a vigorous critique and a brief review of the literature, see Chester Dunning, 

Russia’s First Civil War: The Time of Troubles and the Founding of the Romanov 
Dynasty (Pennsylvania, 2001), 4–12.
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increased specialization characteristic of Soviet historiography.31 The 
consequence of all this was that a perspective on the entirety was 
lost, and that attempts were made to grasp the essence of an entire 
period by emphasizing single instances.

A multitude of monographs showed that the practice of the 
“forbidden years” introduced by Boris Godunov and his endeavors 
to solidify the system of serfdom and the crisis in the system of the 
nobility’s landed estates caused by the oprichnina terror and by 
the Livonian war introduced by Ivan IV caused serious tensions in 
Russian society at the beginning of the seventeenth century.32 This 
was a crisis without precedent in Russian history and justifies our 
statement that it was an unprecedented confrontation between the 
fundamental feudal classes, nobility and peasantry in the history of 
Russia. The catastrophic politics of Ivan IV not only cut the country 
in half in the way described so eloquently by the d’iak, Ivan Timofeev 
but did the same to the service nobility.33 Their becoming déclassé, 
or their fear of such an event and the frustrations of the intermediate 
strata, such as the Cossacks, led to a division between privileged 
and underprivileged strata. The lack of legitimacy of the first elected 
ruler, Boris Godunov, made the highest groups at court turn to a 
path of vengeance. This basic situation and these fundamental 
conflicts characterized the beginning of the Time of Troubles and 
remained in existence throughout. The dissatisfaction of the entire 
society was the objective basis of the conflicts of the period. On this 
basis we can justifiably call the Time of Troubles a permanent class, 
social-stratum, and dynastic struggle which only at a later, distinct 
state of its history became a national war of liberation. A significant 
component of the historical literature called this permanent state a 

31 This is naturally not free of political- and other historical-perspective considera-
tions or causes. It was not by chance that so many studied the Bolotnikov uprising 
and the Kuz’ma Minin and Dmitrii Pozharskii-led national liberation struggle.

32 The societal crisis was not caused by but was aggravated by dramatic climatic 
changes at the beginning of the seventeenth century.

33 Ivan Timofeev, Vremennik Ivana Timofeeva, ed. V. P. Adrianovoi-Perets (Mos-
cow, 1951), 12.
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“civil war.”34 The biggest problem about the use of this term is its 
modernity. I do not necessarily exclude the term “civil war” applied 
to the bloody conflict of a society that had no “civilians” because it 
aptly describes the nature of the entire society. Yet, use of this term 
softens the conflicts of interest, and this makes it possible to avoid the 
term “class war” which, in turn, does not favor a truly differentiated 
approach.

The decisive figure of the first phase of this permanent social, 
political, and dynastic struggle was the first False Dmitrii, whose 
importance must not be bagatellized or exaggerated. It is not 
appropriate to take him for a simple fraud, although he was 
somewhat of a fraud, but it would be an exaggeration to view him 
as the predecessor of Peter I.35 To take him as a Polish puppet is 
certainly tantamount to the recurrence of the worst traditions of 
historiography. The first False Dmitrii was “the Tsar and Grand 
Prince of all the Russias” for almost one year, regardless of how 
distressing this might be for a historiography following nationalistic 
priorities. His brief rule proves that he wore the Monomakh’s Cap 
of the tsars responsibly and truly believed that his powers came from 
God. This blurred his vision and made it impossible for him to assess 
his position realistically. At the same time, we can detect a certain 
sentimentality in him, because he tried to please several social strata 
simultaneously and thus inevitably tried to manage conflicting 
interests.36 His fall was only a question of time.

His stature gains in respect when we consider False Dmitrii II. It 
was a close call that this successor, known as the Thief of Tushino, 
did not also move into the Kremlin, which his troops blockaded 
for many months. His “counter-capital” in the village of Tushino, 

34 Igor’ O. Tiumentsev, Smutnoe vremia v Rossii nachala XVII stoletiia: dvizhenie 
Lzhedimitriia II (Moscow, 2008), 88–91.

35 For a characteristic example, see Andrei Iur’evich Nizovskii, Samozvantsy i dvoi-
niki (Moscow, 2005), 30. What A. Panchenko writes about the False Dmitrii’s 
“Renaissance” character is noteworthy. See Panchenko, Russkaia kul’tura, 17 
and 21.

36 I wrote about this in detail in Szvák, Cárok és kalandorok, 112–117.
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functioned for a year and a half, complete with a “counter-Boyar 
Duma,” and a “counter-patriarch” and was even adorned with a real 
false tsarina. This second False Dmitrii was first served by and then 
abandoned by his Polish mercenaries. He then functioned as an 
impostor masquerading as a Cossack leader but was totally unable 
to make anybody believe in his exalted position. His powers were 
maintained by a greed for plunder but the price of this was that his 
Polish-Lithuanian and Cossack marauding bands for all practical 
purposes divided his empire among themselves. It was no accident 
that the population very promptly turned against them, and it was 
certainly no accident that his successes were ephemeral.37

Even before the Thief of Tushino assumed the name of Dmitrii, 
one of the first false tsar’s men had himself masqueraded as Dmitrii, 
thus giving an impetus to the second wave of the anti-tsar movement. 
Without this event, insignificant in the history of the false tsars, we 
would probably be unable to speak of the Bolotnikov uprising and 
certainly unable to speak of what turned out to be the peak of the 
class struggle during the Time of Troubles.

The man known as the third False Dmitrii was only a local 
manifestation during the Time of Troubles. His activities and 
ambitions were limited to the Pskov area and had no national 
significance. Chronologically, he became active during the last 
phase of the period when the Dmitrii creed had lost its appeal and 
became heavily compromised. In most minds by that time the need 
for consolidation had become manifest and the false tsars were 
recognized as the principal causes of the troubles and of the anarchy. 
It is very significant that Matiushka, the third False Dmitrii, was 
supported only by the Cossacks, but their nominee could not 

37 Because meritorious works on the second False Dmitrii are few in number, the 
following collection of sources is important: V. I. Kuznetsov and I. P. Kulakova, 
eds., Pamiatniki smutnogo vremeni: tushinskii vor: lichnost’, okruzhenie, vremia : 
dokumenty i materialy (Moscow, 2001). See also Igor’ O. Tiumentsev, “Diskus-
sionnye voprosy istorii smutnogo vremeni v Rossii nachala XVII st.: tushinskii 
period,” in Muscovy: The Peculiarities of its Development, ed. Gyula Szvák (Buda-
pest, 2003), 100–102.
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even achieve success in Novgorod or vis-à-vis the crown prince of 
Sweden.38

The last Dmitrii was Cossack ataman Ivan Martynovich Zarutskii, 
who was originally an officer of the second False Dmitrii II and who, 
after the fall of his master, became the protector of the false tsarina, 
the widow of the first and second False Dmitriis, and of the infant 
son of the latter one, the double false tsarevich. The fleeing Cossack 
band moved further and further away from the central areas of the 
country and tried to establish itself in the Astrakhan area. In spite of 
the fact that the only legitimacy Zarutskii had was the “tsarina” and 
her son the “tsarevich,” he declared himself to be the tsar. This no 
longer had any significance for the evolution of events.39

During the Time of Troubles, the Dmitriis were not the only ones 
who usurped the tsar’s identity. It was still the time of the first False 
Dmitrii when a certain Cossack, Piotr, started toward the battlefield 
and then became a leading figure in the Bolotnikov uprising. He 
claimed to be the nephew of Dmitrii and assumed the leadership by 
“right of descent.” Henceforth the Cossacks nominated tsareviches 
among themselves on a regular basis. With the exception of Ivan 
Augustus, who claimed to be his son, all the others claimed to be 
grandsons of Ivan the Terrible. They included Osinovik, Fedor, 
Lavrentii,40 Klementii, Savelii, Semion, Vasilii, Eroshka, Gavrilka 
and Martinka, with the last seven being the “sons” of Fedor. Their 
lack of significance is indicated by their names, most of them being 
diminutive names never used by the real tsars and grand princes. 
They appeared mostly during the era of the second False Dmitrii 
and originally came to support the “uncle.” The false tsar, however, 
very shortly began a propaganda fight and then a real fight against 
these would-be usurpers because the false tsarevich wave evidently 
offended his ambitions and undermined his legitimacy. In order 

38 For details, see Ruslan G. Skrynnikov, Minin i Pozharskii (Moscow, 1981), 
220–226 and 250–155.

39 For more detail, see Szvák, Cárok és kalandorok, 247.
40 It is not clear whether he was a “descendant” of Fedor or of Ivan Ivanovich.
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to fully understand this manifestation, it must be recorded that 
groups of Cossacks who were going to war, whether large or small 
in number, all considered it important to legitimize their actions by 
fighting for a relative of the tsar. This, incidentally, also proved that 
in these groups the false tsar story had lost all credibility.41

It is certain, however, that the false tsars and tsareviches appearing 
on the scene during the Time of Troubles all followed political goals 
and wanted to use this method to position themselves in the power 
struggle. The first two False Dmitriis and Piotr did this on a national 
level while all the false tsareviches did it only regionally. Whether 
they also had social goals and whether they could have implemented 
them is a more complex question. With this we have arrived at the 
question that has concerned generations of historians for a long time, 
namely the “mass basis” of the anti-tsar fight during the Time of 
Troubles. In my view, one of the characteristic manifestations of the 
Time of Troubles is the stubborn persistence of the social strength 
initiating the movement, but I would emphasize the division of the 
period into sections. While in the case of the first False Dmitrii 
there was a wide societal alliance, it became polarized in a social 
sense during the Bolotnikov uprising. In the case of the second False 
Dmitrii, foreigners became increasingly important and, in parallel, 
so did the role of the Cossacks among the rebels. The two national 
armies organized to expel the Poles were again completely divided 
in a societal sense because they suddenly led to a situation where the 
formerly anti-tsar group and the pro-tsar group found themselves in 
the same camp.42

I see the Cossacks as a steady fixture. Their role during the 
“troubled times” is evidently of enormous importance, although 
it varied somewhat at different times. At the time when the first 
False Dmitrii appeared they already constituted the majority of the 

41 For this “little thief,” see Kuznetsov and Kulakova, eds., Pamiatniki smutnogo 
vremeni, 429; Perrie, Pretenders, 174–181.

42 All this was discussed in detail at the appropriate places in Márta Font et al., 
Oroszország története [A History of Russia] (Budapest, 2001), 167–168.
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army, and we find them in the anti-tsar camp to the very end. They 
provided the sustaining force for the anti-tsar war based on the false 
tsar ideology and conducted in the name of Dmitrii. While other 
social groups gradually abandoned the first and second False Dmitrii, 
the Cossacks stayed with them to the end. In some respect the end 
of the Time of Troubles was due to their sober common sense. They 
were no longer willing to support another Dmitrii but had retained 
enough force to have their candidate, Mikhail Romanov, elected tsar.

I do not want to imply that the Cossacks were the social base 
for the false tsars and that they were the ones who formulated their 
social goals. We saw that the first two False Dmitriis did not act 
like or want to be Cossack chieftains. We have also seen that the 
Cossacks laid a claim to the false tsars to the extent that they did not 
hesitate to appoint some from among themselves. By doing this they 
actually contributed to the devaluation of the false tsars and to the 
loss of belief in them. There were others who also benefited from the 
beneficial effects of the false tsar beliefs. Boyars came into leading 
positions, service nobles received new estates and escaped serfs and 
slaves received their freedom. In the various phases of the anti-tsar 
movement every layer of society formulated its demands. In the 
final analysis these demands led to consolidation because the new 
owners of the various benefits wanted to enjoy them in peace. Only 
the Cossacks were different in this respect because their business 
was war, and their benefits were loot. There is, of course, no doubt 
that their perspective was fundamentally shaped by the fact that the 
backbone of their army was made up of people trying to escape the 
spread of serfdom. For this reason, their anti-tsar activities had a 
class perspective. It was not directed toward making the principles of 
Cossack freedom dominant but only toward demanding the material 
gains inherent in being in opposition. 

At this point it might be worthwhile spending some time on the 
question of who invented the false tsar fairy tale? Historical literature 
is for good reasons uncertain on this point and generally avoids or 
circumvents an answer by saying that the author of the tale in Russia 
was Grigorii Otrepev. While this is not in doubt, it does not yield an 
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answer to the identity of the person or organ that started the idea. 
The situation actually is that at the end of the sixteenth century 
and at the beginning of the seventeenth century false kings and 
false tsars appeared in several places in Europe.43 It would be very 
tempting to say that Grigorii got his ideas from the Portuguese false 
Sebastians because even the pope drew a parallel between the two 
cases.44 Yet, the news about the discovery of America reached the 
court in Moscow only half a century after the event45 and so how 
could a simple patriarchal scribe receive information of a false king 
who was so far away? False rulers appeared much closer to Russia.

The strongest historical explanations do not seem to require, in 
the formulation of their ideas, the notion of the false tsar to have 
been imported from elsewhere. The medievalists and the early 
modern era historiographers, traditionally dominated by political 
history, were inclined to explain the birth of the Russian false tsar 
story with political arguments.46 Even for their opponents, like 
Chistov47, Uspenskii48 and Perrie49 it is a fundamental tenet that 
all of this was a Russian product. In fact, very early, in 1598 or 1600, 
years before Otrepev showed his true colors, Russians could hear 
about Tsarevitch Dmitrii’s “miraculous escape.”50 Yet the transition 

43 For a detailed description, see Leonid Iuzefovich, Samye znamenitye samozvantsy 
(Moscow, 1999), 55–88; Yves Marie Bercé, Le roi caché: sauveurs et imposteurs: 
mythes politiques populaires dans l’Europe moderne (Paris, 1990).

44 “Sara un altro Re di Portugallo resuscitato,” quoted in Perrie, Pretenders, 42.
45 Gyula Szvák, Moszkóvia és a Nyugat [Muscovy and the West] (Budapest, 1988), 

92.
46 It is no accident that Skrynnikov quotes here V. Kliuchevskii’s aphoristic state-

ment that, “Dmitrii was baked in a Polish oven, but the dough was kneaded  
in Moscow.” See Ruslan G. Skrynnikov, Rossiia v nachale XVII v., “Smuta” 
(Moscow, 1988), 96.

47 Chistov, Russkie narodnye sotsial’no-utopicheskie legendy, 29.
48 Uspenskii, “Tsar’ i samozvanets,” 149–150.
49 Perrie emphasizes the independent initiative of the false tsar. See Perrie, Pre-

tenders, 55.
50 Ibid., 35–36.
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from the circulation of all sorts of fairy tales and fantastic stories 
to a concrete individual assuming the identity of a tsarevitch who 
had died many years earlier in order for the fairy tale to become 
reality is not automatic and simple. It would help to use a tried-
and-true model. It is likely that the monk Grigorii had encountered 
such. I find it very credible that the undoubtedly true appearance 
of Dmitrii on the estate of Constantine Wiśniowiecki took place 
after the wandering monk had spent months among the Zaporozhe 
Cossacks.51 At that time these Cossacks were thoroughly familiar 
with pseudo-ruler theory and practice because in Moldova a number 
of these little pseudo-rulers were known and Cossacks in Zaporozhe 
maintained close contacts with Moldova.52 This is why I claim that 
the pseudo-tsar manifestation was a Cossack invention at its birth 
and throughout its existence and activities.

In any case, becoming a false tsar or creating one is not such an 
inventive or mystical affair as the historians, in full knowledge of 
their own importance, like to suggest in connection with Dmitrii. 
The second false tsarevitch, Piotr, appeared just a few months after 
Dmitrii’s coronation, and his story is reasonably well known from the 
records of his confessions obtained during his lengthy torture. The 
illegitimate youngster first sold apples, then worked as a ship’s cook 
and then again sold leather and shoes on the market at Astrakhan. 
The turning point in his life came when he joined the Terek Cossacks 
who wanted to sail on the Caspian Sea and get plunder from Turkish 
and Persian lands. Their band of about three hundred preferred to 
despoil the Volga merchants. They decided that it would be best for 
this enterprise if the son of Tsar Fedor Ivanovich, who actually never 
existed, were one of them. For this purpose, they picked two young 
men, Ileika and Mit’ka, the son of strelets from Astrakhan. In the 

51 Ruslan G. Skrynnikov, Samozvantsy v Rossii v nachale XVII veka: Grigorii 
Otrep’ev (Novosibirsk, 1987), 43.

52 For details about the Moldavian false princes, see Nikolai A. Mokhov, Ocherki 
istorii moldavsko-russko-ukrainskikh sviazei; s drevneishikh vremen do nachala 
XIX veka (Kishinev, 1961).
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end the decision was made in favor of Ileika in the role of Tsarevich 
Piotr, because his opponent had never been in Moscow.53

The Cossacks were familiar with a simple but effective method of 
proclaiming a pseudo-tsar. Not long after the appearance of Piotr, 
i.e., Ilia Muromets (by chance the namesake of the hero of a folk tale), 
this practice became very simple and, as we have seen, about a dozen 
tsareviches emerged from the Cossack yurts over time. The scholarly 
literature does not assign sufficient importance to this aspect of the 
Time of Troubles. In my opinion it is of decisive importance. It 
demonstrates the sociopolitical importance of the Cossacks in the 
evolution of the events of the era and it also leads us to the sources of 
the ideology of power struggle and of the false tsar belief. It is very 
likely that the false tsar fairy tale was born or was given its final shape 
in a Cossack environment, and it pleased the Cossacks so much that 
they almost endlessly duplicated the prototype they had invented. 
This then cheapened and devalued it and they themselves were 
forced into the periphery of the sociopolitical struggle. It is not my 
intent to make the false tsar manifestation a Cossack manifestation 
par excellence. It was no accident that in the passage above I argued 
for the existence of a broad social base, but I consider the linkage 
with Cossacks important, and this omission must be corrected in 
the historical literature. There can be no doubt that the Cossacks 
were the natural environment for the false tsar beliefs, which were 
based on legends and miraculous fairy-tale elements. Their way of 
life, values and beliefs originated from similarly varied sources.

If this is true, we must correct to a large extent everything that 
we used to say about the false tsar belief. Such an approach is not the 
product of a refined ideological construction but rather of a fairly 
coarse pragmatism leaning toward cynicism. It is not shaped to any 
degree by the yearning of the Russian people for some august freedom 
or for an abstract Savior and it does not incorporate an inclination for  
 

53 For details, see Aleksandr I. Kopanev and Arkadii G. Man’kov, eds., Vostanie I. 
Bolotnikova: dokumenty i materialy (Moscow, 1959), 223–225.
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gambling or an instinctive “conflict culture.” It is more self-conscious 
and less forced. While it carries the methodological stigmata of 
retrospective structuring found in the explanations of Chistov and 
Uspenskii, it endeavors to reconstruct a popular ideology and a 
popular behavior. A first reading of the available sources will suggest 
a simpler, more life-like solution. I also think that the concept of 
“realistic approach,” something of great importance in “everyday” 
law, should be applied decisively to historical studies and should 
be used as a compass in a broad historical context. In our case it 
became evident from the documents at our disposal that a decisive 
component of the false tsars’ base was provided by the Cossacks, and 
that they liked to produce false tsareviches.54 In contrast, it cannot 
be shown clearly that the beliefs associated with the false tsars were 
more than components of political propaganda and that they were 
related to “waiting for the Messiah” or that they constituted some 
form of dualistic semantics. I would not exclude these as secondary 
descriptions, but the decisive explanation is quite convincing because 
it is not static but dynamic, not a freeze-frame but a chronological 
continuity and not reconstructed but realistic.

In saying this I definitely do not wish to imply that the false 
tsar ideology was not a refined, politically inspired ideological 
construction built consciously on the contemporary community 
content of consciousness or that it was a retrospective historical 
manipulation or a semantic trick. It ensues from my perspective 
that principally and decisively we are dealing with a phenomenon 
tightly linked to the Cossacks, one which served Cossack interests 
efficiently, organically, and with style during the Time of Troubles, 
but which was also suited to other and greater ends. We must also 
keep in mind that what was initially a bare-faced fraud continued 
until the end to use intentionally misleading methods. We might 

54 A. L. Stanislavskii attributes a decisive role to the Cossacks in the evolution of 
the events of the “Smuta,” citing concurring contemporary Cossack opinions. 
See A. L. Stanislavskii, Grazhdanskaia voina v Rossii XVII v.: kazachestvo na 
perelome istorii (Moscow, 1990), 3.
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search for more elevated ideological content, but the fraudulent 
characteristic will continue to dominate.

