                                                          John Slatter

Revoltuonary Constitutionalism and London Emigration.

The standard image of the political refugee in the 19th century was a sad one: she or he must "stand with folded arms, regarding with envious eyes the country where the combatants are fighting, dying, conquering, while they, sad and idle, stifle in their forced inaction, strangers in a strange land"1. Despite his pessimism, Sergei Mikhailovich Stepniak-Kravchinskii (the author of these lines in 1883) was by 1890 rendering essential support to the movement inside Russia. He organised the Society of  Friends of Russian Freedom, aimed at raising money among the British public to further the revolutionary struggle and heighten their awareness of the injustices of the Tsarist system. He had also set up in London a publishing house, the Fond vol'noi russkoi pressy (hereafter FVRP), which dealt in uncensored Russian-language  editions of political pamphlets belonging to all anti-Tsarist tendencies: authors who would have refused to stand on the same platform to give speeches, found their works standing side by side on the shelves of the FVRP's warehouse in West London2. Associated with Stepniak in the FVRP were N.V. Chaikovskii, L.E. Shishko, F.V. Volkhovskii and, more briefly, M.W. Voynich, L.B. Gol'denberg and E.E. Lazarev.
If one can talk of the Russian political emigration of the 1890s as having rival poles of attraction, these were,firstly, P.L. Lavrov and the concept of a gradualist peasant-based socialism prepared for by propaganda: secondly, G.V. Plekhanov and a worker-based Marxist socialism: and, thirdly, Bakunin, Kropotkin and revolutionary anarchism. For a time, in the 1890s, there was a fourth pole too: not so ideologically oriented as the others, it was based in London, centred on the FVRP, and called itself “revolutionary constitutionalism”. 
The contradiction in terms appears great at first until one recalls that for the Tsarist system all opponents were revolutionaries, whether socialists, anarchists or liberals.
Of course, constitutionalism and liberalism were by the 1890s no novelties in Russian political life: since 1856, and the preparation for the emancipation of the serfs, liberal thought had spread inside Russia. But this growth was slowed down  by the negative reception of constitutionalism by the two other major political factions inside Russia: it was generally rebuffed by Tsarists, who refused to accept the idea that absolute power should be diluted by popular representation; and it was suspect to the revolutionaries who, following the emancipation, had (not exclusively, but in large numbers) taken a terrorist path and interpreted the liberal stance, especially as exemplified by the 'small deeds' liberalism of the zemstvo activists, as a compromise with  the Tsarist system3. This mutual misunderstanding led to the profound cleft between liberals and most revolutionaries, instead of a readiness to unite against the common enemy of Tsarism.
However, even here the 1880s wrought changes of outlook. The revolutionary movement had suffered several setbacks in the wake of the assassination of Aleksandr III in 1881. The security apparatus had been unified under one administrative roof. Several leading members of the revolutionary movement had become apostates and given evidence against their former colleagues to the authorities. Many other key members were arrested. Attempts to restart the movement at the end of the 1880s met with failure, as witness the demonstration for N.G. Dobroliubov in 1886 and the attempt to assassinate Aleksandr III the following year. Action alone, however heroic, was no longer enough: on the one hand, scepticism and demoralisation, on the other the correctness of the Mar xists' predictions that Russia had already entered the capitalist stage, indicated that a new path was needed. It seemed to many that this path lay in the direction of a unification of the divided movement and its joint action with liberals. Attempts were  made at the turn of the nineties to achieve this unification, notably during the famine of 1890-14. 
Liberals too were increasingly inclined to forms of common action with the revolutionaries. The institution of the zemskii nachal'nik and other limitations on the potential autonomy of the zemstva at the beginning of the 1890s, the sidelining of local authorities during the famine, and Nikolai II's outright rejection of liberals' aspirations as 'senseless dreams' in 1894 all served as a clear marking of the failure of the strategy of working with the autocracy and the need for a new direction.
However, although each side saw the need for joint action, each was looking from its own point of view. For the liberals, the new direction was a search for a new partner after rejection by the old one and a turn away from the 'small deeds' liberalism of previous years, 
a series of local actions with necessarily limited effect, towards declarations of fundamental universal principles. For the revolutionaries, the change was from mere action, with no effect outside small circles of sympathisers, to the working-out of generally acceptable political programmes and institutions. Although the results were the same, the backgrounds from which they emerged, the motives behind them were different.
The political group which embodied this unification most clearly was the People's Right Party (Partiia narodnogo prava - PRP). It was formed in the early 1890s by the former chaikovets M.A. Natanson out of disparate small groups of exiles - marxists and narodniks both - in towns along the Volga: Kazan', Nizhnii Novgorod, Samara, Saratov5. On 17 February 1894 O.S., the PRP's manifesto was published at Smolensk, with at least the tacit approval of the influential journal Russkoe bogatstvo (“Russian Wealth”)  and its editor N.G. Mikhailovskii. In it, the party claimed ambitiously to be 'the force of organised public opinion', that is of a nascent civil society in Russia. The manifesto listed prominently the civil rights considered to be important: representative government on the basis of universal suffrage; the basic freedoms of religious belief, the press, and assembly; the human rights of the individual; and  the right of all national groups to self-determination6. Within two months the police in Russia undertook a concerted movement in a number of towns, arresting many of the PRP's leaders.

