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Abstract

This thesis is an examination of Russian liberal thought, its durability, and its tensions in
exile in interwar France. Through analysis of archival documents and contemporary pamphlets,
memoranda, and print media, this thesis adds new dimensions to the scholarship on Russia
Abroad, Russian liberalism, and exile politics. Russian liberal groups and actors held and
established particular myths about their ideal homeland and harnessed critical occasions to
elaborate their evolving ideology regarding the health, strength, and ‘greatness’ of the Russian
state while addressing threats they perceived for their realization parallel to the existence of
Soviet regime at home. After October: Russian Liberalism as a ‘Work in Progress,’ 1919-1945
unpacks the lively political history of this stateless exile community as it sought ways to connect
to the homeland and work for the improvement of the state and its people in spite of their spatial
and political alienation. Throughout, this thesis emphasizes key concerns for Russian liberals
including the territorial unity and security of the state, its level of modernity and civilization vis-
a-vis the West, the need to build a liberal democratic federal republic after Bolshevism, and the
creation of a free, educated, loyal, and active citizenry capable of contributing to the socio-
political commonweal. Numerous tensions emerged in liberal thought and approach, indicating
that their liberal visions of the state were very much still a work in progress. Their continued
efforts to elaborate on their values in response to developing circumstances at home and abroad
show how Russian liberals created and maintained for themselves a sense of purpose and identity

throughout the interwar period.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Through the course of the Russian Civil War (1918-1921), approximately one
million anti-Bolshevik Russians fled their homeland to escape Bolshevism and the Red
Army’s final victory over the White Armies. Most went to Europe, taking refuge in cities
like Prague, Berlin, and Paris. The French capital became the political and cultural centre
of this ‘first-wave’ emigration. There, intellectual elites took up their pens to laud
Russia’s history and accomplishments, condemn the Bolshevik regime, and remind their
fellow exiles that someday they would return home to a Russia liberated from Soviet
dictatorship. Many questions occupied émigré thought regarding the ideal home to which
they hoped to return. For example, what form of government and structure would it have?
What relationship should the government have with the Russian and non-Russian
peoples? Would Russia abandon or emulate Western Europe on its renewed path to
greatness? What kinds of obligations would citizens have to the state? Where were
Russia’s proper borders? Russians abroad debated questions such as these throughout the
interwar period, a process that animated the community and crystallized opposing
political worldviews in the diaspora.

This dissertation explores how some liberal Russian exiles in Paris approached
these questions. In general, Russia’s liberals were committed to a constitutional
democratic Russian federation populated by active, enlightened, and loyal citizens. They
envisioned a state that included all of the former Empire’s territories, one that was able

to protect itself from foreign invasion and exploitation, and one capable of wielding



influence as a great power in Europe. They continued to crave in exile what they sought
before October 1917-what Laura Engelstein has called a “civic and cultural modernity,”
which absolutism had long impeded.! Despite new impediments to their goals created by
their exile and the existence of the new Soviet government, Russian liberals still believed
these ideals could be achieved in Russia through the creation of a rule of law regime to
check the government’s power and the education and liberal guidance for the untutored
population.? Relentlessly confident that they would return home someday, liberals
encountered many new challenges which both compelled and allowed them to confront
developing historical events and evaluate them with liberal treatments. This thesis studies
these challenges, the liberals’ responses to them, as well as emergent tensions in their
approach to these challenges. Exploration of these tensions help demonstrate Russian
liberalism was more than alive and well in exile, but remained very much a work in
progress.

After many conversations with non-specialists about my project, | was intrigued
to learn their common assumption that the Russian emigration was populated solely by
right-wing monarchist reactionaries bent on counter-revolution and restoration. Popular
culture has even embraced the assumption - most recently in the hit British serial,
Downton Abbey, in which Russian exiles are presented as threadbare ultra-monarchist
princes displaced by revolution and dedicated to restoration and returning home to their

estates. Based on what | knew before my own academic career began, | also thought the

! Laura Engelstein, The Keys to Happiness: Sex and the Search for Modernity in Fin-de-Siecle Russia
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1992), 9.

2 Reginald Zelnick in Irina Paperno, Reginald Zelnik, Thomas Laqueur, Eric Naiman, Anne Nesbet, and
Olga Matich, “Symposium,” Slavic Review, Vol. 53, No. 1 (Spring 1994): 200. The article is a multi-
author review of Engelstein’s book.



emigration was wholly monarchist with restorationist goals, because | had learned
somewhere along the way that those émigres who left France after the French Revolution
were largely aristocrats seeking restoration of the Bourbon dynasty through war.