The Cossacks presented their true essence. It was a daring and 
a coarse trick, and they were prepared to carry the initial idea to 
the point of absurdity. In their hands this tool could not evolve, 
and they let it run down completely. A sophisticated use beyond 
the profane was not their style and exceeded both their abilities and 
their ambitions.

This was the work of politicians. The first False Dmitrii was one of 
them and indeed he was an inventive one. So were his Polish advisors, 
who came from the political culture of the “noble commonwealth.” 
It was in their propaganda that a fairy tale was outlined suitable for 
converting the fraud into a tsar and making the fraudulence sacred.

Dmitrii gradually formulated the versions of his “miraculous 
escape” using different versions for different audiences. In Poland he 
presented a relatively accurate story of escape while in Russia, in a 
number of inflammatory letters and proclamations, he put religious 
motives and not factually credible matters at the forefront. He 
emphasized his “miraculous resurrection,” and concretely referred 
to Lazarus,55 but never omitted to mention Boris Godunov’s hired 
killers.56 Doing this he simultaneously positions himself in the role of 
a tsar of divine origin and also denounces the actual tsar as a criminal 
under the common law. This story, based on the religiosity of the 
Russian people and particularly on their religious ideas associated 
with the tsardom, proved quite successful beyond the frontier. As soon 
as he crossed the Dnieper the population of the frontier area streamed 

55 A letter of reply received from the Don Cossacks reads as follows: “By God’s 
will and grace he was resurrected like Lazarus from the dead.” Quoted in 
Skrynnikov, Rossiia v nachale XVII v., 118.

56 “When through God’s will our parents had departed, and Fedor Ivanovich be-
came the tsar, the traitors sent us to Uglich and treated us so badly that it would 
have been improper treatment for serfs, and they repeatedly sent murderers to 
ruin us and kill us, but merciful God hid us from the evil intents of the villains 
and preserved us until adulthood.” Quoted in Chistov, Russkie narodnye sotsial'-
no-utopicheskie legendy, 43–44.
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into his camp. Foreign observers reported that in spite of the bloody 
retributions of Godunov’s soldiers, the people remained faithful and 
saw in Dmitrii’s person the real tsar rising like the “shining sun.”57

It is plain that the false tsar fairy tale required no proof. It was 
enough to declare that he had escaped and that being the son of Ivan 
IV he was the legitimate tsar. Doing this he also assumed the “divine 
stigmata” of the Russian tsars and became the subject of the religious 
veneration of the masses. Closely related to this is that the real tsar 
now automatically became identified with Satan, the source of all 
evil. This not overly complex, dichotomous and extremely polarized 
structure in the people’s world of faith was interpreted in a large 
variety of ways and encompassed the usual and satisfactory fables of 
the popular culture. We know of innumerable stories about the child 
escaping from the hired killers by being switched58 and the popular 
fantasy endowed him with divine attributes that “Dmitrii” preferred 
not to acknowledge.59 In the case of Pugachev these divine attributes 
became actually the most important proofs.60 In this way the fairy 
tale was transformed into a well-constructed ideological weapon 
which was used to discredit the real legitimate tsar and call him 
false and illegitimate, while the false tsar, the usurper of the throne 
and the fraud, is presented as the legitimate ruler. The false tsar 
belief brings about a change of position between the legitimate and 
illegitimate rulers in Russia, and by remaining in this way within the 
traditional ideological framework of the good tsar belief it makes it 
possible to take action against the tsar.

The switch of position and role between the legitimate tsar and the 
usurper was thus based on a crude fraud and on a not very detailed, 
unstructured religious construct. It was precisely its simplicity which 

57 Perrie, Pretenders, 64-66.
58 The version of the false Dmitrii of the story of the switched children was sent by 

Papal Nuncio Rangoni in his report to the Vatican on November 8, 1603. See 
Paul Pierling, La Russie et le Sainte Siège, études diplomatiques (Paris, 1910), 3: 
399 and 431–434.

59 Perrie, Pretenders, 67–68.
60 Uspenskii, “Tsar’ i samozvanets,” 156–157.
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gave it an idealism that could fuse, for a while, groups from the 
broadest range of society into an alliance. According to the testimony 
of the sources a significant proportion of the population, primarily 
the servants bound to the soil, the peasants, and the lower orders 
of the urban functionaries and of the military forces,61 all placed 
full credence on the fairy tale because they hoped for a “good” tsar 
and for the coming of a Savior who could ameliorate their wretched 
existence. Others wanted to believe in him because it served their 
interests, and still others were fully aware of the fraud but wished to 
exploit the possibilities it offered. The Cossacks, who gave a certain 
shape to the social resistance and turbulence of the Time of Troubles, 
belonged to the second group mentioned above. The twelve “yurt” 
tsareviches and, particularly, the case of Piotr, show that the Cossacks 
fully exploited the possibilities contained in the false tsar belief even 
though they never believed in its sacred contents. It is very likely that 
even Bolotnikov just allowed Molchanov to mislead him and did 
not really believe that he was Tsar Dmitrii. It was no accident that 
he kept sending agents from increasingly beleaguered and besieged 
Tula with instructions to find a Dmitrii. Later on, under torture, 
he made it plain that he knew who the legitimate tsar was.62 As we 
proceed further in the history of the Time of Troubles it becomes 
increasingly clear for everybody that Dmitrii was a fraud, regardless 
of who it was who assumed the name.

Yet the second False Dmitrii, who discredited and debased the 
false tsar concept, paradoxically endeavored to prove his legitimacy 
almost to the end. He claimed and established tsarist prerogatives 
such as a second capital city, his own duma and patriarch and 
getting hold of the wife of the first false tsar. Furthermore, in his 
capacity as the “real” tsar he had the false tsareviches, who fell into 
his hands, executed. Yet he declared that Boris Godunov’s successor, 
the legally legitimate ruling tsar, Vasilii Shuiskii, was a usurper and 

61 For the historiographic debate on this subject, see Perrie, Pretenders, 63–64.
62 Conrad Bussow, Moskovskaia Khronika, 1584–1613 (Moscow, 1961), 144 and 

146.
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thus the switch in the roles continued. To make people believe that 
Vasilii Shuiskii was not the real tsar was not a difficult task. Not 
only because just like Godunov he was an elected tsar, a fact which 
even caused the Romanovs some problems, but also because he was 
not at all a tsar-like figure. His acts and behavior did not reflect 
the qualities ordinarily associated with his august position. He 
repeatedly broke into tears in public and even allowed people to grab 
and pull his beard.63 Finally the boyars simply made him step down 
from the throne. This was the beginning of the only period in pre-
1917 Russian history when there was no tsar, but this, curiously, was 
not favorable for the false tsar manifestation. By this time Russian 
society was so disordered by anarchy that large segments of the 
population were interested only in a real “real” tsar.

When we examine the false tsareviches appearing in the later 
phases of the seventeenth century we come to the surprising 
conclusion that they did not use the “switch” technique touted by 
the false tsar propaganda, nor did they question the power of the 
tsar or take steps directly against the office. With the death of the 
pseudo-Dmitriis the false tsars also disappeared from Russia for a 
long time. It was at the end of the 1630s and in the first few years 
of the 1640s that two or three false tsareviches appeared claiming 
to be sons of Dmitrii but all of them were beyond the borders of 
Russia.64 At the same time there were two others, also far away 
from Russia,65 who assumed the identity of children of Shuiskii 
(who never had any). The pseudo-tsareviches bred in the Polish 
and Cossack environment had no Russian support at all. Only 
Timofei (Timoshka) Akindinov (Akundinov, Akidinov, etc.) had 
any impact but only as an international impostor. He traveled over 

63 In his new book Viacheslav N. Kozliakov refines this tsar image somewhat but 
also leaves no doubt that Shuiskii was unable to cope with the demands of 
power. See Viacheslav N. Kozliakov, Vasilii Shuiskii (Moscow, 2007), 263.

64 Maureen Perrie, “Samozvanchestvo Reconsidered: ‘Calling Oneself a Tsar,’ in 
Seventeenth Century Russia,” in New Directions, ed. Szvák, 93.

65 Szvák, False Tsars, 50–58.
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much of Europe claiming to be the head of the non-existing Perm 
government and also, at times, to be the son of Shuiskii. In most 
places he was taken seriously, and this seems to demonstrate his 
qualification for being a false star. In this respect he resembled the 
first False Dmitrii. Eventually, he was extradited from Holstein back 
to Moscow where he was executed.66 These false tsars had no societal 
support whatever in Russia and had no effect on domestic policies. 
They added nothing to the false tsar ideology and did not really 
expect a major boost apart from the temporary support of existential 
advantages. This might be the reason why in the documentation of 
their story more weight was put on the tsar-like birthmarks on their 
body than on their ideology.

After approximately three decades, two impostors claimed the 
names of the sons of the new tsar, Alexei Mikhailovich, Alexei and 
Simeon. One of the impostors was mentally ill, but both of them were 
executed having achieved absolutely nothing with their claims.67 

The somewhat earlier Stepan Rasin uprising, also starting from 
a Cossack milieu, was more significant and also linked to the false 
tsar phenomenon. The leader did not claim to be a tsar, but the 
Cossacks proclaimed that on his longboat draped in black he was 
carrying Tsarevich Alexei, while the longboat draped in red carried 
the Patriarch Nikon. The movement dominated by the Cossacks 
legitimated its existence simultaneously with the false tsar and 
false patriarch belief. So far as one can tell, the uprising was not 
against the tsar but against his evil advisors, the boyars, and thus 
the false tsar ideology was not a vehicle for anti-tsar activity. The 
movement’s leaders did not declare the legitimate tsar to be a fraud 

66 The adventuresome history of Timofei Ankundinov (Ankindinov) has piqued 
the curiosity of a number of historians, including Sergei Solov’ev, but to date no 
monographs have been devoted to him. See the brief biography by Iurii B. Sim-
chenko, “Lzhe-Shuiskii II. Pravoslavnyi, musul’manin, katolik,” in Russkie:i-
storiko-etnograficheskie ocherki, ed. Galina A. Nosova (Moscow, 1997). See also 
N. Dubovik, “Samozvanstvo kak polikul’turnii dialog: samozvanets Timofei 
Akindinov (lingvisticheskii aspect problemy).”

67 Chistov, Russkie narodnye sotsial’no-utopicheskie legendy, 85–88.
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and did not want to replace him with a genuine ruler. The false 
tsar belief, a steady accompaniment of social movements, had here 
only a supportive role and was no longer based on the switch of the 
legitimate with the illegitimate ruler.68

The forty-four false tsars and tsareviches69 known from the 
eighteenth century did not use this technique either, and while the 
sixteen known false Peter IIIs70 all proclaimed that the ruler sitting 
on the throne was a fraud and that they were the real rulers, since 
the ruler at this time was a woman, Catherine II, this could not be 
considered to have been a classic change of position.

Looking at the entire history of the Muscovite pseudo-tsars and 
pseudo-tsarevitchs and at the evolution of the false tsar phenomenon 
we can draw the following conclusions:

1. The most significant false tsars of the period, the false 
Dmitriis, pursued political goals;

2. The false tsar fairy tale was a politically motivated fraud;
3. It was based as much on intentional fraud as on the “good 

tsar” belief;
4. It used the “good tsar” belief as a tool for deception and 

developed it to attain its goals;
5. Among the first false tsars the false tsar belief was based on the 

“switch of position” between the legitimate and illegitimate 
tsars;

6. It had a broad societal base because during the Time of 
Troubles it became suitable for the support of actions against 
the existing power, and political and social order;

68 A. G. Man’kov, Inostrannye izvestiia o vosstanii Stepana Razina: materialy i issle-
dovaniia (Leningrad, 1975), 43–44 and 66–67.

69 It was Philip Longworth who added them up. See Philip Longworth, “The Pre-
tender Phenomenon in Eighteenth-Century Russia,” Past and Present 66, no. 1 
(Feb. 1975): 65.

70 See K. V. Sivkov, “Samozvanchestvo v Rossii v poslednei treti XVIII v,” Istori-
cheskie zapiski 31, (1950): 88–135.
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7. Its social base until the very end were the Cossacks from whose 
environment it emerged and who presumably furnished it 
with a model or, at least, organically reproduced it;

8. The fraudulent fairy tale was consciously based on or exploited 
the behavior patterns and the popular customs of the people 
relative to the tsars. It also profited from the “Savior belief” of 
the masses and from their sacred image of the ruler; 

9. The initiative was not formulated in Russia. It was based on a 
Polish-Cossack mixture;

10. It can be said that the idea was of foreign origin, but that the 
“product” was Russian. (2008)
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III/3

THE QUESTION OF THE GENESIS
OF RUSSOPHOBIA71

Recently, Russophobe voices have again became strong in various parts 
of the world.72 It is customary to keep prudishly quiet about this mani-
festation because it is patently uncomfortable for the Russians and of-
fensive to their national pride. The progressive West also does not boast 
about it because it does not fit into the self-image of a politically correct 
mandate. Yet, historians cannot ignore it because we recognize in it 
one of the characteristic distortions of our recent national conscious-
ness. It must also not be ignored because it has a history spanning 
several centuries, which links very different periods to each other.

What do we mean by Russophobia? I will give some definitions 
below, intentionally taken not from academic circles because just as 
the phenomenon is constructed in public opinion, so its definition is 
most useful if it is drawn from public opinion, where it has evolved.

“Russophobia—Discomfort, hate, hostility or other negative 
sentiments vis-à-vis Russia, the Russians or their language. This 

71 “O genezise Rusofobii”, in Russkaia Paradigma. Rusofobskie zametki rusofila (St. 
Petersburg: Aleteiia, 2010), 97–121 

72 For Hungarian analyses, see Tamás Krausz, “Tézisek a russzofóbia történelmi 
funkciójáról” [Theses on the Historical Function of Russophobia], in Lenintől 
Putyinig [From Lenin to Putin] (Budapest, 2003); T. Görög “Russzofóbia: mí-
tosz és valóság” [Russophobia: Myth and Reality], in Valóság [Reality], no. 6 
(1991). For an interesting study with contemporary relevance, see J. E. Cain, 
Bram Stoker and Russophobia: Evidence of the British Fear of Russia in Dracula 
and the Lady of the Shroud (McFarland, 2006). For some classic studies on the 
subject, see J. H. Gleason, The Genesis of Russophobia in Great Britain: A Study 
of the Interaction of Policy and Opinion (Cambridge, 1950); R. T. McNally, “The 
Origins of Russophobia in France, 1812–1830,” American Slavic and East Euro-
pean Review 17, no. 2 (April 1958).
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is a case of xenophobia. Russophobia has external components, 
namely negative opinions about Russia formed by foreigners, and 
internal components, opinions formed by Russians or by certain 
groups within Russia.” (Russian Wikipedia.)

“Anti-Russian sentiment covers a wide spectrum of prejudices, 
dislikes and fears of Russia, Russians, or Russian culture, 
including Russophobia. In modern international politics, the term 
‘Russophobia’ is also used more specifically to describe clichés 
preserved from the times of the Cold War. The most popular 
Russophobe sentiments are that all Russians are drunkards, 
Russian mafia or Asiatic barbarians.” (American Wikipedia.)

“Russophobe—One who fears or dislikes Russia or its people or 
culture.” (thefreedictionary.com).

These definitions embrace a very wide group of manifestations, but 
they all share one feature, namely they attribute great importance 
to negative opinions and clichés. In fact, on the World Wide Web a 
whole list of Russophobic stereotypes can be found. The following 
list, in descending order, is from the La Russophobe site:

10. Russian cuisine is wretched.
9. Russians are greedy and arrogant.
8. Russia is sick and does not care.
7. Russians are lazy and inefficient.
6. Sports and Russia are like oil and water.
5. Vladimir Vladimirovich Putin.
4. Russians are crazed authoritarians.
3. Nobody likes Russia.
2. Russia is insanely aggressive and militaristic.
1. Russia hates families, particularly women and children.73

73 La Russophobe, June 19, 2006. — http://larussophobe.wordpress.com/  Accessed: 
Jan 24 2022
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The list was not considered to be a joke and was regularly enlarged. 
Some of its items also appeared in print, and Russian scholars 
collected the most frequently occurring Russophobic statements 
from the press. On this basis they prepared a list of the top press 
publications they considered to be Russophobic.74

A systematic collection of Russophobic commonplaces was 
prepared much earlier. It is linked to the name of the mathematician 
Igor R. Safarevich and was published in his notorious book, 
Russophobia. I will quote only a few statements which I consider 
to be the most characteristic, “Starting with the Early Middle 
Ages, Russian history is determined by such archetypical Russian 
characteristics as a blend of servility, a sense of dignity, lack of 
patience vis-à-vis the opinion of others, malevolence toward foreign 
powers, jealousy, and servile submissiveness…The Russians are 
incapable of comprehending the causes of their own misfortunes. 
In their suspicion and hostility against everything foreign they are 
prepared to blame anybody else, Tatars, Greeks, Germans, and Jews 
for all their troubles, except themselves.”75

In Hungary no such collections have been assembled but as part 
of their stereotype studies, socio-psychologists polled a selected 
group of school-age youngsters in 1981 and in 1991.

Assessment of nations on a scale of 1–7

1981 1991 1981 1991
Americans 5.3 4.9 Hungarians 5.5 4.7
British 5.6 5.2 Germans 5.2 4.9
French 5.5 4.9 Russians 5.6 4.2
Chinese 4.0 4.4 Romanians 4.0 3.6

74 Rusofobia zapadnikh SMI, March 1, 2008. — http://www.inosmi.ru/ Accessed: 
Jan 24 2022; Reiting rusofobii, February 2, 2007. — http://www.e-generator.ru/ 
Accessed: Jan 24 2022

75 Igor R. Shafarevich, “Rusofobiia”. —  https://mir-knig.com/read_193818-2.
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Characteristic features of the Hungarians and Russians
(same scale)

1981 1991
Russians Hungarians Russians Hungarians

Honesty 6.02 5.42 4.17 4.36
Intelligence 5.63 5.73 4.14 4.91
Patriotism 6.57 5.92 5.18 5.12
Culture 5.17 5.42 3.95 4.72
Popularity 4.97 5.26 3.5 4.5
Self- 
assurance 6.03 5.57 4.64 5.04

Interest in 
Politics 5.98 5.27 4.87 4.8

Friendliness 5.74 5.99 4.45 5.28
Diligence 5.62 4.49 3.9 4.08
Good 
humor 4.25 5.82 3.87 5.47

From the data above, the steadiness of the characteristics attributed 
to the Russians, in spite of a regime change, is noteworthy. The 
students considered them to be more patriotic, self-assured and 
interested in politics than good humored, diligent and cultured.76

Studies of national character began in Hungary in 1847 when 
the work of the father of Hungarian studies of national character, 
Jácint Rónay, was published under the title of Jellemisme [Study of 
Character]. In this he attempted to gather the characteristic traits of  
 

76 For a detailed discussion see: György Hunyady, Sztereotípiák a változó köz-
gondolkodásban [Stereotypes in a Changing Public Opinion] (Budapest, 1996), 
113–124.
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the Russian nation. We quote only the ten characteristics considered 
to be the most significant.77

1. Humility, which is an unmistakable characteristic of the 
lower-class Russian. His submissiveness and obedience rapidly 
deteriorate into servility.

2. The Russian can endure more than he can do.
3. His overriding passions are miserliness, and a pathological 

desire to dominate.
4. When he reaches his goal, he becomes as inflexible and lordly 

a master as he was clever and useful on his way up.
5. He is tied to religion and nationalism with a most exaggerated 

enthusiasm.
6. The Russian fought against the cultured nations of Europe for 

centuries and spurned European culture.
7. In a Russian home there is only master and servant.
8. One cannot rely on his word and promise.
9. There has to be rouge and powder everywhere. Without them 

the Russian woman is unhappy.
10. His bad features include meanness, lying and being an 

inebriate.