This did not end the existence of the PRP, however. Its ideas were already being aired by a  leading member of the London emigration, Stepniak. He had already signalled his readiness to make common cause with liberals as early as 1887. Three years later, when he had a platform from which his ideas could be regularly expressed (i.e. the FVRP with its pamphlets7 as well as a monthly periodical Letuchie listki – “Flyers”), he advanced the ideas of “revolutionary constitutionalism” in a location accessible to  the entire liberation movement. The theory was revolutionary by virtue of requiring the removal of the present Tsar for its realisation, and constitutionalist by advocating a transition to a parliamentary regime without the condition that such a regime should lead directly or necessarily to socialism. It preached an end to terrorism and conspiracy on the part of the revolutionaries, concerted joint activity by socialists and liberals to encourage a nationwide protest movement, the introduction of a constitutional monarchy regulated by a national assembly (zemskii sobor) and, until all this was a realistic possibility, a sympathetic role for the emigration in relation to the movement inside Russia which would help to bring about the latter's revival.
Such a revival was not out of the question, even given the catastrophic situation of the PRP inside Russia. For, although many PRP leaders were under arrest, its ideas continued to be preached. Angel Ivanovich Bogdanovich, the editor of a leading “legal” journal “Mir bozhii”,
in the autumn of 1894 produced a manifesto for the PRP, Nasushchnyi vopros (“The Burning Question”) which the FVRP reprinted in early 1895. In late 1895, the PRP, renamed the Society of People's Rights (ORP), was still functioning inside Russia and its works continued to be published by the FVRP until 18988. At the end of 1895, the fondovtsy were preparing to publish an all-opposition newspaper, to be titled Zemskii sobor, for which funds had been raised both in Russia and among the emigration in the west. We know  that both Kupernik and Plekhanov were ready to contribute to it, as were naturally the fondovtsy  themselves, and that Stepniak, the leading revolutionary constitutionalist, was to be its editor. He died in a railway accident on 23 December 1895 N.S. Without him the fragile unity of potential contributors fell apart: Plekhanov was not prepared to work with Stepniak's collaborator Feliks Volkhovskii, nor the latter with him. In any case, the FVRP's  centre of interest was shi

fting from peasants to workers: in spring 1896 large-scale strikes began in a number of Russian factories, greeted by an excited N.V. Chaikovskii in Letuchie listki as "the new force ... an organised worker proletariat"9.
However, this enthusiasm was shortlived: the workers' movement inside Russia did not quickly culminate in revolutionary change as Chaikovskii had naively hoped, while at Plekhanov's instigation the FVRP was ruled ineligible to speak on behalf of Russian workers at the July 1896 London Congress of the Second International. Moreover, by then Russian marxists had by then formed their own party and showed little interest in the fondovtsy, and members of the FVRP themselves turned back to their former interest  in the peasantry. In 1900, they formed the Agrarian-Socialist League which by 1904 had been incorporated into the Socialist-Revolutionary Party. The PS-R was to remain their natural political home henceforth. 

The project of an all-opposition organ was also abandoned within eighteen months of Stepniak's death. After casting around for an editor who would be agreeable to all sides, the FVRP appointed P.A. Dement'ev, a Russo-American railway entrepreneur (he had 

patriotically called the Florida terminus of his line St. Petersburg) who had deep pockets if not a strong revolutionary pedigree. Plekhanov, who had recommended Dement'ev, had clearly done so for his own motives: he did not wish collaboration with this liberal businessman, but to polemicise with him10. The first, and last, number of the journal came out under the rather clichйd title Sovremennik ('The Contemporary') in 1897 and was badly reviewed even by its sponsor Letuchie listki: it was "very vague ... written sometimes passionately, sometimes naпvely"11.This episode of the search for all-opposition unity shows clearly what gulfs of distrust and self-interest existed between individuals. Stepniak, a towering giant among the emigration, succeeded through his tremendous gifts and network of acquaintances throughout the movement: when he fell, no other could pick up the baton he had dropped.
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