All of these presuppositions were shaped by the fact that the diaspora is commonly
known as ‘The White Emigration,” a designation meant to encapsulate any Russian who
left their homeland after the revolution, but one that evokes the White Army specifically,
which was led by officers with real or presumed restorationist goals. When | began
reading more about the Russian emigration, | learned that monarchists and White Army
officers and soldiers constituted the majority of the Russian community in diaspora. It
also became clear that they were not the only anti-Bolshevik faction with a post-
Bolshevik vision. Yet, the scholarly texts | had read did not illuminate the nature of
different political groups’ opposition to the home regime nor thoroughly analyse their
particular political goals. The émigrés were all just ‘anti-Bolshevik’ in these
presentations. It seemed clear to me that monarchists wanted some kind of restoration of
the old regime, but | wanted to know more about what other exiles had in mind.

| embarked on an explorative journey to discover why Russian liberals opposed
the Bolshevik regime and what alternatives they sought. I believed that they did not seek
restoration of the tsarist autocracy and I had a well-founded hunch that they had a very
different vision of Russia’s present circumstances and future potential. The work I have
produced demonstrates clearly that liberalism, as another contender in the ring of Russian
political ideals, did not simply disappear into the proverbial dustbin of history after Russia
became a socialist state. On the contrary, this work shows that many Russian liberals,

the Constitutional Democrat (Kadet) Pavel Miliukov in particular, went into exile and



continued to think about, articulate, and promote ideas about the form and content of
Russia’s future liberal state throughout the interwar period. Miliukov, a historian,
newspaper editor, and who had served as both a member of the Imperial Dumas and as
Foreign Minister for the Provisional Government in 1917, did not simply ‘exist’ passively
abroad. Numerous circumstances and challenges at home and in exile posed threats to
liberal ideals he and others perceived, which helped its proponents continue the work of
developing the ethos and exploring ways to realise what they still believed to be realistic
goals.

| came to this conclusion after a lengthy period of surveying what thoughts, ideas,
circumstances, and events occupied liberal discourse. | searched out what they were
talking about, who they were talking to, and importantly, how they framed liberal ideals
in their discussions. While all manner of contexts elicited liberal responses, several
circumstances occupied their thoughts most, and allowed them to elaborate liberal ideas
in the process. Historian Daniel Beer has noted that liberalism in the tsarist era endured
because it perpetuated itself as a both a reactionary and a progressive phenomenon as
individuals responded to and attempted to build upon particular conditions that for them,
lent justification to the correctness of their worldview.® 1 believe this is also true of
Russian liberalism in exile. In spite of the existence of the Soviet government at home,
men like Miliukov responded to perceived threats including territorial dismemberment,
famine, monarchist restoration, and imminent war with Nazi Germany to identify specific
aspects that imperiled their idealised view of the Russian state. Not only did they root

out, isolate, and analyse sources of these threats, but they also applied progressive liberal

3 Daniel Beer, Renovating Russia: The Human Sciences and the Fate of Liberal Modernity, 1880-1930
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008), 10.



criticism and alternatives in their approach to these threats and tried to compel their
audiences to think and believe in these terms.

Doing so not only allowed them to keep Russian liberalism relevant in spite of its
apparent ‘homelessness’ abroad, but also allowed liberals to maintain their identity and
adopt a sense of purpose for their exile. As historian Igor Narskij has recently described
them, liberal oppositionists in the tsarist period traditionally “politicized their
professional spheres” to achieve the future autonomy of society “by enlightening and
educating that society to the level of personality.” As self-described stewards of Russian
progress and purveyors of Western enlightened thought, liberal exiles continued this
missionizing practice of constructing an idealised Russian society while reserving for
themselves what Narskij has referred to as “the important role of intermediaries” between
that state and society.* They politicized historical developments at home and abroad,
sought to enlighten Russian exiles about the rightness of their views, and also maintained
a sense of their traditional political role as oppositionists and liberal missionaries in spite
of their displacement. Exile may have stripped them of citizenship, but their identity as
oppositionists and educators remained firmly intact and was even reinvigorated by their
new circumstances abroad.