The work of Rónay does not reveal his readings and therefore we 
can only suspect that he must have studied the so-called “Styrian 
People’s Tablet” which originated in the first half of the eighteenth 
century and was well known in Hungary. It was displayed on the wall 
of every tavern in Styria during the eighteenth century, informing 
unsuspecting landlords about the customs of the foreigners coming 

77 Jácint Rónay, “Jellemisme, vagy az angol, francia, magyar, német, olasz, orosz, 
spanyol nemzet, nő, férfiú és életkorok jellemzése lélektani szempontból” 
[Study of Character, or the Characterization of the British, French, Hungarian, 
German, Italian, Russian and Spanish Nations and their Men and Women of 
Different Ages from a Psychological Perspective], (1847), in Nemzetkarakterio-
lógiák [National Characters], ed. György Hunyady (Budapest, 2001), 167–168.
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into the tavern for a beer. The bartenders did not have a very flattering 
opinion of the “Muscovites.” They considered them ill-intentioned, 
extremely rude, ignorant, and inclined to physical violence. They 
likened them to donkeys. It can also be seen from the same “tablet” 
that they did not particularly like the Hungarians either. They were 
considered to be better only by a hair, but they were also bloodthirsty, 
cruel and rebellious.78

The information for the authors of the “Styrian People’s Tablet” 
must have been derived from a number of sources. From the fifteenth 
to the seventeenth century a number of Westerners, ambassadors, 
merchants and soldiers visited Russia, known at the time as 
Muscovy. Thanks to them, we are familiar with a great quantity of 
valuable information, and there were also a number of contemporary 
summary statements about the Russians. This material is largely 
contained in the scholarly literature79 and stimulated the interest of 
Russian historiographers from an early period.80 It cannot be our task 
here to discuss and analyze these enormously interesting sources, 
and it will suffice to refer the curious to the most recent works on 
this subject.81 The only aspects of importance from the perspective 
of our present topic are the frequently recurrent generalizations, 
namely the stereotypical characterizations of the Russian people. 

78 For details, see “Az Európában található népek és tulajdonságaik rövid leírása” 
[A Brief Description of the Peoples of Europe and of their Characteristics], in 
http://www.luk.hu/tankonyvtar. Last accessed: 2009. The Russian equivalent is 
Nikolai G. Kurganov, “Opis’ kachestv znatnieshikh evropeiskikh narodov,” in 
Pismovnik, soderzhashchii v sebie nauku rossiskago iazyka so mnogim prisovokuple-
niem raznago uchebnago i poleznozabavnago veshchesloviia (St. Petersburg, 1769).

79 Klára Radnóti, Európa Moszkóvia-képe a XV–XVI. században [The European 
Image of Muscovy in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries] (Budapest, 2002); 
and Gyula Szvák, Moszkóvia és a Nyugat (Budapest, 1988).

80 For classic works on this subject, see Vasilii O. Kliuchevskii, Skazaniia ino-
strantsev o Moskovskom gosudarstve (Moscow, 1916); and Sergei F. Platonov, 
Moskva i Zapad (Berlin, 1926).

81 Marshall T. Poe, A People Born in Slavery: Russia in Early Modern European 
Ethnography, 1476–1748 (Ithaca: 2000).
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Future, extensive studies will undoubtedly assign numbers to their 
occurrence, and it will be the task of modern source criticism to 
separate the new observations from those taken over from earlier 
material. In the framework of a single lecture, we must limit ourselves 
to some arbitrary selections from the existing mass of stereotypes. 
The list of characteristics given below can be considered typical, as 
pointing to significant characteristics, and as occurring repeatedly. 
Even though their number could be expanded significantly, I have 
selected only ten of them.

1. The life of man is of little value (Giles Fletcher).82

2. This people enjoys servitude more than liberty. (Sigismund 
von Herberstein).83

3. They are spiritless and inactive (Fletcher).84

4. With gifts anything can be accomplished (Adam Olearius).85

5. Coarse, uncultured, sly, treacherous and impolite. (Jacques 
Margeret).86

6. Mutual slander (Albert Schlichting.)87

7. Barbaric people, despotic rule. (Olearius)88

82 Giles Fletcher, “Az Orosz Államról, avagy az orosz cár uralkodási módja 
(akit általában Moszkvai Cárnak neveznek) ezen ország lakóinak szokásairól 
és erkölcseiről való leirással” [Of the Russe Common Wealth. Or, Maner of 
gouerne ment of the Russe emperour, (commonly called the Emperour of 
Moskouia) with the manners, and fashions of the people of that countrey], 
Világtörténet [World History], no. 3 (1984): 116.

83 Sigismund von Herberstein, Zapiski o Moskovii (Moscow, 1988), 112.
84 Fletcher, “Az Orosz Államról,” 113.
85 Adam Olearius, Adam Olearius viszontagságos útja az orosz földön át Perzsiába 

[The Adventurous Journey of Adam Olearius across Russia to Persia], transl. 
Klára Balassa (Budapest, 1969), 99.

86 Jacques Margeret, Estat de L’Empire de Russie, et Grand Duché de Moscovie (Paris, 
1821), 164.

87 Albert Schlichting, Novoe izvestie o Rossii vremeni Ivana Groznogo (Leningrad, 
1934), 19.

88 Olearius, Adam Olearius viszontagságos útja, 92.
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8. They are proud and arrogant, considering themselves to 
be better than any other people (Baron Augustin von 
Mayer berg).89

9. The women paint their faces (Raffaello Barberini).90

10. Drunkenness is a national failing. (Alberto Campense).91

The sequence is unimportant because any grouping would be 
correct, and the selection of the authors is also incidental because the 
same wording could be found in any other author’s work. From the 
perspective of our present purpose the important thing is that the 
popular criteria about Russia, assembled at the time of the formation 
and collection of Western knowledge about the country, remain 
characteristic to this day and are still the key to our assessment of 
Russia. Putting it differently we can say that the roots of Russophobia 
can be found in the early modern era. 

The question is, of course, whether it is legitimate for us to talk 
about Russophobia on the basis of Western opinions contemporary 
with the descriptions of the travelers to Moscow. We know that 
many of them admitted a dislike for the Russians and wished to 
do them harm. Others wanted to make alliances with them and 
wanted to gain commercial advantages. They were not initially and 
irretrievably Russophobes. They were just different in their beliefs, 
customs, and culture. Their image of Russia was formed on the basis 
of their feeling of European superiority and of a “them” and “us” 
comparison. There was also a lack of empathy toward the premodern 
people and their differences.92 We can thus show the causes for and 

89 Quoted in Valentin N. Bochkarev, Moskovskoe gosudarstvo XV–XVII vv. po ska-
zaniiam sovremennikov-inostrantsev (St. Petersburg, 1914), 113.

90 Raffaello Barberini, “Puteshestvie v Moskoviu v 1565 godu,” in Skazaniia ino-
strantsev o Rossii XVI i XVII vekakh (St. Petersburg, 1843), 19.

91 Albert Kampenskii, “O Moskovii,” in Rossiia v pervoi polovine XVIv.: vzgliad iz 
Evropy, ed. O. F. Kudriavtsev (Moscow, 1997), 106.

92 For the premodern national consciousness, see Gyula Szvák, “Dosovremennaia 
natsia” v vengerskoi istoriografii,” in Dve imperii–mnogo natsional’nostei, ed. 
Gyula Szvák (Budapest, 2007), 7–28.
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the sources of the basic stereotypes about the Russians that proved 
to be lasting and real.

There was no image of an enemy attached to any of this, no 
aggressive edge, and it was not directed against the Russians as a 
people. There was no incitement to war and no intention of erasing the 
Russians from the map of Europe. Perhaps it is not even desperately 
helpful to call our early modern era ancestors Russophobes.

Russophobia is a characteristically modern phenomenon. In 
its arguments it does go back to these historical sources and to 
stereotypes that, by themselves, are innocuous, but its essential 
feature is a conscious, politically motivated desire to do harm. In 
today’s Western democracies, which are accustomed to a very 
sensitive and politically correct use of terms, it is not appropriate to 
insult people and to attach degrading adjectives to them. We can 
deal with xenophobia, which constituted an integral component 
of the premodern or “medieval” national consciousness, as a tool 
which evolved historically and was seeking its own identity. Yet 
today these commonplaces are no longer permissible and are now 
simply manifestations of racism. In the final analysis Russophobia 
functions along the same lines of legitimacy as anti-Semitism.

It is sometimes difficult to draw a line between the old stereotypes 
about the Russians and true Russophobia. The historian can safely 
traverse periods and study anti-Russian source material and this will 
not become an issue of national sensitivity. The danger lies in its being 
used for political goals behind which, as we well know, there always 
lurks a drive to compete for economic superiority and power. This is 
what Russophobia is supposed to cover up. The old stereotypes could 
thus become a veritable political Bermuda Triangle of “power—
press—public opinion” and become an anti-Russian weapon.

It is appropriate for the historian to separate the premodern 
prejudices of the early modern era from modern era Russophobia 
even though the spiritual weaponry and the “historical” source 
material show an eerie similarity. As part of this, a new definition 
of Russophobia might be helpful. It could sound something like 
this: “A compilation of stereotypes motivated by political and power 
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interests, which places everything Russian into an unfavorable 
light.”

Even more help could be provided by interdisciplinary 
investigations, for which I would like to suggest some possible areas:

1. “External” versus “internal” Russophobia;
2. Its place in xenophobia within national ideologies;
3. The regional varieties of Russophobia;
4. A comparison of Turkophobia and Germanophobia with 

Russophobia;
5. Studies of national stereotypes and national characterologies.

Many more themes could be listed. One issue must not be hidden 
by silence. Today there is a resurgence of the national idea. The first 
attempts aimed at national self-determination during the Middle Ages 
were also accompanied by the first manifestations of xenophobia. In 
a paradoxical fashion in today’s “supranational” world order there is 
still a major role for xenophobia, including Russophobia. There is a 
need for international cooperation by specialists in Russian studies 
and for an effort manifested as joint research in order to confront 
this historical manifestation without prejudice. (2008)
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CHAPTER FOUR

FROM MACRO- 
TO MICRO-HISTORIOGRAPHY

IV/1

THE GOLDEN AGE  
OF RUSSIAN HISTORIOGRAPHY

THE NINETEENTH CENTURY1

The turn of the nineteenth century brought significant changes in 
Russia as elsewhere. Classicism, an offshoot of rationalism, gave way 
to sentimentalism, and later to Romanticism; the age of national 
reawakening was ushered in, as it was throughout Europe. Nikolai 
Mikhailovich Karamzin, a child of both centuries chronologically as 
well as spiritually, was a hallmark figure of the transition.

A scion of the rural aristocracy, Karamzin began his career as 
a writer of literature, but later came to be known as “the father of 
Russian historiography”. By the end of Catherine II’s rule he was 
known as the country’s most prominent man of letters (perhaps 
alongside Gavrila Derzhavin). As a person of broad, European 
horizons he introduced sentimentalism to Russia, remaining 
undeterred from his Westernizing stance even after the events of 
1789–90 in France. In his Pis’ma russkogo puteshestvennika, the first 
volume of which was published in Paris in 1797, he notes that 

The Germans, French and English were ahead of the Russians by 
at least six centuries: Peter moved us with his mighty head, and 

1 “The Golden Age of Russian Historical Writing: The Nineteenth Century,” in 
The Oxford History of Historical Writing, vol. 4: 1800–1945, S. Macintyre, J. 
Maigushca and A. Pók eds. (Oxford, 2011), 303–325.
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in several years we have almost overtaken them. All the pitiful 
jeremiads about the betrayal of the Russian character, about the 
loss of the Russian moral physiognomy, are either nothing more 
than a joke or have their basis in ill-conceived and imperfect views.

In the following line, he puts things even more unequivocally: 
“Anything national is insignificant before what is human. The most 
important thing is to be people, not Slavs”.2 

These are twentieth-century thoughts. But in early nineteenth-
century Russia they were on the verge of obsolescence. By that time, the 
slogan “Country and Progress” had appeared in Russia, to be gradually 
overtaken by the dilemma of “Country or Progress”. The Russians 
henceforth defined themselves as a nation and for an increasing 
number of people this recognition took form in the cultivation of 
vernacular literature. Simultaneously, with the radicalization of the 
French Revolution, authoritarian regimes assumed a more repressive 
counter-revolutionary stance. Thus the abstract slogans of progress 
disappeared from public discourse. Yet all this did not happen without 
upheavals. A whole generation lost its ideals, becoming disoriented 
in its ideology and worldview. An intellectual gap appeared in public 
life, which prepared the ground for the hitherto suppressed “nation” 
to manifest itself as a central subject of concern.

Historians refer to the Napoleonic campaign of 1812 as a 
milestone in the process of whipping up pan-Russian patriotism. It 
is no coincidence that less than two decades after the publication of 
his Pis’ma russkogo puteshestvennika, Karamzin writes, in O drevnei 
I novoi Rossii (1811), a treatise addressed to the tsar’s sister: “We 
became citizens of the world but ceased in certain respects to be 
citizens of Russia. The fault is Peter’s.”3

2 Nikolai Karamzin, Letters of a Russian Traveller, trans. Andrew Kahn (Oxford, 
2003), 294.

3 Karamzin’s Memoir on Ancient and Modern Russia, trans. Richard Pipes (New 
York, 1966), 124.
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Since it was not a public document, Karamzin’s O drevnei I novoi 
Rossii took some time to influence historical thinking. This book 
was important for the history of ideas because it outlined the basic 
tenets that the Slavophiles would embrace later on. At the same time 
Karamzin’s major synthesis, Istoriia gosudarstva rossiiskogo, the first 
eight volumes of which were published simultaneously in 1818 in 
an unusually large edition of 3,000 copies that were sold out in just 
a few weeks, defined the historical consciousness of generations. By 
that time Karamzin was a full-time “court” historian who received 
a significant annual allowance from the tsar. In this capacity he was 
privy to secret archives; therefore his monumental work, written in the 
course of almost fifteen years, was well documented. But Karamzin 
had no intention of belying his novelist past. His credo as a historian 
was the Romantic approach: history written metaphorically in the 
style of literature, thereby influencing the reader’s sentiments and 
imagination. As a patriot he meant to create a lifelike, exciting, and 
attractive history out of the seemingly “lifeless”, boring material of 
Russian history, one that was filled with subjects of flesh and blood 
both blessed and cursed with great sins and virtues. In doing so 
he followed in the footsteps of eighteenth-century post-annalist 
historians by focusing on larger-than-life personalities, while 
organizing his material chronologically on the basis of monarchical 
rule. This kind of historical writing was especially suited to his 
riveting style and psychologising inclination.

Several years later, publication of the ninth volume of his Istoriia 
gosudarstva rossiiskogo (1821) received an enthusiastic welcome. 
Karamzin dedicated this volume to the second part of Ivan IV’s 
rule, the oprichnina. Mincing no words, he depicted the feared Tsar 
with such vehement brushstrokes that the tyrant came to life for the 
nineteenth-century Russian reader in all his terrible reality. When 
writing, Karamzin, as an honest historian, listened to his conscience 
with no intention of sending a message to the holders of power. 
In general, he had a positive view of Tsarist autocracy; indeed, he 
thought of it as the foundation of Russian history. He resolved 
the “Ivan dilemma” accordingly: Russia had to suffer through the 
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yoke of the Mongols and also the torturing rigors of autocracy but 
managed to withstand these tribulations by its love for autocracy 
in the consoling belief that along with pestilence and earthquakes 
God sent tyrants. Hence the monarchist historian remained true to 
his political ideals—though he was careful not to idealize Ivan IV’s 
personality or achievements.

Karamzin did not live long enough to conclude his great work. 
He got as far as Volume 12 and up to the discussion of the Time 
of Troubles but failed to finish it. Even during his lifetime, he was 
subjected to severe criticism, primarily from the emerging historical 
profession. Karamzin was incapable of organizing his archival 
material—which appears in his work in a physically separate form—
into an organic unit. He told an attractive and exciting story of Russian 
history in sweeping chapters but had relegated documentation to 
sprawling notes. Karamzin remained a writer as well as a historian, 
yet his attractive narrative of Russian history stands before us in its 
full colours, offering a riveting read up to our day.

The “Skeptical School” and the Age of Great Archeographic 
Expeditions 

The educated public responded immediately to Karamzin, but 
professional criticism labelled him a dilettante and rejected him just 
as rapidly. While his work on Ivan IV was extremely popular in 
Decabrist circles it elicited a strong reaction from one of the better-
known historians of the day, Nikolai Sergeievich Artsybashev, 
of whom we would know next to nothing had he not criticized 
Karamzin. We do remember the name of a truly amateur historian, 
Nikolai Alekseevich Polevoi, who attempted a novel synthesis—its 
title, Istoriia Russkogo Naroda (1829–33), reveals a new emphasis on 
the history of the people—but whose work went unnoticed and who 
died forgotten and alone. The irony of this situation characterized 
the whole “skeptical school”, which in the first part of the nineteenth 
century claimed to be the only representative of professional 
historiography, yet this school did not reach the reader, for it failed 
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to produce a work of any significance. Still, it represented a step in 
the emergence of an historical profession.

Mikhail Trofimovich Kachenovskii is often considered the 
founder and leading representative of the so-called skeptical school, 
and rightly so, since he was the first Russian historian to establish a 
school in which the students worked with a common methodology. 
The problem for Kachenovskii and his followers was not so much 
Karamzin’s storytelling as such, but the “story” that had been 
hitherto identified with the early period of Russian history. Following 
in the footsteps of August-Ludwig Schlözer, Kachenovskii asserted 
Schlözer’s methodology of source criticism even more radically than 
Schlözer himself. While his predecessor searched for philological 
answers to problems raised by the Russian Primary Chronicle, 
Kachenovskii sought to subject the whole of early Eastern Slavic 
history to “realistic” critique. Following Niebuhr, he went to an 
extreme in arguing that the unreliability of its “maundering” sources 
made the early history of Kievan Rus in effect non-existent.4 While 
Niebuhr’s professional source criticism led him to produce a major 
work, Kachenovskii’s inadequate training kept him from a similar 
feat. But the fact that he did not follow his sources blindly and used 
the method of comparative history in analyzing them was a step 
forward towards conquering the legacy of the eighteenth century 
and establishing a nineteenth-century historiographical tradition.

The influence of Western historiography would not have become 
widespread, and its new methodology would not have taken root 
on virgin soil had Russian historiography in the first part of the 
century not been able to follow up on the work of its predecessors 
(primarily G. F. Miller, M. M. Shcherbatov, and N. I. Novikov) 
and to surpass them substantially in the collection and publication 
of sources. Contemporaries found Karamzin’s work both outdated 
and premature precisely because it had not been preceded by the 
systematic collection and use of sources and specialist literature.

4 See Mikhail T. Kachenovskii, “O basnoslovnom vremeni v Rossiiskoi istorii” in 
Uchenye zapiski Moskovskogo universiteta, vols. 1–5 (Moscow, 1849).
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This pioneering effort was the work of a few enthusiastic amateur 
patrons and many more equally dedicated professionals. A man of 
Catherine’s day who received the portfolio of interior minister from 
Tsar Alexander I in 1809, Count N. P. Rumiantsev, started the work 
of organization in the spirit of Catherine’s age. As part of his official 
responsibilities, he oversaw the archive containing the documents 
relating to foreign affairs, and as an ambitious and dedicated man 
he launched the monumental publication of state manuscripts and 
treaties. Unsparing even of his own financial resources, he recruited 
the most able historians and archivists of the time, including Pavel 
Mikhailovich Stroiev, who would give direction to archival work in 
Russia for decades.

In 1817 Stroiev set out on a two-year expedition to map monastery 
archives in the vicinity of Moscow so as to uncover unknown written 
sources from the Russian past. He was aided in this Sisyphean 
task by another outstanding archivist of the period, Constantine 
Fyodorovich Kalaidovich, and the two of them copied and registered 
a huge body of documents. In the process they unearthed a large 
number of unknown documents such as Ivan III’s Law Book. Later, 
Stroiev continued his work as a member of the Moscow Society for 
Russian History and Antiquity, which gained a new impetus with the 
launch of a new, six-year project whose examination of the materials 
in the largest monasteries again enriched Russian historiography 
with an enormous number of newly unearthed documents. The 
collection of Historical and Legal Documents, for example, added 
3,000 more entries as a result of what would seem to us today an 
unfathomable amount of manual work. These labours led to the 
transformation of the original organizational structure: in 1834 the 
Archeological Committee was established the under the Ministry of 
Education. With this, they initiated the publication of the Complete 
Collection of Russian Annals, which continues to this day.
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“Official Nationality” and the Slavophiles

In the wake of eighteenth-century historical scholarship, which 
focused on monarchs and followed the literary traditions of medieval 
monks, a huge step was made towards professionalism by the skeptics. 
But they lacked a method of conceptualization and therefore failed 
to come up with a viable interpretation of the Russian past. 

The interpretative framework of Russian history originated 
outside the scholarly world. Even though the Napoleonic Wars 
forced Russians to discover the nation, which simultaneously 
became a source of pride along with Russia’s growing international 
standing, this closer acquaintance with Europe awoke ever stronger 
doubts about the West from the “Gendarme of Europe”. Russian 
distrust only increased in periods of European instability, such as the 
revolution in Paris in 1830. The circular that became the ideological 
summary of Russian national identity in the time of Tsar Nicholas 
and would preserve its hegemony in official ideology right until the 
fall of the Tsarist system, dates to 1833. The first such statement 
attributed to the then minister of public education, Sergei Uvarov, is 
known as the “Uvarov Holy Trinity”. This formula of “Orthodoxy, 
Autocracy, and Nationality” would provide the intellectual pillars 
distinguishing Russians from the Western World: an emphasis on 
exceptionalism would provide the ideological ammunition necessary 
to transcend their inferiority complex at the same time. 

This simple yet potent formula had a powerful impact on 
historical writing as well. Indeed, an entire school traditionally 
called “Official Nationality” was organized around it. Mikhail 
Petrovich Pogodin, the movement’s leading figure, was no mere 
court historian. Although he did actively seek opportunities for 
political promotion, as a historian he tried to explain the peculiarity 
and universality of Russian history.5 For all his ambition, he failed 
to win favor, and his books are not regarded as fundamental works 

5 See Mikhail P. Pogodin, Istoriko-kriticheskie otryvki, vol. 1 (Moscow, 1846), 
57–82.
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of Russian historiography. Even so, his ideas were influential in the 
intellectual ferment of his time.

Karamzin and Schlözer served as Pogodin’s role models, while 
Kachenovskii was his great opponent—alignments that reveal the 
duality that continued throughout his career, as did the social 
and intellectual tension between his professional status and his 
background as a serf. His historical outlook was determined by the 
following dichotomies: one was the militant Norman theory versus 
nationalism, while the other was the different paths of Russian 
and Western development versus the deification of Peter I. These 
could not be resolved even by his famed “mathematical method”, 
based on the proposition that the “truth lies in the middle”.6 This 
was mainly because he worked within the framework of Uvarov’s 
tripartite doctrine throughout his career. 

Finally, according to his own admission, Pogodin drew close 
to the great ideological school of the period, Slavophilism. The 
first generation of Slavophiles formed as the noble and intellectual 
opponents of the political system. Their future rapprochement with 
the tsar came about because of a shift in the position of those in power 
rather than a shift of their own. There can be no doubt, however, 
that the Slavophiles were nationalists par excellence, the children 
of a Russian national reawakening for whom orthodoxy, autocracy, 
and nationalism were distinctive features and fundamental values of 
Russian history. They were the ones who welded it into a coherent 
historical and philosophical system, yet they were intellectual 
disciples of Johann Gottfried Herder and Friedrich von Schelling 
rather than of Uvarov. The only real historian among them was 
Dmitrii Alexandrovich Valuev, but even he failed to leave behind 
a historical work of lasting influence. Their significance lies in their 
special place in the history of Russian ideas and the direct influence 
they exerted on the writing of history. The school was launched by 
the historical-minded youth that attended the salons of St. Petersburg 
and Moscow and took shape around 1839, dedicated to the future 

6 Ibid.
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by way of looking into the Russian past. Posterity put various labels 
on the participants—some of which were defamatory. Most often 
they were simply called conservatives, albeit not in the European 
sense of the word. Retrospective criticism stemmed largely from 
those who phrased their antipathy within the Western paradigm. 
There is no doubt that for the Slavophiles, the Western model was no 
alternative to the autocratic, bureaucratic system based on serfdom 
that they wanted to replace. The Western system, thought to be 
based on violence, unrest, rationalism, and heresy, was to be avoided 
at all costs by means of ancient Russian principles and virtues, and 
especially through perfection of Orthodox belief. This is why Peter I 
was their foremost public enemy, since he had diverted the Russians 
from the path of their own organic development. In their eyes, 
Russia before Peter was uncorrupted and promised a brighter future 
with its harmonic relationship between the people and the state, as 
well as the religious purity of its Orthodoxy.

This idealized past provided Slavophiles with their model for 
the present. Their conception of history was therefore ahistorical 
in its disregard for facts: they were led by their preconceptions in 
unsystematically selecting historical events that fitted their particular 
understanding. Thus, their interpretation of the “invitation” to the 
Varyags to settle and bring order was designed to show a primordial, 
voluntary alliance between the people and power. This argument 
was underpinned by a description of the Time of Troubles after 
1612, which told the story of how this alliance was reaffirmed. 
Although the Slavophiles were far from demonizing Peter I, they 
gave no recognition of his efforts to transform Russia. 

They were not, therefore, interested in the facts of the past but 
instead in “basic principles” of the past that they considered to be valid 
for the present such as the “state”, “land”, and the aforementioned 
ancient alliance between the people and power. Their contribution 
to Russian historiography was of little value, but their theory of the 
uniqueness of Russian historical development successfully served 
the formation of national self-identity and provided an intellectual 
model whose influence persists to this day. For this reason, their 
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influence needs to be taken far more seriously than the influence of 
those who work with the “Western” dominated concept of history.

The Westernizers and the State School

Contemporary thinkers who gathered in salons and intellectual so-
cieties were exposed to much broader ideas than Uvarov’s doctrine. 
Piotr Iakovlevich Chaadaev was a retired staff officer, a celebrated 
socialite of the early 1830s, and a prototype of the “redundant man”, 
who while doing nothing was the first to contemplate Russia’s past 
and place in the world on the level of ethical thought. His aura of 
decadent pessimism won a following and forced the Russian noble 
elite to respond. First in salon chats and later in written form, he 
asserted that Russia was a country without a past. 

It would seem that in our case the general law of humanity has 
been revoked. Alone in the world, we have given nothing to the 
world, taken nothing from the world, bestowed not even a single 
idea upon the fund of human ideas, contributed nothing to the 
progress of the human spirit, and we have distorted all progressivity 
which has come to us. Nothing from the first moment of our 
social existence has emanated from us for man’s common good; 
not one useful idea has germinated from the sterile soil of our 
fatherland; we have launched no great truth;.7 

In 1836, he published his first Filozoficheskoe pis’mo. Originally 
a private letter, it circulated in manuscript for several years and 
triggered furious public debate even though hardly anybody agreed 
with it. Those who wanted to tie Russia’s fate to the West rejected 
it mainly because of Chaadaev’s strong Catholicism, while Slav 
nationalists rejected it because of his love of the West. Still, his credo 

7 “Philosophical Letters Addressed to a Lady: Letter 1”, in The Major Works of 
Peter Chaadaev, trans. Raymond T. McNally (Notre Dame, Ind., 1969), 37–8.
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“rang out like a gunshot in the Russian night”.8 Slavophile and 
Westernizing approaches to the Russian past took shape in these 
debates.

It was the Slavophiles who in the wake of Nikolai Gogol coined 
the term “Westernizer” for their opponents, who frequented the 
same clubs and argued for Russia’s transformation according to 
the European model. This stemmed largely from their historical 
consciousness of the intellectual foundations of German philosophy, 
which saw and represented world history as a chain of universal laws, 
as a continuously developing unified organism. The leader of the 
salon was a Western-educated professor from Moscow University 
who taught the history of the Western world, the Hegelian Timofei 
Nikolaevich Granovskii. Granovskii had a decisive intellectual 
impact on the first generation of Westernizers. The greatest and still 
influential school of Russian historiography—the State School—
took its ideas from the ideology of the Westernizers, which split into 
several conflicting camps.

The historical value of the term “State School” has been disputed. 
It is sometimes referred to as simply “statist”, sometimes “juridical”, 
and at other times “historical juridical”; even the very existence 
of the “State School” is rejected on the grounds that, for all the 
similarity of their ideas, its exponents represented a great variety of 
views. All historians agree, however, that Constantine Dmitrievich 
Kavelin, Sergei Mikhailovich Solov’ev, and Boris Nikolaevich 
Chicherin were founders of the movement, and that Kavelin’s 
Vzgliad na iuridicheskii byt drevnei Rossii provided its first theoretical 
underpinning. The work’s starting point is the rift distinguishing 
Russia and Europe: “On one and the same continent, separated by a 
few peoples, Europe and Russia have lived side by side for centuries, 
alienated from one another, as if intentionally avoiding any close 
contact. Europe knew nothing about us, nor did it wish to; and 
we wanted to know nothing about Europe.” Kavelin does not deny 
the structural differences between the Russian and European past 

8 Alexandr Herzen, Byloe i dumy, vol. 2 (Moscow, 1982), 111.
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but describes them as a simple deviation of a few centuries that 
ended with Peter I’s rule. Influenced by Hegel’s philosophy and 
French historiography (primarily by Augustin Thierry and François 
Guizot), the philosopher Kavelin believed that “laws” controlled 
history, including Russian history, and described history as the story 
of the rise of the state. He cast his lot with the community of Europe 
and Russia. His division of Russian history into a triad was rather 
speculative and mechanical, while the presumed triumph of the 
individual principle made it teleological. His concepts were related 
to the clan theory developed by the Baltic German scholar, Gustav 
Ewers, who published in German and is regarded as the father of the 
State School.9 Chicherin, who was ten years younger than Kavelin, 
did much to fill in Kavelin’s theoretical framework, particularly in 
the field of institutional and legal history. In his fundamental work, 
a master’s thesis entitled Oblastnye uchrezhdeniia Rossii v XVII veke 
completed in 1853, he focuses on the rise of government institutions, 
developing the thesis that in Russia the state developed from above, 
rather than as a result of the free will of its citizens.

Paradoxically these two representatives of the State School 
were not so much historians as legal historians. The unquestioned 
authority of their views derived from the assiduous work done by the 
historian Solov’ev.

Sergei Mikhailovich Solov’ev

Sergei Mikhailovich Solov’ev is often considered the greatest 
Russian historian of all time, and as time passes, he has only become 
increasingly glorified. This is not to say that his significance was 
not recognized by contemporaries. He took over the Department 
of Russian History at Moscow University from Pogodin, was then 
appointed dean of the newly established Faculty of History, and 
later went on to serve as the rector of the university. He soon came 

9 See Gustav Ewers, Drevneishee russkoe pravo v istoricheskom ego raskrytii (St. 
Peters burg, 1835), 91–5.
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into conflict with his predecessor, which led to angry criticism of 
his early works. His later work came under attack by the Slavophiles 
and radical Westernizers. Some attacked him for his support of 
autocracy and his pro-Western concept of history. Many disliked his 
“dry” writing style and “dull” lectures.

Less than a generation after Karamzin’s synthesis, the young thirty-
one-year-old Solov’ev published the first volume of his monumental 
Istoriia Rossii s drevneishikh vremen, which was followed by subsequent 
volumes every year, altogether twenty-nine of them until his death 
in 1879. Although by this time Karamzin was considered outdated, 
his literary style still aroused nostalgia. If Karamzin represented the 
poetic style, Solov’ev stood for professionalism. His work embodied 
the results of Russian source publication and criticism, echoed the 
new schools of Western historiography, and expressed the ethos of 
the scholar-professor. The Prussian discipline and pedantry that he 
displayed in his classes and as a university bureaucrat was manifested 
most prominently in his work as a historian. Solov’ev was the first 
representative of the new type of historian in Russia, one whose 
synthesis integrated all the known sources and secondary literature, 
free from any aspirations to literary or philosophical success.

Like every decent young nobleman and intellectual of his day, he 
travelled to Europe, read Schelling and G. W. F. Hegel, and listened 
to Leopold von Ranke, Jules Michelet, Thiers, Guizot, and others. 
But the greatest influence on his work came from his Westernizer 
professors, Granovskii and Kavelin, who in turn were both influenced 
by Ewers. From the appearance of his first volume, Solov’ev was often 
criticized for the absence of a philosophical system in his work. This 
criticism stemmed from the lack of comprehension that history was 
by this time a separate profession and no longer a branch of literature 
or philosophy. His introduction to Istoriia Rossii s drevneishikh 
vremen offered little if any conceptual discussion to aid the reader 
and did not so much as attempt a periodization. This reveals that the 
author formulated his most general theses as he wrote—on the fly, 
so to speak—and also that, as for methodology, he believed in the 
primacy of enumerating facts in their most complete form.
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Solov’ev subscribed to the theory of organic development, and 
he asserted this principle when writing the thousand-year history of 
Russia. He was profoundly convinced that the history of his country 
had developed according to the same laws as European history: the 
gradual transformation of tribal into territorial ties, the slow rise and 
later domination and triumph of the state. From this it followed 
that, compared to earlier Russian historiography, he attributed a far 
greater significance to local development than to the Norman and 
Mongol questions. He depicted the road from the formation of a 
unified Russian state to Peter’s absolutism as a constantly growing 
success story in which the people scarcely played a role, in contrast to 
such centralizing autocrats as Andrei Bogoliubskii, Ivan III, Ivan IV, 
and Peter I. His appraisal of the “Europeanizing” Tsar was somewhat 
more complicated and changed with the passage of time. After the 
objective appraisal provided in Istoriia Rossii s drevneishikh vremen, 
he turned a Slavophile thesis upside down in his anniversary work 
Publichnye chteniia o Petre Velikom (1872). “Finally, the glorious 
people exchanged accounts with its glorious leader. For this burning 
love and the deep, unyielding faith in them, this people repaid him 
with unprecedented endurance, gratefulness, and a success that 
surpassed all expectations.”10 His image of Ivan IV was similarly 
complex, and for all his sympathy as a historian he concluded with 
Karamzin’s moralizing: “Upon observing this horrific figure, and 
perceiving behind the dark features of the torturer the dark features 
of the victim, the historian cannot speak words of justification to 
such a man, but only words of pity.”11 

Although Solov’ev’s Istoriia Rossii s drevneishikh vremen does not 
meet the standards of modern historiography, it is still highly regarded 
by historians because it is so richly documented: in this way it can 
be used as a collection of sources. Its virtues are most apparent in its 
description of political and economic events, since Solov’ev focused 
on matters of the state. The Slavophiles in particular reprimanded 

10 Publichnye chteniia o Petre Velikom (Moscow, 1984), 51.
11 Istoriia Rossii s drevneishikh vremen, vol. 3 (Moscow, 1960), 713.
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him for his one-sidedness and his omission of the history of the 
people. There is much to be said for this criticism and the work 
would be better called a “history of the Russian state”. However, 
his focus is much broader than a narrow political history. It was 
Solov’ev who embedded the significance of geographical conditions 
and colonization in Russian historiography. Some of his statements 
have almost become aphorisms: such as that nature is the mother 
of the more fortunate Western nations while it is the stepmother of 
Russians. It was on these grounds that he explained the different 
paths of Russian and European history. 

Vasilii Osipovich Kliuchevskii

The other giant of Russian historiography, Vasilii Osipovich 
Kliuchevskii, followed in Solov’ev’s footsteps while correcting his 
one-sidedness and broadening the perspective. Just as Russian 
literature reached the heights of world literature in the nineteenth 
century, so Russian historiography also produced its best intellectual 
products in the same period. Pushkin’s age produced Karamzin, 
while Tolstoy’s had Solov’ev. The second part of the century ushered 
in an unprecedented flowering of Russian culture and science. It 
was then that Dmitrii Mendeleev, Ivan Sechenov, Ivan Pavlov, P. 
I. Tchaikovsky, Modest Mussorgsky, Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, 
Ilya Repin, Vasilii Surikov, Vasilii Vereshchagin, and many others 
reached the zenith of their creativity. If the description of a “Golden 
Age”, generally applied to Russian culture of this period, can be 
applied to historiography as well, this is due in large part to the work 
of Vasilii Osipovich Kliuchevskii.

Like Lomonosov, Kliuchevskii rose from humble social origins to 
become Solov’ev’s student, then went on to inherit his department. 
Kliuchevskii coupled the resolve of a humble background with 
brilliant talent. His undergraduate thesis, Skazania inostrantsev o 
Moskovskom gosudarstve (1865), was published immediately to public 
acclaim and was reprinted several times. Kliuchevskii later dismissed 
it as the work of a beginner and did not consent to its republication, 
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yet even this early work demonstrated his ability to unearth and 
analyze new sources and to formulate concepts with a mastery of 
breadth seen only in the greatest historians. What is more, he did so 
with such grace and virtuosity that contemporary acclaim does not 
seem to have been exaggerated.

From that point on, the path led straight ahead to his master’s 
dissertation, the successful accomplishment of which he made 
complicated for himself by formulating a new concept of history 
whereby he sought to write a complete history of Russian society 
and way of life on the basis of a hitherto uncharted source: Russian 
hagiography. It turned out that this Sisyphean task—he examined 
some 5,000 hagiographical manuscripts—was ill-suited to a 
reconstruction of the complexities of Russian life. But his efforts 
yielded a fundamental work of source criticism, Drevnerusskie zhitia 
sviatykh kak istoricheskii istochnik (1871), and several extensive 
studies dealing with the social and economic life of monastic society 
that are partly still relevant. Kliuchevskii did not make the same 
mistake in selecting the topic of his academic doctorate, Boiarskaia 
duma drevnei Rusi (1882). In line with the tradition of the State 
School, he examined the role of the most important organ of the 
Russian institutional system, the Boyar Duma, from the perspective 
of social life. With one stroke he went beyond the work done by 
his predecessors by presenting an ostensibly state-related topic as a 
matter of social history. His institutional history, which set out from 
Kievan Rus to the age of Peter I, became the history of the Russian 
elite and provided the theoretical foundation for his synthesis of the 
whole Russian past, Kurs russkoi istorii (1904–21). 

Kurs russkoi istorii has been translated into all the major languages 
and, like War and Peace, its title is known to every Russian. As a 
summary of Russian history, it remains unsurpassed to this day. 
Its authority and popularity stemmed from its ability to represent 
Russian history in its unity, its coherent conceptual framework, and 
capacity to discern the essentials. Kliuchevskii’s wit and aphorisms 
are sustained from the first page to the last. 

The Russian Paradigm_print.indd   160The Russian Paradigm_print.indd   160 2022. 03. 03.   14:03:452022. 03. 03.   14:03:45



From Macro- to Micro-Historiography

161

In the second lecture of his Kurs, Kliuchevskii develops the 
approach of his mentor, Solov’ev, into a comprehensive interpretation 
of Russian history. Declaring that colonization was an essential 
component of Russian history, he argues that changes in the forms 
of colonization determined the principal stages of the country’s past. 
He identifies “Dnieper urban-merchant Russia” between the eighth 
and thirteenth centuries as the first phase, followed by the period 
between the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries, which he terms 
“Upper-Volga boyar and free landholding” Russia. The third period, 
from the fifteenth to the second decade of seventeenth centuries, was 
“Great, Muscovite tsarist/boyar, military and landowning Russia”, 
while the last, which he terms the “Pan-Russian tsarist/boyar serf-
based agricultural and factory- and workshop-based economy”, 
lasted until the middle of the nineteenth century. 

Even though his periodization was disputable, it is clear that the 
author broke with traditional Russian historiography. Instead of 
tying the great changes of Russian history to specific events or even to 
the evolution of the state, he associated them with the great turning 
points of economic and social development. His interpretation of 
Kievan Rus as an urban merchant formation is no longer tenable, 
but it is still useful in highlighting the change that took place in the 
mode of production of the Eastern Slavic peoples when they moved 
from southern areas suited to agricultural production to northeastern 
areas that were barely suited to it. In the third phase he refers to the 
transformation of the centralized state, but again from the point of 
view of a social history. His representation of the last period, which 
is basically a depiction of the empire of St. Petersburg, reverts to the 
tradition of the State School. Kliuchevskii put Peter’s reforms into a 
broad framework, emphasizing continuity in his argument that the 
new epoch began with the end of the “Time of Troubles”. 

Kliuchevskii completed his Kurs russkoi istorii in the 1870s but 
continued to revise it until the end of his life. He remained loyal to 
the State School in his acceptance of the importance of geography, 
the significance of colonization, and the history of institutions, but 
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rejected the one-sided interpretation of conventional political history 
in his determination to write a complex, problem-centred Russian 
history. Having studied the works of the leading Western historians 
of his time (Hippolyte Taine and Numa Denis Fustel de Coulanges), 
Kliuchevskii had mastered the perspectives of social and economic 
history. His new synthesis became the standard for the best scholarship 
of his times; despite the relatively cursory manner in which he treats 
events approaching his day, he overcame the failure he had so often 
criticized in other Russian historians: that their results could not be 
tested by the international conventions of historical scholarship.

Vasilii Kliuchevskii revered his profession. He thought that 
history helped the world to see the present and indeed even to predict 
the future. But he did not think much of the prospects for his own 
age. Hence the pessimistic entry in his diary, which reads “I am a 
nineteenth-century man who quite by chance finds himself in your 
twentieth century”.12 Kliuchevskii did not embrace the new century, 
with its lurking cataclysms that he predicted but did not live to see. 
It has been a hundred years since his death. The twentieth century 
did not obscure his epochal importance; and his works continue to 
teach us in the twenty-first.

The Emergence of Professional Historiography

The years between the 1860s and 1880s are generally treated by 
Russian historiography as a period unto themselves. There are 
convincing reasons for this. The transition to the fin de siècle was 
organic and almost imperceptible, so that a rigid periodization fails 
to define this age properly as a historiography in fertile flux. On 
the other hand, after Solov’ev Russian historiography entered a new 
era. Its great, epochal representative, Kliuchevskii, was just one 
outstanding figure in an armada of great historians.

12 Quoted by R. A. Kireeva, “‘Za khudozhnikom skryvaetsia myslitel’.Vasilii Osi-
povich Kliuchevskii” inIstoriki Rossii XVIII–nachalo XX veka (Moscow, 1996), 
441. 
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Not independently of European historiography, which was 
encouraged and inspired by the rapid growth of the natural sciences, 
Russian historiography’s own dynamic emphasized professionalism, 
institutionalization, and the monographic elaboration of specific 
issues. The model was not so much the philosophy of positivism as 
the method that required the truncation of a problem into parts and 
their careful analysis. The age of great stories, of the overarching 
histories of Russia, ended once and for all.

By this time history had won its “struggle for independence” 
from literature and philosophy. Solov’ev’s prestige had reached its 
zenith, propelling history through its next phase of development, 
which meant that archeology, historical geography, and ethnography 
became autonomous disciplines and published their own 
fundamental works. This was the time when the Russian school of 
world history, which represented a high level of achievement even 
by international standards, took shape. It was founded by an expert 
on the eighteenth century from Moscow, Vladimir Ivanovich Ger’e. 
His student, Nikolai Ivanovich Kareev, who was the first to defend 
a thesis on the French Revolution in Russia, went on to become 
an influential historiographer in his own right. Other outstanding 
figures included two Byzantinists, Vasilii Grigorievich Vasilevskii 
and Fiodor Ivanovich Uspenskii, the medievalist Dmitrii Moiseievich 
Petrushevskii, as well as Maksim Maksimovich Kovalevskii, who 
specialized in medieval English history, and Pavel Gavrilovich 
Vinogradov, whose special field was also England and who also 
taught the young adherents of the “Kliuchevskii school”.

The social confidence and esteem enjoyed by the discipline, which 
secured the encouragement and support of the authorities, ensured 
history a conspicuous public presence. The first professional journals 
(generally source publications) and professional organizations 
appeared; history departments at universities proliferated, and more 
people made a living from history. The period from the university 
reform in 1863, which provided wide-spread autonomy for the 
universities, to the assassination of Alexander II was especially 
propitious for historical scholarship. The profession was self-assured 
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and looked to the future with confidence. The historical generation of 
the so-called seventies embraced the scientific ethos and considered 
the “metaphysical” school a relic of the past. Of course, this is not 
meant to imply that historians made no attempt to produce histories 
of Russia—but they now did so in monographs. Most importantly, 
they were able to rely on monographs written by their colleagues. 
Now, writing a history of Russia was no longer the heroic struggle 
of a lone historian but a synthesis based on the collective effort of 
contemporary historiography.

In this period, expectations surrounding serf reform and other 
limited but significant reforms were followed by a conservative 
backlash, giving rise to a variety of intellectual currents. These 
intellectual-political currents influenced the leading scholars of the 
day. Solov’ev was still teaching, and even Pogodin made an effort 
to revive his influence. Nikolai Gerasimovich Ustrialov, another 
representative of populism who at one time had competed with 
Pogodin, published his multi-volume, outmoded (but document-
rich) Istoriia Tsartsvovania Petra I (1858–64). It was Dmitrii 
Ivanovich Ilovaiskii who assumed the leading role among professional 
historians with his textbooks and 1876 major work entitled Istoriia 
Rossii (1876), which was obsolete from the very moment it appeared 
with its concepts and ideals dating back to Karamzin. The heroic 
treatment of history was counter-balanced by Afanasii Prokofievich 
Shchapov, who explained the uniqueness of the Russian people with 
a geographical explanation of their physiological and psychological 
peculiarities.13 The people played a similarly prominent role in the 
works of the federalist Nikolai Ivanovich Kostomarov, who drew a 
sharp contrast between Kiev-Novgorod and Moscow.14 Had he not 
published so many works on the history of Russia in Russian,  his 

13 Afanasii P. Shchapov, “Obshchii vzgliad na istoriiu intellektual’nogo razvitiia v 
Rossii: Estestvenno-psikhologicheskie usloviia umstvennogo i sotsial’nogo raz-
vitiia russkogo naroda” in Sochineniia, vols. 1– 3 (Moscow, 1906–8).

14 Nikolai I. Kostomarov, Istoricheskie monografii i issledovaniia, vol. 1 (St. Peters-
burg, 1872).
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Ukrainian origin and consciousness would have led to him being 
listed among the greats of Ukrainian historiography. It was perhaps 
his national bias that led him to an “artistic”, emotional concept of 
history, which by that time had gone out of fashion in Russia.

Even though these books occupy an important place in the 
historiography, they are no longer read. Ivan Yegorovich Zabelin’s 
1872 work Domashnyi byt russkikh tsarei, Vasilii Ivanovich Semevskii’s 
Krest’ iane v tsarstvovanie imperatritsy Ekateriny II of 1882, or the 
three-volume Russkie iurodicheskie drevnosti (1890–1903) by the legal 
historian Vasilii Ivanovich Sergeievich, that appeared somewhat later, 
had a lasting impact on historiography. But the spirit of the times 
was perhaps best conveyed by Vladimir Izmailovich Mezhov, who 
published a bibliography of Russian historical scholarship between 
1865 and 1876 in eight volumes.15 In short, historiography became 
professional, institutional—and fragmented.

The St. Petersburg School 

There is no agreement as to the existence of distinct St. Petersburg 
and Moscow schools, their purported membership, or characteristic 
features. Many historians identified themselves as belonging to  
one or the other school and there is no doubt that they were territo-
rially separate. Later, the “Petersburg” and “Moscow” schools 
would acquire political connotations in the Soviet period, but 
originally, they were distinguished along purely professional 
and methodological lines. At the same time the distinction had 
professional and methodological bases.

The profession was further divided methodologically and 
thematically. Research was directed at particular problems, and the 
publication and analysis of sources became increasingly elaborate. 
Following the earlier period of transition, it is actually at this point that 
positivist methods of research, given their factographic orientation, 

15 Russkaia istoricheskaia bibliografiia za 1865–1876, vols. 1–8 (St. Petersburg, 
1882–90).
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come to dominate the field. Historians of the St. Petersburg school 
were in the vanguard of applying this new method.

By their own account, these historians shared a belief in the 
centrality of primary sources even at the price of neglecting 
historiographical traditions and abandoning grand historical 
concepts. Their colleague in Moscow, Pavel Miliukov, saw their ars 
poetica as taking shape under Schlözer’s influence but there is little 
doubt that it took its final form in the course of the State School’s 
internal rivalries.

Konstantin Bestuzhev-Riumin is usually regarded as the 
Petersburg School’s first leading figure, though he did not embody all 
of its attributes. His master’s thesis (which was immediately accepted 
as an academic doctorate) ushered in a new epoch in the history of 
Russian source criticism. He studied contemporary historiography, 
published widely, and spent several decades on a three-volume 
Istoriia Rossii (vols. 1 –2, 1872–85) which was never completed. 
Due to his methodological proficiency and his open personality, he 
attracted a large following of students, who formed the nucleus of 
the Petersburg School.

Of these, Sergei Fiodorovich Platonov was the most prominent: 
he became the leading Petersburg historian of the turn of the 
century and was one of the few also highly regarded in Moscow. 
He owed and still owes his high reputation to a monograph on an 
exceptionally significant and sensitive problem of Russian history. 
In his master’s thesis he exploited the narrative sources relating to 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.16 Then, in what could 
be considered a modern approach, he wrote a detailed social and 
economic history of the Time of Troubles.17 He thereby satisfied 
both Moscow and Petersburg expectations. During his turbulent 
and tragic life—which spanned the Soviet period and meant that his 

16 Drevnerusskie skazaniia i povesti o smutnom vremeni XVII veka (St. Petersburg, 
1888).

17 Ocherki po istorii smuty v moskovskom gosudarstve XVI–XVII (St. Petersburg, 
1899). 

The Russian Paradigm_print.indd   166The Russian Paradigm_print.indd   166 2022. 03. 03.   14:03:462022. 03. 03.   14:03:46



From Macro- to Micro-Historiography

167

final years were spent in exile—he penned a comprehensive history 
of Russia.18

The life and career of his younger contemporary and student, 
Nikolai Pavlovich Pavlov-Silvanskii provided a stark contrast to that 
of Platonov: he was barely accepted by the academic establishment 
and was never given the opportunity to teach at St. Petersburg 
University. Despite his job as an archivist, he was—apart from 
his papers on Russian feudalism—considered to be a dilettante. 
His papers on Russian feudalism,19 which argued that, aside 
from chronological differences, Russian and Western feudalism 
were identical, ensured his popularity in the revolutionary period 
throughout the Soviet age.

The later reception of Aleksandr Sergeievich Lappo-Danilevskii, 
the Petersburg historian most sensitive to problems of methodology, 
was quite different. He elaborated an alternative to the Marxist 
view of history, which was often considered an extreme example 
of the crisis of “bourgeois idealism”. Recently, however, his 
historiographical significance has been rediscovered. But he was 
neglected in his lifetime, partly because of his closed personality and 
partly as a result of his rivalry with Platonov, whom he regarded 
as an ultraconservative man of the “dark forces”. Thus, at the turn 
of the century, the Petersburg School was polarized around two 
centres: the authority of the empiricist Platonov was unquestioned 
at the university, whereas at the Philology-History Department 
of the Petersburg Academy, the more theory-oriented Danilevskii 
was preeminent. The liberal Lappo-Danilevskii was irritated by 
Platonov’s monarchism; they also had professional conflicts over the 
history of Muscovite Russia. Platonov represented positivism, which 
by that time had come under fire in the West, while his opponent 
created a new methodology with his Metodologiia istorii (1910). 
Under the intellectual influence of Immanuel Kant and the neo-
Kantian school, as well as Heinrich Rickert, Lappo-Danilevskii was 

18 Lektsii po russkoi istorii (St. Petersburg, 1899).
19 Feodalizm v drevnei Rusi (St. Petersburg, 1907).
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the first Russian historian to confront the theoretical crisis of his 
profession. He attempted to iron out the nomothetic/ideographic 
distinction; he believed in the conception of history as a “pure 
science” while simultaneously breaking with the positivist trinity 
of source/fact/concept. Generations of historians learned the 
technical and methodological fundamentals of the profession from 
his diplomatic and strenuous efforts to publish sources, while his 
philosophy of history introduced Russian liberals to the basic values 
of liberalism. He died young and did not live to see Platonov exiled 
by Soviet historiography while nonetheless ranking him ahead of 
Lappo-Danilevskii in its historical canon. Finally, although not a 
historian, Aleksei Alexandrovich Shakhmatov exerted no less of 
an influence on Russian historiography. He remains to this day, by 
virtue of his ground-laying textological work,20 a leading luminary 
in the study of Russian chronicles.

The Moscow School

The “Moscow School” is usually referred to as Kliuchevskii’s 
school, since all its representatives were his students and it would 
have been hard for any historian of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries to avoid his influence. In a broader sense, the 
Moscow School was more sensitive to the large issues and broad 
generalizations of history. 

This characterization is particularly true of Pavel Nikolaevich 
Miliukov, whose talents provided him with every opportunity to 
follow his professor in becoming Russia’s leading historian. He 
began his career as an eminent representative of the positivist school. 
Because it was so well documented, his master’s thesis (the publication 
of which preceded his defence of the thesis in the same year of 1892) 
remains an essential contribution to the literature on Peter I.21 Only 

20 Razyskaniia o drevneishikh russkikh letopisnykh svodakh (St. Petersburg, 1908)
21 Gosudarstvennoe khoziaistvo Rossii v pervoi chetverti XVIII stoletiia i reforma 

Petra Velikogo (St. Petersburg, 1890–2).
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four years later he published the first volume of his three-volume 
synthesis Ocherki po istorii russkoi kul’tury (1896–1903), which due 
to its sensitivity to the broadest methodological, philosophical, and 
conceptual problems, opened up new perspectives and stimulated 
Russian historical scholarship and intellectual life. His intellectual 
horizon extended to universal and Russian history. He studied the 
philosophical schools of his time from Marx to August Comte, and 
he was well versed in international historical scholarship. He owed 
his intimate knowledge of European history and scholarship to his 
other professor, Pavel Vinogradov, whose seminars honed the skills 
of the members of the future Moscow School. 

Since Miliukov interpreted culture in the broadest possible terms, 
ranging from the economic to the intellectual sphere, his synthesis 
can be seen as an attempt to interpret the essence and totality of 
Russian history. Precisely because of the wide variety of intellectual 
influences on his thinking, Miliukov’s history was eclectic. He 
acknowledged his intellectual debt to the State School; one also 
detects the influence of contemporary sociologists, the German Karl 
Lamprecht, and even of the Marxist focus on the economy. One 
example of this eclectic approach is from the 1930 edition of his 
Ocherki po istorii russkoi kul’tury where he argues that 

Medieval Russia’s low level of economic development was not a 
result of the fact that, as representatives of the foreign conquerors, 
the “nobles’” estates failed to provide for organizing labour. 
Instead, there was no such noble, conquering estate in Russia 
because the level of economic development was low. The two 
factors should not be so starkly separated, for we must suppose a 
dynamic interrelationship between them.

His universal historical approach led him to search for Russia’s 
place within it, which—similarly to the State School—he located in 
Europe. But he saw the peculiarities of Russian history in an even 
more structured way, emphasizing the role of the “pathologically 
enlarged state” in Russia’s development.
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The historian Pavel Miliukov registered the dominance of the 
state in Russian development; as a political animal he tried to 
remedy it. Breaking with the life of a scholar, his career led him to 
the leadership of the Cadet Party, appointment as foreign minister in 
the Provisional Government, and finally to emigrate to Paris.

Since Kliuchevskii did not consent that Miliukov should be 
awarded the doctorate for his master’s thesis, their relationship cooled. 
This might have been the reason why Kliuchevskii picked another 
student, Aleksandr Alexandrovich Kizevetter, as his successor. 
Eventually, when the departmental leadership was vacated by the 
death of Kliuchevskii, his place was taken by a third student, Mikhail 
Mikhailovoch Bogoslovskii. Both could well have been representatives 
of the Petersburg School since their dissertation research resulted in 
works built strictly on facts based on newly uncovered evidence. 
Bogoslovskii’s Oblastnaia reforma Petra Velikogo (1902) and 
Kizevetter’s Posadskaia obshchina v Rossii XVII stoletia (1903) became 
handbooks of their topics. These works were accomplishments of 
positivist historiography. The research interests and publications of 
the rest of Kliuchevskii’s students reflect a wide-ranging scientific 
programme on a grand scale. This is not to say that the school was a 
workshop, but Kliuchevskii’s intellectual authority played a large role 
in it. The slightly younger Iurii Vladimirovich Got’e’s Zamoskovnii 
krai v XVII: Opyt issledovania po istorii ekonomicheskogo byta 
Moskovskoi Rusi (1906) and Matvei Kuzmich Liubavskii’s Litovsko-
ruskii seim: Opyt po istorii uchrezhdenia v sviazi s vnutrennim stroiem 
I vneshnei zhizhnu gosudarstva (1901) or Istoricheskaia geografia 
Rossii v sviazi s kolonizatsiei  (1909) are indicative of their scholarly 
ambition: the complete mapping of the state institutional system in 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The utopian goal of a grand 
synthesis survived, although only as the avowed goal of a community 
of authors. The Revolution crushed or dispersed Kliuchevskii’s 
circle of students, though many of them continued to work in their 
profession after 1917—some of them as émigrés, others in the service 
of Soviet power. Yet their work did not continue down the path their 
great mentor had blazed.
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From Plurality to Marxism

Early twentieth-century Russian historiography was on a level 
comparable to its Western counterpart. It was European in its ideas, 
trends, and professional findings. Russian historians were partners 
of their Western colleagues: they lectured widely, participated 
in study tours and international organizations, and published in 
Western journals, and their works were translated into several foreign 
languages. Similarly, they hosted their colleagues from abroad, 
reviewed their works, and translated them into Russian. There was 
also a Petersburg–Moscow dialog, and collaboration of the various 
schools without regard to party or ideological affiliation. The large 
collective efforts of the early part of the century, the nine volumes of 
A History of Russia in the Nineteenth Century and the six-volume Tri 
Veka series with the participation of Kliuchevskii’s students, are good 
examples of the fruits of these. Alexandr I. Presniakov took his place 
in the historiographical canon with his Obrazovanie velikorusskogo 
gosudarstva (1915); likewise Stepan Borisovich Veselovskii, who 
preserved the sine ira et studio ethos throughout the Soviet period. But 
Sergei Vladimirovich Bakhrushin, Yevgeni Viktorovich Tarle, and 
Boris Dmitriyevich Grekov were already flexing their muscles as well.

Besides the mainstream positivist historiography, alternative 
philosophies of history and methodologies found their places in 
Russian academia. A spirit of professional pluralism allowed for 
discussion and debate, sometimes independent of politics and 
sometimes encouraged by it. These were the years of a “general crisis” 
in the profession, beset by the recurring skepticism that haunts the 
profession, and of the “assault” of sociology. Marxism was but a 
feeble offshoot amid this rich diversity despite the great promise of 
its concept of historical materialism, which powerfully influenced 
the fin de siècle intelligentsia, but it soon became monolithic, and 
the Soviet period suppressed all alternatives. It should be pointed 
out that the two most famous representatives of pre-1917 Marxist 
historiography, Mihail Nikolaievich Pokrovskii and Nikolai 
Aleksandrovich Rozhkov, were both trained historians—both 
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Kliuchevskii’s students, in fact. Their mentor’s special attention to 
social and economic history would in itself have provided a good 
starting point towards Marxism, but there is no doubt that the 
decisive inspiration came from explicitly Marxist teachings, political 
sympathies, and their own revolutionary dedication. Thus, these 
professional historians, trained to solve concrete historical problems, 
introduced a new trend by gradually imposing abstract ideological 
schemas onto specific historical material. 

Georgii Valentinovich Plekhanov’s Istoriia russkoi obshchestvennoi 
mysli (1925), the first Marxist study of sociological thinking, 
provided them with an excellent example. Athough Plekhanov was 
a professional revolutionary and not a historian, after writing several 
theoretical works on economic materialism he produced his Istoriia. 
The introduction summarizes his most important theses regarding 
Russian history. He relies heavily on Kliuchevskii’s and Miliukov’s 
interpretation of the role of the state and geographical factors and 
the underdeveloped status of economic and social conditions, but 
he came up with a novel answer to the problem of Russia’s historical 
relationship to Europe. In essence he found that Russian history 
swung as a pendulum between East and West, thereby introducing 
the notion of the “relative peculiarity” of Russian development that 
would provide a more dialectical explanation than later Marxist 
axioms.

Rozhkov’s master’s thesis of 1899 entitled Sel’skoe khoziaistvo 
Moskovskoi Rusi v XVI veke was underpinned by a positivist method 
even though it concentrated on economic processes. This also 
applied to his other early work, the Proiskhozhdenie samoderzhaviia 
v Rossii (1906), whose periodization of history followed the stages 
of economic development but on the basis of schematic and formal 
grounds. Even though he accepted the existence of feudalism in 
Russia, he did not do so on the basis of Marxist theory. Nor did he 
attribute any significance to class struggle in the course of Russia’s 
past, but he argued all the more forcefully for the inclusion of social 
psychology in the study of history. The transition to “true” Marxism 
occurred only later in his career.

The Russian Paradigm_print.indd   172The Russian Paradigm_print.indd   172 2022. 03. 03.   14:03:462022. 03. 03.   14:03:46



From Macro- to Micro-Historiography

173

In his émigré years Mikhail Nikolaevich Pokrovskii had little 
time for historical research, so in writing his pre-1917 historical 
works he relied mainly on his memory and the historical literature. 
His four volumes of Russkaia istoriia s drevneishikh vremen published 
between 1910 and 1913 and Ocherki istorii russkoi kultury (1914–
18) completed only a few years later, attempted to revise the 
dominant views of history; in the first work he was veritably anti-
Kliuchevskii, in the other anti-Miliukov. (It is an irony of fate and 
of historiography that when it was his books’ turn to be subjected 
to shattering criticism in the Stalin era they would be termed “anti-
Pokrovskii” by the collective memory of historians.) Pokrovskii 
gave prominence to the economy (and commercial capital in 
particular) over the state and used the formation theory, including 
Pavlov-Silvanskii’s notions of feudalism. The intellectual heir of 
revolutionary democrats, he appeared as the implacable enemy of 
the tsars. His politically motivated prejudices and the imposition of 
ideological schemas on well-documented historical material lent his 
works a schematic, sometimes an even primitive appearance. The 
latter was not at all alien from the propagandistic ethos of post-1917 
historical scholarship; it is no coincidence that it was Pokrovskii who 
abolished the teaching of history as such in schools as the Bolsheviks 
came to power. Still, it must be stressed that this was not yet the 
Stalinist concept of history: the interpretation of class struggle was 
still fairly differentiated and free from nationalist prejudices, and it 
made no concession to the Great Russian beautification of history.

The dominance of the Marxist paradigm, let alone the Stalinist one, 
does not follow automatically from the several centuries of Russian 
historiography, despite its consistent receptivity to the influence of 
intellectual currents. It was a historiography loyal to political power, 
which paradoxically provided it with enough independence to be in 
a position to play an active role in the rejuvenation of the profession 
by the first generation of the Annales School, and, in fact, it was well 
on its way to doing so. Instead, over the next seventy years, with only 
the rarest exceptions, it played a lowly role as the puppet of politics, 
while the only alternative was provided by old-fashioned positivism. 
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IV/2

HUNGARIAN HISTORICAL STUDIES
OF RUSSIA IN THE DECADE

 AFTER THE REGIME CHANGE 22

The 1990s, the decade after the regime change, ushered in a new era, 
albeit possibly a transitory one, in Eastern European historiography. 
Many view this period as a crisis in the discipline of history 
which actually started considerably earlier but reached its zenith 
by this time. It was the period of postmodern historiography and 
whatever supplanted it. One thing seems certain. The old values 
were questioned and the new had reached only a worrisome stage 
both in the world and in historiography. It is certain, however, that 
the decade brought changes in historiography. A multitude of new 
approaches, themes, genres, research techniques and ideas struggled 
for recognition during this decade.23

This general assessment of the situation is valid for Russian 
history as well, but with some significant differences. The master 
narratives have preserved their position in Russian historiography 
and do so even today. This continuity is primarily related to the 
ideologized and politicized nature of Soviet historiography. After 
regime change some historians considered a reversal of the direction 
as their principal function and thus the grand narratives continued 
but now with a different terminology and inspired by a different 
historical philosophy. This was true primarily for historiography in 
Russia, but international Russian studies could not remain entirely 
unaffected by it. At the turn of the millennium, however, the 

22 “A rendszerváltó évtized magyar történeti ruszisztikája.” [Hungarian Historical 
Studies of Russia in the Decade after the Regime Change] Világtörténet [World 
History], no. 3–4 (2005): 104–111

23 It is characteristic that the problem is being explored at the university level in 
Russian higher education. M. F. Rumiantseva, Teoriia istorii (Moscow, 2002).
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methods and varieties of postmodern historiography found followers 
among Russian historians as well. It was skepticism about the old 
approaches that induced Russian studies in Russia to embark along 
new pathways. In this, Anglo-American Russian historical studies 
had a major influence, as these reflected the fashionable trends of 
contemporary historiography earlier.24

In this global picture Hungarian historiography is definitely 
among the conservative schools. Earlier historiographic trends 
maintained their dominance during the past decade. These 
were national and political history based on source criticism and 
buttressed by Rankean principles. In this regard Hungarian 
historiography demonstrated a hundred-year-old continuity because 
even the so-called Marxist concepts of history could not entirely 
suppress it. Hungarian historiography was never as much politicized 
and ideologized as its Soviet counterpart, and it overcame relatively 
rapidly the other infantile reflex of East European historiography, 
namely nationalism. Thus the decade after the regime change did 
not demand many changes in Hungarian historiography. Stating it 
differently, Hungarian historiography went through its own regime 
change well before the collapse of state socialism.25

It came under the influence of the Annales school relatively early. 
The Annales method was not verbalized but was used in practice. 
For this the amorphous, expanded, and softened existing Marxist 
view of history provided a wider field. Here we can speak primarily 
of the influence of the first generation of the Annales but its complex 
methodological principles and research techniques in social history 
played a fertilizing, but never dominating, role.

In general, we can state that the postmodern has had no substantial 

24 Nancy S. Kollmann, “Convergence, Expansion and Experimentation: Current 
Trends in Muscovite History-Writing,” Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eur-
asian History 2, no. 2 (Spring 2001): 233–240.

25 On this path the first milestone is Jenő Szűcs, A nemzet histórikuma és a tör té-
netszemlélet nemzeti látószöge [History of the Nation and the National Perspec-
tive on the Philosophy of History] (Budapest, 1970).
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effect on Hungarian history even though some young or middle-
aged historians, gathered around a few journals, offered sporadic 
publication of articles or a volume or two of essays demonstrating the 
presence of new research themes and methods in our historiography.26 

When I call today’s Hungarian historical studies traditional, this is 
even truer for Russian history as practiced in Hungary.

Our specific profession has no real traditions in Hungary. For 
all practical purposes, until the 1940s, only studies in Hungarian 
history were considered legitimate and this practice dominated until 
very recently. In the slowly organized discipline of world history, 
comparative methodology gained acceptance and this was in keeping 
with the international trends of the day. Within this it was the 
history of Western Europe that could expect increased attention, and 
this was followed by comparative historical studies of the countries 
surrounding us. Finally, after World War II and for geopolitical 
reasons, the East European areas could be studied, and this included 
Russia. Until very recently there was no institutional effort to study 
Russian history by itself, and the problems of Russian history were 
looked at only within the context of the experiments of the great 
East European synthesis. I have reported these results in detail earlier 
and will now mention only the most important ones, those which in 
subsequent Hungarian narratives have gained recognition.27

László Makkai considered barbarian slavery and military recruiting 
from the free peasantry as an “original characteristic” of Eastern 
Europe which persisted for a very long time. According to him the 
evolution of the Eastern Slav State during its first few centuries was 
identical with that of the Kingdom of Poland and of Hungary. The 
profound historical reason for this was that the light cavalry of the 
armies of the Eastern European states did not require the same degree 
of concentration of feudal funds. According to Makkai the first 
decisive change in the Eastern European region came in the thirteenth 

26 Gábor Gyáni, Posztmodern kánon. Europai Iskola sorozat [Postmodern Canon. 
European School Series] (Budapest, 2003).

27 Gyula Szvák, “Mesto Rossii v Evrazii (v srednevekov’e i rannee novoe vremia),” 
in The Place of Russia in Eurasia, ed. Gyula Szvák (Budapest, 2001), 20–27.
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century when Western European feudalism expanded toward the 
east, accelerating the evolution of Czech, Polish, and Hungarian 
developments. These three countries henceforth constituted a separate 
sub-region within Eastern Europe that Makkai called East Central 
Europe. Russia was not touched by these Western currents and 
remained on the path of autochthonous Eastern European evolution.28

The most important Eastern Europe concept of modern 
Hungarian historiography is attached to the name of Jenő Szűcs, who 
accepted Makkai’s view so far as its essence was concerned. He stated 
it as follows: it seemed that until about 1200 “an autochthonous East 
European feudalism was evolving which culturally was oriented in 
two directions, but which was structurally unified.” Later a fusion of 
civilization, empire, and world economy appeared in Russia which 
“maintained a relationship with oriental structures.” In the East, 
Russian absolutism was, in itself, the structure which for centuries 
served as the framework for any cumulative change.29

Naturally, we cannot claim that concrete Russian historical 
studies did not exist in earlier Hungarian historiography. Their 
theme, however, was at least as much Hungarian history because 
they were derived from an area of historiography that was completely 
traditional: the history of diplomatic relations. In this they provided 
important data for the history of Russian foreign policy. I list only 
the most important ones: Kálmán Géresi’s study of the assumption 
of diplomatic relations between King Matthias Corvinus and Grand 
Duke Ivan III;30 Antal Hodinka’s book on information concerning 

28  László Makkai, “Feudalizmus és az eredeti jellegzetességek Európában” [Feu-
dalism and Original Characteristics in Europe], in Helyünk Európában, ed. Éva 
Ring (Budapest, 1986), 2:455-473.

29 Jenő Szűcs, “Vázlat Európa három történeti regiójáról” [Sketch of the Three 
Historical Regions of Europe], in Helyünk Európában, ed. Ring, 2:538, 539, 
546, 549.

30 Kálmán Géresi, “Hunyadi Mátyás magyar király diplomácziai összeköttetései 
III-ik Iván Vasilievits orosz czárral” [Diplomatic Relations between the Hun-
garian King, Matthias Hunyadi, and the Russian Tsar, Ivan III Vasilievich], 
Századok [Centuries]13 (1879): 239–249.
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Hungarians in the Russian chronicle Povesti vremennikh let;31 articles 
by Sándor Márki,32 and József Perényi33 on the contract between 
Ferenc Rákóczi and Peter I, which are considered classics; and 
numerous publications about nineteenth- and twentieth century-
relations between Hungary and Russia.34

Significant changes took place during the second half of the 1970s 
when a young generation of historians selected Russian history as the 
subject of their specialization. Selection of specific subjects was still 
influenced at this time by the legitimate and favorite subjects of Soviet 
historiography. Miklós Kun, for instance, published several essays 
on nineteenth-century Russian revolutionaries which enriched the 
familiar basic sources.35 By focusing on eighteenth-century cultural 
relationships László V. Molnár enlarged the history of encounters, 
previously considered to be traditional.36 Márta Font worked on 

31 Antal Hodinka, Az orosz évkönyvek magyar vonatkozásai (Hungarian Aspects of 
the Russian Chronicles] (Budapest, 1916).

32 Sándor Márki, Nagy Péter czár és II. Rákóczi Ferenc szövetsége 1707-ben [The  
Alliance between Tsar Peter the Great and Ferenc Rákóczi II in 1707] (Buda-
pest, 1913).

33 József Perényi, “II. Rákóczi Ferenc és I. Péter diplomáciai kapcsolatainak kez-
detei” [The Beginnings of Diplomatic Relations between Ferenc Rákóczi II and 
Peter I), in Magyar-orosz történelmi kapcsolatok [Hungarian-Russian Historical 
Relations], ed. Endre Kovács (Budapest, 1956).

34 Emil Niederhauser, “Magyar utazók Oroszországban a XIX. században” [Hun-
garian Travelers in Russia in the Nineteenth Century], in Endre Kovács, Ma-
gyar-orosz történelmi kapcsolatok [Hungarian-Russian Historical Relations] (Bu-
dapest, 1956).

35 His most important monograph on Bakunin: Miklós Kun, Útban az anar-
chizmus felé. Mihail Bakunin politikai pályaképe és eszmei fejlődése az 1860-as 
évek közepén [On the Path toward Anarchism: The Political Career of Mikhail 
Bakunin and His Intellectual Development in the Middle of the 1860s] (Buda-
pest, 1982).

36 L. V. Molnár, “Adalékok Theodor Janković oroszországi iskolaszervező tevé-
kenységéhez” [Contributions to Theodor Janković’s School Organizational Ac-
tivities in Russia], Pedagógiai Szemle [Pedagogical Review] 34, no. 10 (1984): 
974–984.
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the initiation of contacts between the early Hungarian state and 
Kievan Rus.37 Tamás Krausz38 and Gyula Szvák39, while working on 
chronologically completely different periods, practically in an identical 
fashion, studied the political limitations of Soviet historiography and 
critiqued it within the accepted framework of historiography.

The decade after the regime change introduced significant 
alterations in the area of scholarly organizations. The Institute 
of Russian Studies was established, first as a voluntary scholarly 
association and after 1995 as an independent organizational structure 
of Eötvös Loránd University under the title of the Centre for Russian 
Studies. This became the first research establishment in Hungary 
devoted entirely to the study of Russian history. Because of the 
relative backwardness of this discipline the first task was to develop 
the organizational and intellectual infrastructure. This naturally 
resulted in setting the trends for scholarly activities to come. Relying 
on university instruction we began to train a generation of researchers 
in Russian studies. We also started a series of publications including 
the “Post-Soviet Booklets” and the “Russian Studies Books” series 
and organized international meetings while endeavoring to become 
the coordinating structure within Hungarian Russian studies.40

Because we were far behind it is understandable that we started 
out on the basis of the finest traditions of Russian historiography. 

37 Márta Font, “Russkie letopisi kak istochniki osveshchaiushchie russko-vengerskie 
otnoshenia v XII veke,” in AUSZ Dissertationes Slavicae (DS), vol. 12 (Szeged, 
1977).

38 Tamás Krausz, “Pokrovszkij és az orosz abszolutizmus vitája az októberi forra-
dalom után” [Pokrovskii and the Debate on Russian Absolutism Following the 
October Revolution], Történelmi Szemle [Historical Review] 23, no. 4 (1980): 
627–648. 

39 Gyula Szvák, “Rettegett Iván az újabb szovjet kutatások tükrében” [Ivan the 
Terrible as Reflected in Recent Soviet Research], Történelmi Szemle 22, nos. 3–4 
(1979): 592–604.

40 Ferenc Havas, ed. Dokumentumok történeti russzisztikánk tárgyköréből. Poszt- 
Szovjet Füzetek 15 [Documents from the Subject Area of Our Historical Rus-
sian Studies. Post-Soviet Booklets 15] (Budapest, 2000).
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This also meant that the Centre for Russian Studies viewed the 1990s 
as a period of growth and development and not as a period of crisis 
in its field. In the selection of its topics, in its perception of history 
and in its research methodology it subjected its dialog with Russian 
history to a critical analysis. Three great international conferences 
organized by our center demonstrated the scientific interests of our 
associates.41

By the end of the 1990s Hungarian research activities in Russian 
history had expanded to regions outside Budapest. In Pécs and 
Szombathely a number of significant Russian history conferences 
were organized, and at the University of Pécs a new Russian studies 
research center was established.

This decade enriched Hungarian Russian studies with several 
high-quality works. The product of a group of Hungarian authors, 
the first History of Russia since 1945 was published.42 There appeared 
a summary work on the Romanovs, a fundamental opus on the 
GULAGS43 and another one on daily life in Russia.44 We devoted 
considerable attention to historical personalities who had a major 
impact on the fate and structure of the country, including Ivan IV,45 

41 See Gyula Szvák, ed., The Place of Russia in Europe. Ruszisztikai Könyvek 5 
[Russian Studies Books 5] (Budapest, 1999); Szvák, ed., The Place of Russia in 
Eurasia. Ruszisztikai Könyvek 9 [Russian Studies Books 9] (Budapest, 2001); 
Szvák, ed., Muscovy: The Peculiarities of its Development. Ruszisztikai Könyvek 
13 (Budapest, 2003).

42 M. Font et al., Oroszország története [A History of Russia], ed. Gyula Szvák 
(Budapest, 2001).

43 Tamás Krausz, ed., GULAG. A szovjet táborrendszer története [GULAG: A His-
tory of the Russian Camp System] (Budapest, 2001). 

44 Tamás Krausz, ed., A sztalinizmus hétköznapjai [Everyday Stalinism] (Budapest, 
2003). 

45 Gyula Szvák, IV. Iván és I. Péter utóélete [The Afterlife of Ivan IV and Peter I] 
(Budapest, 2001).
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Peter I,46 and Stalin.47 These works were handbooks synthesizing 
the newest results of the most current international research and 
included sources hitherto unknown to Hungarian scholarship. All 
of them could be considered to be grand narratives.

Hungarian historical studies of Russia did not reject the need 
for traditional historiography to seek and find rules in history, to 
reveal developmental similarities and sketch long-term trends. This 
is why they raised such large questions in the philosophy of history, 
questions to which, according to the Hungarian view, international 
Russian studies had not given a valid and final answer. The Centre for 
Russian Studies devoted its first two conferences to questions which 
in international scholarship were deemed to be outdated and which 
searched for the place of Russia’s evolution in Europe and Eurasia. 
The third conference, dealing with the developmental specifics of 
Muscovite Russia, could be considered to be similar in structure to 
the first two conferences. The Western scholars participating at these 
conferences demonstrated a distinctly different research approach in 
the choice of their subjects and also in their verbal comments.48

I could bring up my own publications as an example of one who 
devoted considerable effort at the end of the 1990s to narrow the 
concept of Russian feudalism with the method of historiographic 
analysis. This had been a meaningful subject earlier in Anglo-
American historiography but by this time it was considered 
irrelevant. Never theless, at the Institute of History of the Russian 
Academy of Sciences my lecture was received with great interest 
and was accompanied by a vigorous debate.49 With this I want to 
indicate that in a sense Hungarian Russian studies was a part of 

46 Gyula Szvák, Furkósbottal Európába? [Into Europe with a Cudgel?] (Budapest, 
1989).

47 Tamás Krausz, Sztálin élete és kora [The Life and Times of Stalin] (Budapest, 
2003).

48 See n. 19.
49 Gyula Szvák, “‘Durno’ li govorit’ o russkom feodalizme? Kistoriografii vop-

rosa,” in Trudy Instituta Rossiiskoi istorii pri RAN za 1997–1998 gg. (Moscow, 
2000).
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Russian historiography thanks to the endeavors of researchers to find 
better answers to the questions raised by the field. It could be said 
that Russian historiography provided the themes for a significant 
part for Russian historical research in Hungary.

This is specifically true for our post-regime Russian studies proper 
which fortunately remained on, or was forced to, the periphery; 
fortunately, that is, considering the essence of the program was not 
motivated by scholarship. The reversal of directions and the great 
revelations of formerly taboo topics were primarily sensational matters 
in Hungary, albeit frequently disguised as scholarly works. Western 
Russian studies based on Russophobia and written in a Hollywood 
style went beyond their Russian sources and indulged in politically 
opportune themes. Even in Hungary, fairy tales appeared under 
titles like Iosif Vissarionovich Drakula, The Nazi Soviet Union, and 
The GULAG as a Model for the German Extermination Camps. This 
slavishly copied the most propagandistic topics of American journalism 
and incorporated into Hungarian historical research the xenophobic 
perspectives of the recrudescent nationalism of the 1990s.50

The majority of works were created, however, within the framework 
of the preferred genres and methods of nineteenth-century positivist 
historiography. Research into historical connections continued, and 
in this area major contributions were made by Márta Font. Noting 
the new developments, she carried forward Antal Hodinka’s classic 
work on the Hungarian aspects of the Povesti, threw a new light 
on the history of the Hungarian wars in Halych (Galich) and, in 
a broader sense, on the relations between the House of Árpád and 

50 Miklós Kun, Az ismeretlen Sztálin [The Unknown Stalin] (Budapest, 2002); 
Ágnes Gereben, Antiszemitizmus a Szovjetunióban [Antisemitism in the Soviet 
Union] (Budapest, 2000); and Gereben, Egyház az atheista államban 1917–1925 
[Church in the Atheist State, 1917–1925] (Budapest, 2001).
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the Rurikids.51 This starting point and subject matter is characteristic 
of  historiographies based on the writing of national history. Márta 
Font’s doctoral dissertation departs from this genre and methodology. 
It is an overarching comparative history of the Early East European 
Middle Ages and is a synthesis of a number of her preliminary studies.52 
It is based simultaneously on known sources and on the study of 
national historiographies in the region. In its conclusions it empirically 
supports the preconceptions of László Makkai and Jenő Szűcs.

There are no other noteworthy results from historical research 
work on the history of Kievan Rus, with the exception of János 
Makai’s primarily historiographic publications on the era of Andrei 
Bogolubski.53 At the same time, the history of Muscovy has been 
dealt with by relatively many researchers over the past few years. 
These research projects were organized to a large extent in and by 
the Centre for Russian Studies of Eötvös Loránd University and a 
number of young scholars participated in the work. Among my former 
students and current colleagues, it was Klára Radnóti who endeavored 
to paint a contemporary European picture of Muscovy by focusing 

51 Márta Font, Magyarok a Kijevi Évkönyben [Hungarians in the Kievan Chroni-
cle] (Szeged, 1996); Font, “Magyar-orosz politikai kapcsolatok a 12. században” 
[Hungarian-Russian Political Relations in the Twelfth Century], Aetas 10, no. 3 
(1995): 53–76; and Font, “Árpád-házi királyok és a Rurik-dinasztia fejedelmei” 
[Árpád Dynasty Kings and the Grand Princes of the Rurik Dynasty], in A hon-
foglalás 1100 éve és a Vajdaság [1100 Years of the Hungarian Conquest of the 
Carpathian Basin and the Voivodina], ed. Peter Rokay (Novi Sad, 1997), 51–58.

52 Márta Font, “Kényszerpályák és választási lehetőségek a keresztény nagyhatal-
mak árnyékában. Közép és Kelet Európa a 10–12. században” [Forced Paths and 
Opportunities for Choice in the Shadow of the Christian Great Powers: Central 
and Eastern Europe in the Tenth to Twelfth Centuries] (Academic doctoral diss. 
Hungarian Academy of Sciences, 2002).

53 János Makai, “Andrej Boguljubszkij a szovjet korszak történetírásában” [Andrei 
Boguliubskii in the Historiography of the Soviet Era], in Acta Academiae Peda-
gogicae Agriensis, vol. 23, Sectio historiae (Eger, 1998).
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on fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Italian travelers.54 Sándor Szili 
devoted his dissertation to the historiographic investigation of the 
incorporation of Siberia55, while Szergej Filippov explored aspects of the 
intellectual history of the mid-seventeenth century raskol in a number 
of publications.56 All three of these scholars relied to a certain extent 
on the Western, primarily Anglo-American professional literature, but 
their selection of topic and their attempts to resolve historical problems 
were essentially related to a dialog with Russian historiography.

The same can said about Magdolna Ágoston who was responsible 
for the organization of a series of professorial presentations on Russistic 
topics in Szombathely. Being a student of Ruslan Skrynnikov, she 
endeavored to remain close to the sources and she partially wiped 
out an old indebtedness of Hungarian Russian studies by publishing 
a terminology of Russian historiography.57

Endre Sashalmi preferred to pick the fashionable topics of Anglo-
American Russian studies as the base for his investigations. Using 
micro-historical methods and involving a very interesting group of 
sources, the proverbs, he also used comparative intellectual history 
to illustrate the sixteenth- to eighteenth-century Russian ideology of 
power.58

54 Klára Radnóti, Európa Moszkóvia-képe a XV–XVI században. Ruszisztikai 
Könyvek 10 [The Image of Muscovy in Europe in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth 
Centuries. Russian Studies Books 10] (Budapest, 2002).

55 Sándor Szili, Szibéria birtokbavételének koncepciói az orosz és szovjet történetírás-
ban Ruszisztikai Könyvek 14 [Conceptions of the Conquest of Siberia in Rus-
sian and Soviet Historiography. Russian Studies Books 14] (Budapest, 2005).

56 Szergej Filippov, “Az oroszországi egyházszakadás és helye a 17. századi orosz 
történelemben” [The Schism in the Church in Russia and its Position in Seven-
teenth-Century Russian History), Aetas 13, no. 1 (1998): 5–34.

57 Magdolna Ágoston, Az orosz történelmi források terminológiája [The Termino-
logy of Russian Historical Souces] (Szombathely, 2004).

58 Endre Sashalmi, “A 17. század orosz hatalmi ideológia tükrözödése a közmondá-
sokban” [Reflections of the Seventeenth-Century Russian Ideology of Power in 
Proverbs], in In Memoriam Barta Gábor, ed. István Lengvári (Pécs, 1996); and 
Sashalmi, “Sixteenth- to Seventeenth-Century Muscovite Ideology of Power in 
European Perspective,” in The Place of Russia in Europe, ed. Szvák, 166–172.
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Beáta Varga Kertészné, also a member of the younger generation 
of researchers, was primarily studying the system of relationships 
between the Cossacks, Ukraine and Russia in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries.59 Sándor Gebei, a professor at Eger College, 
overlaps with these topics to some extent but primarily placed the 
problem of the Cossacks into a context with the Transylvanian 
Hungarians and the Poles while studying Russian foreign policy at 
the end of the seventeenth century in a broader system of international 
relations. In this way he simultaneously engaged in national history 
and general history while also writing several overviews of Russian 
history.60

László V. Molnár continued the study of the eighteenth century 
during the 1990s in the traditional genre of the history of relations. 
Within this he was studying cultural relations in their broadest 
sense. He made several attempts to reexamine so-called Russian 
enlightened absolutism using the traditional methods of positivist 
history.61

A classic figure of Hungarian East European studies has been 
Academician Emil Niederhauser. He wrote many articles in the 
1990s on nineteenth-century Russian history, but these were 
essentially public history in nature. In his monographic works he 
did not deviate from his earlier comparative historical methodology.  
In his syntheses devoted to the East European liberation of the serfs 

59 B. V. Kertészné: “Russkii tsentralizm i ukrainskaia avtonomia,” in The Place of 
Russia in Eurasia, ed. Szvák, 219-226.

60 Sándor Gebei, “Rol’ Rossii v antituretskoi voine Sviashchennoi Ligi (1867–1700),” 
in The Place of Russia in Europe ed. Szvák, 198–210; and Gebei, “Nagyhatalmak 
vetélkedése Ukrajnáért a 17. század második felében” [The Competition of the 
Great Powers for Ukraine in the Second Half of the Seventeenth Century], in 
Emberek és eszmék. Tanulmánykötet Vadász Sándor születésnapjára [Men and 
Ideas: Essays for the Birthday of Sándor Vadász] (Eger, 2001), 193–204.

61 László V. Molnár, Magyar-Orosz kulturális kapcsolatok (1750–1815) [Hungari-
an-Russian Cultural Relations, 1750–1815] (Piliscsaba, 2000); and V. Molnár, 
Életutak találkozása, 1703–1848 [The Meeting of Paths through Life, 1703–
1848] (Piliscsaba, 2004).
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and to the history of European historiography, Russian subjects 
appear only as parts of the whole.62

Erzsébet Bodnár, a professor at the University of Debrecen is also a 
student of nineteenth-century history. Her volume of essays, entitled 
Russia in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries allows insight into 
her interest in the history of diplomacy and in the precedents of her 
research topic.63 In a similar fashion it was with primarily foreign 
policy studies that István Czövek of Miskolc University made 
a name for himself. His studies, focused primarily on the age of 
Alexander II, are placed into a broad European context including 
Russia’s relations with the Habsburgs.64 Jenő Kurunczi, a faithful 
reporter for several decades of Russian historiography, who devoted 
his principal research activities to the agrarian problems of the early 
twentieth century, chronologically fits into the same trend.65

The study of twentieth-century Soviet and Russian history in 
Hungary is performed primarily by the young researchers gathered 
around Tamás Krausz at the Centre for Russian Studies. They include 
Zoltán Sz. Bíró who has become an expert on present-day Russia 
but earlier published noteworthy studies on Russian liberalism and 

62 Emil Niederhauser, A történetírás története Kelet-Európában [A History of His-
toriography in Eastern Europe] (Budapest, 1995); Niederhauser, “Jobbágy fel-
szabadítás Kelet Európában” [The Liberation of the Serfs in Eastern Europe], 
História, no. 3 (1999): 20–23; and Niederhauser, Kelet Európa története [A His-
tory of Eastern Europe] (Budapest, 2001).

63 Erzsébet Bodnár, Oroszország az 18–19. században [Russia in the Eighteenth 
and Nineteenth Centuries] (Budapest, 2000).

64 István Czövek, Oroszország külpolitikája II. Sándor korában és a közvélemény 
[Russia’s Foreign Policy in the Era of Alexander II and Public Opinion] (Nyír-
egyháza, 1996); Czövek, “Az osztrák-magyar német kettős szövetség kérdése az 
orosz közgondolkodásban” [The Question of the Austro-Hungarian–German 
Dual Alliance in Russian Public Thinking], in Acta Academicae Paedagogicae 
Nyiregyhaziensis. Társadalomtudományi Közlemények 13 [Acta Academicae 
Paedagogicae Nyiregyhaziensis: Sociological Contributions 13] (1996): 187–204.

65 Jenő Kurunczi, “Az orosz agrárviszonyok és a faluközösség (1861-1914)” [Rus-
sian Agrarian Relations and the Obshchina (1861-1914)], Acta Universitatis De-
breceniensis. Series Historica, VII., ( 1999): 197-213.

The Russian Paradigm_print.indd   186The Russian Paradigm_print.indd   186 2022. 03. 03.   14:03:482022. 03. 03.   14:03:48



From Macro- to Micro-Historiography

187

on unique aspects of Russian intellectual history.66 Tamás Krausz’s 
research activities over the past three decades provide methodological 
examples for his students. While generally interested in the grand 
narratives, and most importantly in so-called Russian uniqueness, 
he enriched his historiographic research with the use of new sources. 
He studied the Party debates of the 1920s about the uniqueness of 
the Russian experience from Russian archival materials67, while his 
studies on Stalin’s turning point, the so-called Soviet thermidor, 
were based on new information found in documents deposited in 
the archives of the Hoover Institution.68 The regime change led to 
a major shift in themes because the opening of the archives opened 
up a number of new areas for Tamás Krausz and for his young 
colleagues. Their very impressive research results were primarily the 
consequence of teamwork. They include document and essay volumes 
on the GULAG and on Soviet daily life. Consequent to this carefully 
structured research activity Zoltán Czéh published a significant 
monograph on the economic expediency of the GULAG,69 while 
György Bebesi published on the “Black Hundreds” movement and 

66 Zoltán Sz. Bíró, “Liberalizmus a századelő Oroszországában” [Liberalism in 
Russia at the Beginning of the Century], Múltunk 43 [Our Past], nos. 3-4 
(1998): 172–184; and Sz. Bíró, “Az orosz történelmi fejlődés különössége: rivális 
koncepciók és az önreflexió hagyományai” [The Singularity of Russian His to-
rical Evolution: Rival Conceptions and Traditions of Self-reflection], Replika 6, 
nos. 19–20 (December 1995): 93–102.

67 Tamás Krausz, Pártviták és történettudomány. Viták az “oroszországi történelmi 
fejlődés sajátosságairól,” kulönös tekintettel a 20-as évekre [Party Debates and His-
tory: Debates on the “Unique Characteristics of Russian Historical Develop-
ment” with Particular Regard to the 1920s] (Budapest, 1991).

68 Tamás Krausz, Szoviet Thermidor. A sztálini fordulat előzményei 1917–1928 [So-
viet Thermidor: The Precursors of the Stalin Turning Point, 1917–1928] (Buda-
pest, 1996).

69 Zoltán Czéh, A GULAG mint gazdasági jelenség. Ruszisztikai Könyvek 11 [The 
GULAG as an Economic Manifestation. Russian Studies Books 11] (Budapest, 
2003).
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ideology70 and Iván Halász on the power structure of the White 
Guard dictatorships and on Siberian regionalism.71

Examining the past decade of Russian studies in Hungary we 
find that it was not affected by end-of-the-millennium, postmodern 
skepticism. On the contrary. The opening of the Soviet archives and 
the state of disorganization of Russian historiography presented new 
challenges. Hungarian historians generally practice their profession 
according to the canonized rules of the centuries-old profession of 
the historian; they utilize source criticism and narration and are 
professionally bound to demonstrate the importance of cause and 
effect and inevitability. New genres and new methods have so far 
had little effect. While it is possible that Hungarian Russian studies 
will bypass the stage of crisis of the historical profession, and in so 
doing follow the path of international Russian studies, it is certainly 
true that it will reach a higher standing only if traditional genres and 
methods are expanded by new ones.

We must state, however, that Russian studies is not the purview 
of a separate nation. Russian studies scholarship is global. Therefore, 
I  believe that it makes sense for us to seek our place between on 
the one hand European and American, or non-Russian-speaking 
Russian studies, and on the other, Russian, or Russian-speaking 
Russian studies.

70 György Bebesi, A feketeszázak. Az orosz szélsőjobb kialakulása és története a száza-
delőn. Ruszisztikai Könyvek 6 [The Black Hundreds: The Evolution and His-
tory of the Russian Extreme Right at the Beginning of the Century. Russian 
Studies Books 6] (Budapest, 1999).

71 Iván Halász, “A fehérgárdista diktatúrák hatalmi szerkezete és elképzelései” 
[The Power Structure and Ideas of the White Guard Dictatorships], in 1917 és 
ami utána következett. Ruszisztikai Könyvek 3 [1917 and What Came After It. 
Russian Studies Books 3], ed. Tamás Krausz (Budapest, 1998).

The Russian Paradigm_print.indd   188The Russian Paradigm_print.indd   188 2022. 03. 03.   14:03:482022. 03. 03.   14:03:48



189

IV/2

PARALLEL LIVES 
BEING A HISTORIAN 

IN THE SOVIET UNION AND IN HUNGARY

(Toward a Portrait 
of Ruslan Skrynnikov and József Perényi)72

What follows is about two historians. What connects them is the 
fact that both of them were my supervisors: one oversaw my so-called 
“little doctorate” (dr. univ), the other supervised my subsequent 
CSc —level doctoral dissertation. The latter was a Hungarian,73 the 
former a Russian.74 Although they could have met one other, they 
never did. The 16-year age gap between them proved too much: by 
the time the Soviet historian was able to travel to the West (by which 
I mean Hungary), my Hungarian mentor had already retired, and 

72 Свак, Дюла. “Параллелные биографии — судьба историка в Советском Союзе 
и Венгрии. Штрихи к портрету Руслана Скринникова и Ежефа Перени,” in 
Историк и мир — мир историка в России и Центрально-Восточной Европе: 
материалы международной научной конференции будапештского Центра 
Русистики от 21–22 мая 2012 г. /, Ruszisztikai Könyvek XXXVI [Russian 
Studies Books 36], Szergej Filippov and Zsuzsanna Gyimesi eds. (Budapest, 
2012), 15–26.

73 I have attempted once before to shed light on Perényi’s life and career within 
the boundaries permitted by the genre of the obituary. “József L. Perényi 1915–
1981” in Egyetemi Lapok [University Papers] (1981): 18

74 I also deal in detail with the life and career of R. G. Skrynnikov in two studies 
of mine: “Ruslan Grigor’evich i Ivan Groznyi” in Trudy kafedry istorii Rossii s 
drevneishikh vremen do XX v., SPBGU, (2007): 25–38 and “R. G. Skrynnikov, 
“Istorik i mir — mir istorika (Opyt rekonstruktsii)” in Gyula Szvák and I. O. 
Tyumentsev eds. Rusistika Ruslana Skrynnikova: Sbornik statei pamiati professora 
R. G. Skrynnikova, v chest’ ego 80-letiia. Ruszisztikai könyvek XXX. [Russian 
Studies Books 30.] (Budapest, 2011), 9–21. I will perhaps, therefore be excused 
from doing so in this article too.
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he died soon afterwards. Both of them made it through the 1950s 
and were active in the 60s and 70s. The greater part of their lives and 
work as historians fell into the Soviet era. And—as Russian slang 
puts it—both were “feudals”. It was not so much me, therefore, that 
connected them as the era in which they lived. The correspondences 
and divergences between their careers also shed light on the 
similarities and differences between their work, not to mention their 
two worlds as writers of history.

József Perényi was born in 1915 to a white-collar75 and factory-
worker family, as the autobiographical texts he wrote at various times 
testify with a little (but appreciable) inconsistency. Ruslan Grigor’evich 
Skrynnikov was also born into a white-collar environment—his 
father was a hydraulic engineer, his mother an elementary school 
teacher—but sixteen years later, in 1931.76 While the former, a gifted 
boy of small means, gained his degree from Budapest’s Faculty of 
Humanities, he also had the chance to study Slavic languages for 
several semesters in Paris. The latter was a student at Leningrad State 
University. After completing his degree, the Hungarian student 
remained at the department in Budapest as an unpaid teaching 
assistant and wrote his dissertation, The Influence of French Schooling 

75 In “His Biography” dated July 26, 1951, he reports on his father’s white-collar 
origins, while his Feb 5, 1951 “Autobiography” provides a detailed list in brackets 
after the term “white-collar”: “agricultural worker, soldier, excise officer, police-
man, detective.” In “His Biography” of November 8th, 1955, the following 
list is featured: “village day laborer, trader’s clerk, customs and excise officer, 
policeman, supervisory detective.” (In Perényi József Személyes Iratai [József 
Perényi’s Personal Papers] henceforth PJSZI, which József Perényi made available 
to me in 1981, shortly before his death. These papers contain documents dating 
to the first half of the 1950s. The remaining dossiers are held in the ELTE 
Archive in the collection of the Department of Eastern European History, in 
fond No. 107.)

76 For more detail on R. G. Skrynnikov’s life, see: I. O. Tyumentsev and V. G. 
Ananiev, ““Rossiia ego materik”: k 75-letiyu Ruslana Grigor’evicha Skrynni-
kova” in Trudy kafedry istorii Rossii s drevneishikh vremyon do XX v., SPBGU, 
(2007), 5–19.
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on the Development of Official Documentation in the Hungary of the 
Middle Ages, in an auxiliary discipline. The Soviet student completed 
his doctorate at the Herzen State Pedagogical Institute, defending 
his dissertation on the economy of the Novgorod estates. What 
connects these two apparently unrelated subjects is their source-
centeredness. This was far from accidental, given that József Perényi’s 
mentor was Imre Szentpétery, the head of the Auxiliary Disciplines 
Department at the time, while Ruslan Skrynnikov got his subject 
from B.A. Romanov, a one-time student of Kliuchevskii, and even 
then a representative of the pre-1917 “Petersburg” school.

At this point the trajectories of their parallel careers diverged 
markedly. The young Hungarian Doctor of Philosophy found 
himself without a job in the pre-war Horthy times, then ended up at 
the Ganz company’s office in Istanbul, where he earned his keep as 
an accountant. His administrative tasks there were few, however—
he later farmed this work out to a “native”—, and he spent the 
time thus freed up in archives, learning Turkish and a whole string 
of Balkan languages. Paradoxically, therefore, during his years of 
office work, his orientation to and specialization in Slavic languages 
received a fresh, powerful boost. While his two years as a soldier 
appeared to put a stop to these pursuits, the last days of the war 
found the cadet sergeant behind Soviet lines. For months, he served 
as a division interpreter; then, after liberation, he became a cultural 
attaché in the Hungarian embassy in Moscow, where for more than 
a year he had the opportunity to work alongside Gyula Szekfű, the 
number one historian of the time—who was then the Hungarian 
ambassador. After that he eventually found himself in the place 
where his training had always destined him to be: the Pál Teleki 
Eastern European Institute. 

Ruslan Skrynnikov had been a young boy in the war years but, 
at the time when his Hungarian colleague’s life took another new 
turn, he was attending seminars given by B.A. Romanov, who had 
been permitted to return to university teaching. In early 1951, József 
Perényi was ejected from the Party, a circumstance which threatened 
his ability to earn any kind of living whatsoever. Meanwhile, Ruslan 
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Skrynnikov the university student was forced to acknowledge that 
his favorite teacher was once again being subjected to annihilating 
criticism on account of his epoch-defining book Lyudi i nravy Drevnei 
Rusi. Ahead of its time, this work was condemned for its “bourgeois 
approach” and its author once again barred from teaching.

József Perényi was also being punished for his “bourgeois 
objectivity” and for his “unsuitable relationship to the field of 
Soviet history”.77 The “corpus delicti” in this case was also a book. 
Only this happened to be the second part of a book by the leading 
Soviet historian of the age, B. D. Grekov, Peasants in Russia from 
Ancient Times to the XVII Century, and the Hungarian translation 
of it, which József Perényi happened to be working on, and, as an 
eager philologist, was also thinking about in his spare time. To his 
misfortune, over lunch at the university cafeteria he shared these 
thoughts78 with one of his historian colleagues. Much later, when 
the communist regime (in Hungary) fell, this colleague became 
a flag-waver for the intellectuals pushing for change. Back in the 
fifties, however, he had felt it incumbent on him to report what he 
had heard to the appropriate authorities.79 During Kádár’s “soft  
 

77 In “His Biography” of 26 July 1951, he quotes the verdict exactly: “my unsuit-
able relationship to Soviet history and vestiges of objectivism in my academic 
work.” In: PJSZI.

78 József Perényi explained that, as he was translating, he realised that B.D. Gre-
kov sometimes confused the two meanings of the term “sokha” (“ard plough” 
and “acre”). He then, somewhat incautiously, shared this realisation with his 
lunchmate.

79 On January 23, 1951, in his written request for a review of his case addressed to 
the VIII District Committee of the Hungarian Workers’ Party, József Perényi re-
jected the accusations levelled at him, but in the spirit of the times, he recognised 
that, “They have pointed out revealing objective (sic!) aspects of my academic 
work and my conduct which are preventing my conduct and the position I take 
from being Party-like ... because I really am still very far, whether in my academ-
ic work or as concerns my behaviour, from being able to shed the remnants of my 
old bourgeois ways completely, and from being able always, in all circumstances, 
to take a Party-style position.” In: PJSZI 
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dictatorship” this colleague “advanced”, to all intents and purposes, 
from a full-blown Stalinist to a liberal historian.80

As it happens, József Perényi did not come off so badly from the 
affair. At least, he often remarked that it led him to acquire a sensible 
trade—during those difficult months, he had, just to be on the safe 
side, trained as a car mechanic. And Az orosz parasztság története 
[A  History of the Russian Peasantry] was published according to 
plan. In fact, József Perényi could thank Academician Grekov not 
only for the trouble he was in, but also for his “escape” (since he 
hadn’t been ejected from his workplace as well). When the leadership 
of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences’ Institute of History was 
debating how to celebrate Mátyás Rákosi’s birthday in appropriate 
style, the chiefs found it impossible to decide what form of socialist 
work competition would be most effective on the history “front”. 
Urgently in need of guidance, they turned to Comrade Grekov, 
and the most direct route to him led through József Perényi, who 
had known Grekov from his time in Moscow. Grekov provided this 

80 This case is merely a minor episode in the process of cleansing that took place 
on the “historian front”, which Academician Ignác Romsics, for example, has 
summarized. It does, however, appear to support exactly the opposite of what 
Romsics identified as the exclusive crime of the group of historians he labelled 
as “Jewish communists.” (See: Clio bűvöletében: Magyar történetírás a 19-20. 
században — nemzetközi kitekintéssel. [Under Clio’s Spell: Hungarian Histo-
riography in the 19th and 20th Centuries—International Conclusions.] (Buda-
pest, 2011), 358–9.) I, however, not being in possession either of the christening 
certificates of the persons involved, nor of any documents issued by a religious 
congregation, nor any other “conclusive” proof of which religion, still less which 
race they belonged to, would be wary of dividing these historians into “Jewish 
historians” and “non-Jewish historians.” Naturally, differentiation on the basis 
of racial origin is not the only approach to categorization that exists in the field 
of history in Hungary. One such, for example, can be found in a lecture by 
Ferenc Glatz (“Történetírás Magyarországon, 1949–1990” [Historiography in 
Hungary, 1949-1990] Történelmi Szemle, (2011): 3, especially 319–20.) origi-
nally given on April 13, 1991 at the General Meeting of the Magyar Történelmi 
Társulat [Hungarian Historical Association].
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guidance.81 (In 1981, I came across a letter which provided the basis 
of a manuscript entitled B. D. Grekov akadémikus utmutatása (sic!) 
a magyar történészek számára [Academician B. D. Grekov’s Guidance 
to Hungarian Historians]82 between two floorcloths and a bucket in 
the then utterly disorganized files of the Hungarian Academy of 
Sciences’ Institute of History. Later, in connection with the Grekov 
Jubilee Year, I handed a copy of this letter to Professor Skrynnikov, 
but I do not know what became of the manuscript.)

Although the Party did not take Perényi back, 1956 brought a 
new—and now positive—development to his life. Alongside his 
work at the Institute of History, József Perényi had, for years, been 
teaching the history of the various Slav peoples at the Department 
for the History of European Peoples’ Democracies in Eötvös Loránd 
University’s Faculty of Humanities. (Thanks to a Soviet guest 
professor, a separate Department of the History of the Soviet Union 
was in operation between 1953 and 1956.83) On October 25, 1956, 
however, Zoltán I. Tóth, head of the History of European Peoples’ 
Democracies department and József Perényi’s dean, received a fatal 
gunshot wound in front of the Party headquarters when he went 
there as part of an ELTE delegation to discuss the teachers’ and 
students’ demands.84 Rumor had it that Endre Arató, the other 

81 On Dec 1, 1950, the committee sent out to decide on the workload norm for 
academics accepted the “Grekov norm” (Jegyzőkönyv [Minutes] in PJSZI) with 
the small difference that, while the annual workload according to the “Gre kov 
norm” was 2100 working hours, in the case of the Institute of History, it would 
be 2200. It is true, meanwhile, that although 7 author’s sheets of academic 
writing was expected in the Soviet Union, in Hungary it was sufficient to write 6. 

82 In PJSZI.
83 Cs. Borsodi and A. Tüskés, Az Eötvös Loránd Tudományegyetem Bölcsészettudo-

mányi Karának története képekben 1635–2010. [A History of Eötvös Loránd Uni-
versity’s Faculty of Humanities in Pictures 1635–2010.] (Budapest, 2010), 207.

84 For more detail see Cs. Borsodi, “Forradalom az Eötvös Loránd Tudomány-
egyetemen 1956-ban” [Revolution at Eötvös Loránd University in 1956] in 
Nagy Imre és kora. Tanulmányok, forrásközlések V [Imre Nagy and His Times: 
Studies and Sources V], (Budapest, 2009), 52. 
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prominent figure in the department, who presented himself as 
a  Party member, just happened to be on Czechoslovak territory 
during those crucial days. József Perényi, however, was at his post, 
and, what’s more, at the sharp end. Allegedly, it was Perényi who put 
the head of the Soviet department on a plane out of Budapest.85 So 
when the two departments were officially merged on January 1 1957 
as the Department of the History of Eastern Europe, Perényi was 
judged the person most worthy to lead the new department.86 He 
did so for the next 23 years, the longest period this position was held 
by any single person in its 20th-century history.

Meanwhile, Ruslan Skrynnikov was completing his DSc at the 
Herzen Pedagogical Institute. He defended his dissertation, although 
it would be many long years before V. V. Mavrodin, the dean at that 
time, invited him to return to his alma mater to teach. At this point 
the careers of the Hungarian and the Soviet historians converged 
once again. They could both now work on what they most wanted 
to, where they wanted, and with whom they wanted. There is a world 
of difference, of course, between an academic at the beginning of 
his career and one who has already matured. Ruslan Skrynnikov, 

85 It is more likely that he was entrusted with this task—or at least unanimously 
elected by the Faculty Council—in part because of his earlier political vilifica-
tion. We can read in the minutes of the meeting of the Council of the Institute 
of History, December 7, 1956, that “I feel that political concerns (in relation 
to this individual) have become a downright positive thing in the last period”. 
(ELTE Archive, BTK Tanácsülési jegyzőkönyvek [Minute Books of the Coun-
cil Meeting of the Faculty of Humanities] 1956/56 – 1957/58. Jegyzőkönyv 
[Minute Book], 1956. december 7. 10.) These supportive words came from the 
colleague who, according to József Perényi’s witness statement in his submission 
to the Party Committee, had been one of the instigators of Perényi’s ejection 
from the Party.

86 In actual fact, the Faculty Council had already entrusted this to him on Decem-
ber 7, 1956 (ELTE Archive, BTK Tanácsülési jegyzőkönyvek 1956/56–1957/58. 
Jegyzőkönyv, 1956. december 7. 3. [Minute Books of the Council Meeting of 
the Faculty of Humanities 1956/56–1957/58. Minutes, 1956. December 7. 
3.), and at the same sitting of the Council—on the recommendation of József 
Perényi himself—they agreed to the department’s old-new name. (Ibid., 4-5)
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still at the beginning of his career, would go on to work for many 
more years on a single problem, though one of key importance: the 
oprichnina. József Perényi’s focus, on the other hand, especially 
when compared with Skrynnikov’s, seems almost to have flitted 
from one subject to another. He completed several large studies 
discussing Hungarian-Russian connections in the Middle and the 
Early Modern Ages87, a debate-provoking paper which presented 
the question of the Slavs’ ancient homeland in a new light88, a book 
on the history of the Ruthenians89 and several polemical articles on 
the second serfdom90 and “national consciousness” in the Middle 
Ages91. He also completed papers analyzing the peculiarities of the 
Turkish occupation of Hungary92, a methodological study of the 
writing of historical overviews in Eastern Europe that he prepared 

87 “Az orosz évkönyvek magyar vonatkozásai.” [Hungarian Aspects of the Russian 
Chronicles] in Tanulmányok a magyar–orosz irodalmi kapcsolatok köréből. 
[Studies from the Field of Hungarian-Russian Literary Relations] (Budapest, 
1961); “A magyarok és a keleti szlávok kapcsolatai a honfoglalás előtt.” [Relations 
Between the Hungarians and the Eastern Slavs Prior to the Hungarian Conquest 
of the Carpathian Basin] in A magyar–orosz történelmi kapcsolatok [Hungarian- 
Russian Relations] (Budapest, 1956); “II. Rákóczi Ferenc és I. Péter diplomáciai 
kapcsolatainak kezdetei” [Ferenc Rákóczi II and Péter I’s Early Diplomatic Re-
lations] (Ibid.).

88 “A Magna Hungaria kérdéséhez.” [A Contribution to the “Magna Hungaria” 
Question] in Magyar Nyelv [Hungarian Language] (1959).

89 Iz istorii zakarpatskikh ukraintsev, (Budapest, 1957).
90 Zur Frage der “zweiten Leibeigenschaft” (Diskussionnsbeitrag) in La Rennais-

sance et la Réformation en Pologne et en Hongrie, (Budapest, 1963).
91 “A magyar ‘nemzeti öntudat’ fejlődése a 11–13. században.” [Development of 

Hungarian “National Consciousness” in the 11–13th Centuries] Nemzetiség a feu-
dalizmus korában. Tanulmányok. (Értekezések a történeti tudományok köré ből. Új 
sorozat, 64.) [Nationality in the Age of Feudalism: Studies. (Discussions from 
the Field of Historical Disciplines, New Series, 64.)] (Budapest 1972), 83–101.

92 See, among others, “Trois villes hongroises sous la domination ottomane au 
XVIIe siècle” in Ier Congrés International des Etudes Balkaniques et Sud-Est 
Européennes. Résumés des communications. IV. Histoire. XVe-XVIIe s., (Sofia, 
1966).
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for the XII International World Congress of Historians, his full-
length book Lengyelország története [A History of Poland]93 and a 
short book for the layman, A történész műhelytitkai [Secrets from the 
Historian’s Workshop].94 All this he accomplished in the ten years 
between 1956 and 1966, the most productive period of his life.

Just at this time (1966), Ruslan Skrynnikov’s first monograph 
was published in the Soviet Union. This was undeniably a good 
period for both Soviet and Hungarian historiography; both were 
able to enjoy the beneficial effects of the “thaw” that followed the 
XX Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. József 
Perényi flung himself almost with abandon into researching various 
subjects, taking advantage of his exceptionally wide knowledge of 
languages. (In “His Biography” of 1955, he names a total of 11 
languages besides Hungarian and Latin, half a dozen of which he 
used actively.) He positioned himself as a truly universal historian 
within Hungarian historiography, one who was equally well-
informed about the modern Western and modern Eastern European 
literature. Although, in keeping with the established tradition in 
international historiography, he too took the history of relations as 
his starting point, he proved to be competent when handling a great 
many detailed questions of Eastern European history. He gradually 
put this knowledge to use in developing a methodology for the 
writing of comparative history of Eastern Europe. While he taught 
the histories of countries in isolation in the first half of the 1950s, 
by the 1960s he had put together a university lecture series on the 
history of Eastern Europe in the Middle and Early Modern Ages.95 
In 1972, Perényi went on to fill out these theoretical frameworks  
 

93 Lengyelország története. [A History of Poland] (Budapest, 1962).
94 A történész műhelytitkaiból. [Secrets From the Historian’s Workshop] (Budapest, 

1965).
95 And had written his chapters (covering the period up to nineteenth century) of 

a book of lecture notes entitled Szovjetunió története [A History of the Soviet 
Union], which were on a level with the standards of the age (in fact, all in all, 
they proved to be more useful than the Soviet handbooks of the time.) 
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with significant methodological studies which took into account the 
Eastern European regions.96

By this time, a school of Eastern European comparative history 
had taken shape under his leadership at the university in Budapest, 
where suitably qualified fellow academics taught and researched 
the region: Endre Arató’s focus was the nineteenth century, 
István Dolmányos’s the twentieth, and, representing the younger 
generation, there was also Emil Palotás, who concentrated upon the 
Balkans. József Perényi’s last active years were in this period, the very 
end of the 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s. After that, he lost 
momentum; in the final half-decade or so of his life he effectively 
published nothing. When he reached pensionable age, he retired 
immediately (though he was still willing to teach as a professor) and 
died just under a year later.

It was in 1974, in this period of decline, that I got to know him. 
I attended his classes, which at that time attracted few students, and 
enjoyed good-humored consultations with him about my thesis and 
later about my doctoral dissertation. We became closest shortly before 
his death, when he handed over the majority of his Russian-language 
books to me, along with several personal papers and manuscripts. I 
did not dare ask why he did this, however. Being a corpulent man, 
he was not in the best physical condition, and that seemed sufficient 
explanation at the time. Now, however, as I approach a similar age, 
I am less satisfied with it.

Why did József Perényi give up his trade and move permanently 
out of his room at the university at the first opportunity? He was 

96 “Gazdasági-társadalomtörténeti fejlődési tájak Kelet-Európában” [Areas of De-
velopment in Economic and Social History in Eastern Europe] in Tanulmányok 
Kelet-Európa történetéből [Studies from the History of Eastern Europe], ed. J. 
Perényi, (Budapest, 1972), 5–40. He also explained his ideas later, in an inter-
view I did with him for a journal. It is a curious irony of fate—but more a devel-
opment particular to Eastern Europe—that in the same issue, the person who 
informed on Perényi said, “Let us not look back at this point, but instead strive 
to ensure that the ice retreat in every place, and that the shadows of the wintry 
past no longer hold back the healthy development of our intellectual lives.”
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unwell, of course. He suffered from heart problems, just like Ruslan 
Skrynnikov. I believe, though, that the main reason was that he no 
longer felt inclined to, and no longer had the time to “turn” his coat 
yet again. His generation had learned the basics of their trade at the 
knees of the greats: Elemér Mályusz, István Hajnal and Péter Váczy. 
Perényi, therefore, had been trained before 1945, by representatives 
of so-called “bourgeois” historiography. It can’t have been easy for 
his generation to adapt to the change that came after 1945. They 
became reluctant Marxists who could never fully relate to the 
Soviet type of “state Marxism”. (In this respect, the “repentance” 
Perényi expressed in the letter he sent to Budapest’s VIII District 
Party Committee seems entirely appropriate.) The interest the first 
generation of Annales had in economics did, of course, make the 
switchover somewhat easier, and, to a person like Perényi, who 
had been socialized in the social-democratic tradition and was 
sympathetic to it, leftist ideals were not alien. However, the primitive 
vulgar Marxism of the 1950s, which was paired with attacks on their 
livelihoods, left deep wounds on historians of this generation. While 
in the 60s they were able to wriggle out from under this pressure, by 
the end of the 60s or the early 1970s at the very latest they must have 
grasped the limits that had been placed on them. At the very least, 
the Dolmányos case97 had made it clear that the agitprop axiom 
within the Warsaw Pact, i.e., that nothing could be said about the 
Soviets (their history included) which differed or went beyond what 
they themselves said also applied to the history “front.” Different 
historians handled this axiom in different ways, depending upon 
their temperament and nature: István Dolmányos effectively went to 
pieces98, while József Perényi stopped writing altogether. Although 

97 For more on this, see Szvák, Gy. Kis magyar ruszisztika. [A Little Hungarian 
Russistics] (Budapest, 2011), 95.

98 One telling sign of this was some material produced for the methodology con-
ference organized in Brno in the 1980s for university teachers of Soviet history 
from the socialist countries. This manuscript, entitled “Epokha Ivana Groznogo 
v universitetskom obuchenii istorii”, went far beyond the Soviet historiography 
of the time in glorifying even Ivan IV.
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Perényi was familiar with Russian history and understood it and was 
a historian with good taste and a good sense for his subject, capable 
of separating with a sure hand work that would stand the test of 
time from shoddy work that served the powers that be, he chose to 
tell anecdotes rather than talk about real history. At the same time, 
he was never critical of Soviet historiography, not even to me, his 
final student, and he clung to clichés such as, for example, Russia’s 
development being structurally identical to that of Hungary in the 
Middle Ages, purely on the basis of the claim that the peasants in 
both places dug their land in the same way. He understood very well, 
of course, that I was not remotely satisfied by this argument, just as 
he understood that a braver generation—braver because they had 
not been ruined, had not been terrorized in the 50s— had come of 
age. He drew this conclusion and passed on to us not only his books, 
but also the baton.

At this point, the Soviet and the Hungarian historians, so far 
from each other in age, time, and space, began once again, somewhat 
eerily, to resemble one another, even though they were actually very 
different. József Perényi could read in many languages but worked 
mainly from secondary sources. He was a universal historian 
practicing comparative Eastern European history, while Ruslan 
Skrynnikov was basically a national historian who stayed within 
the confines of Russian-Soviet historiography, one who expanded 
and reinterpreted the Russian source base. Both, however, treated 
the “accepted terminology” of Soviet historiography, its conceptual 
system and methodology as axiomatic. They slaughtered none of its 
ideological “holy cows”, nor did they push the boundaries of what was 
acceptable. All the time he was my supervisor (up to 1984, that is), 
Ruslan Grigor’evich never questioned, not even in conversation, the 
fundamental postulations of this “accepted terminology”. He, did, 
however, live to see the fall of communism and the disintegration 
of the Soviet Union, and these later resulted in several changes in 
his historical views. These views were doubtless weaker and less 
organic than his previous and fundamentally unchanged system of 
belief. The deciding factor here might have been that, unlike Perényi, 
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Skrynnikov had attended a Soviet school and had grown up in the 
Soviet historical and historiographical tradition. In his case, therefore, 
these views sprang from within, and had not been forced on him by 
exterior circumstances.

József Perényi retreated from the historical scene at a time when 
no-one could have suspected that communism would soon fall, but 
when a new generation of historians was very much making itself 
felt in Hungary, a generation that was either critical of “traditional” 
Marxism, rejected it, or wanted to move beyond it. Perényi observed 
their efforts with sympathy, but he no longer had any desire to take 
part in this paradigm-change. Even at the height of his success he 
had, after all, been pushed out to the periphery of the Hungarian 
history world, partly because he was a universal historian, and 
partly because he had worked on Eastern European history not 
at the Institute of History, but at the university. Within the value 
system of historical studies in Hungary, the number one priority 
was writing national history, and the main trustee of this mandate 
was the Hungarian Academy of Sciences’ Institute of History—
with all its privileges of authority, financial support, infrastructure, 
and communication. Despite the fact that, in the 1960s and 70s, 
ELTE’s Department of Eastern European History had become an 
influential and decidedly modern workshop for comparative regional 
history even on the international stage, mainstream Hungarian 
historiography did not value it. (It is not valued today either.) I 
know from my colleagues who were already active in 1972 that the 
ELTE Faculty of Humanities Department of History group debated 
Perényi’s conception of comparative Eastern European history. In 
a style typical of the duality of the field of history in Hungary at 
the time, those who had been leading historians back in the 1950s 
were harsh in their criticism of Perényi.99 Rightly enough, Perényi 
had a strong sense of déjà vu—the “argument” against him was that 
his approach was not the way our Soviet comrades went about such 
things— and he went off the whole idea. Or he decided, at least, that 

99 This was told me personally by Emil Palotás.
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it would be better to sound the retreat. As a result, his “great work” 
would never see the light of day.

When communism fell, Ruslan Skrynnikov was still enjoying 
actively creative years, and the works he wrote in the 1990s are the 
best proof that the great sociopolitical changes of the time had an 
impact on him. It is thanks to these works that, in a conceptual 
sense, Skrynnikov broadened his professional competency, even 
suggesting new interpretations to certain subproblems. He also 
partially reconsidered the set of concepts he had worked with up 
till then, thereby reforming himself in a linguistic sense too. It is 
likely that in his private life he also turned towards the new order 
with great expectations. As a historian in Leningrad, far from the 
university hierarchy of power, he had, after all, also been surrounded 
by the particular aura which being overlooked brings to a person, 
even though he was internationally the best-known Leningrad 
historian at the time. As time passed, however, he became more and 
more unwell and lonely, and the adverse outcomes of the change of 
regime in Russia turned his earlier enthusiasm into deep skepticism. 
He fought an increasingly hopeless battle simply to make ends meet, 
was more and more often at the mercy of the (pirate) publishing 
houses he struggled with and grew increasingly despairing about the 
disease that was assailing him.100

Everyone experiences disappointments differently. Unlike József 
Perényi, Skrynnikov worked up until his last breath. It is possible he 
believed in a world beyond this one; he certainly believed that an 
academic’s work lives on after the academic themself has gone. In 
this way Skrynnikov became a figure of significance in international 
historiography, while József Perényi was not given the recognition 
he deserved even in the history of Hungarian historiography. (2012)

100 I discuss all of this in detail in my article entitled “R. G. Skrynnikov: istorik i 
mir — mir istorika (Opit rekonstruktsii)” in Gyula Szvák and I. O. Tyument-
sev eds. Rusistika Ruslana Skrynnikova: Sbornik statei pamiati professora R. G. 
Skrynnikova, v chest’ ego 80-letiia. Ruszisztikai Könyvek XXX. Russica Pannoni-
cana, (Budapest, 2011), 9–21. 
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