My dissertation departs significantly from earlier studies. The extant scholarship
on the Russian emigration is broad, surveying diaspora communities in Paris, Berlin,
Kharbin, Prague, and more. Divided in roughly three ways, the literature focuses on the

exiles’ literary works, the development of their legal status as refugees and international

4 Igor Narskij, “Intellectuals as Missionaries: The Liberal Opposition in Russia and Their Notion of
Culture,” Studies in East European Thought, Vol. 6, No. % (Crossing Boundaries: Russian Discourses on
Culture, November 2010): 333.



responses to their plight, and biographical histories of émigré communities that describe
their social and cultural activities abroad and their apparent mission to preserve their
‘Russianness’ in exile until they could return home.® Collectively, these fields
complement each other in situating Russian émigrés in broader international historical,
cultural, and political milieus. However, none deal with the different ways Russian
émigrés in general and liberals in particular idealised the Russian state and articulated its
potential contours and content in order to prepare for the post-Soviet future. Despite its
political origins, the political divides that animated the community, and the political
outlooks the exiles maintained with regard to their country’s present health and future
potential, the Russian emigration is treated almost universally as a topic of cultural
history.

One of the major Western texts on Russia Abroad is Robert Johnston’s
New Mecca, New Babylon: Paris and the Russian Exiles, 1920-1940. This work is a
biographical narrative that discusses the mass exodus, resettlement and establishment of

Russian social and cultural life in France, the coming of age of the younger generation,

5> Works on Russian literary critique include Gleb Struve, “The Double Life of Russian Literature, “Books
Abroad, Vol. 28, No. 4 (Autumn 1954): 389-406; Edward Brown’s Russian Literature since the Revolution
(New York: Collier, 1963); Simon Karlinsky and Alfred Appel Jr., The Bitter Air of Exile: Russian Writers
in the West, 1922-1972 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977; Aleksey Gibson, Russian Poetry
and Criticism in Paris from 1920 to 1940 (The Hague: Leuxenhoff, 1990); Oleg Mikhailov, Literatura
russkogo zarubezhia, 1920-1941 (Moscow: Nasledie, 1993); Bronislav Kodzis, Literaturnye tsentry
russkogo zarubezh’ia 1918-1938. Pisateli. Tvorcheskie ob’edineniia. Periodika. Knigorechatanie
(Munich: Otto Sagner, 2002); Leonid Livak., How It Was Done in Paris: Russian Emigré Literature and
French Modernism (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2003); Olga Demidova, Metamorfozy v
izganii: Literaturnyi byt russkogo zarubezh’ia (St. Petersburg: Giperion, 2003); Greta Slobin and Katerina
Clark, Eds., Russians Abroad: Literary and Cultural Politics in Diaspora, 1919-1939 (Boston: Academic
Studies Press, 2013). Scholarship on the émigrés as refugees includes Louise W. Holborn, “The League of
Nations and the Refugee Problem,” Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, Vol.
203 (May 1939); George Ginsburgs, “The Soviet Union and the Problem of Refugees and Displaced
Persons, 1917-1956,” The American Journal of International Law, Vol. 51, No. 2 (April 1957): 325-361; L.
la. Tauber, Liga Natsiii i iuridicheskii status russkikh bezhentsev (Belgrade: n.p., 1993); Catherine
Gousseff, L exil russe: La fabrique du réfugié apatride, 1920-1939 (Paris: CNRS, 2008).
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and finally, the émigré community’s dissolution during World War Two. New Mecca’s
task is to demonstrate how émigrés responded to a new life in France, their attempts to
“dig in” and avoid displeasure with their unassimilated presence, wait patiently to return
home, and in the meantime, “defend with both tongue and pen the values which had fallen
to [their] charge since the catastrophe of October 1917.”% While Johnston tries to give
due weight to average Russians, he focuses on intellectuals because it was they who
forged a sense of cohesion, consolation, and unity among émigrés and proclaimed a duty
to protect Russia’s national history. Of their political programs, Johnston points to their
overall weakness and disorganization, which he argues made it impossible for émigrés to
muster support in France and Europe for the cause of anti-Bolshevism.

Marc Raeftf’s book, Russia Abroad: A Cultural History of the Russian Emigration,
1919-1939, complements Johnston’s work in his survey of émigré activities and
accomplishments and his placement of this first-wave emigration into broader historical
perspective by relating exile to Russia and Europe’s past and present. He illustrates
cultural life in different regions of the emigration while allowing for glimpses of the
whole “country” in exile. Like Johnston, Raeff makes it clear that wherever émigrés
found themselves, they made it their mission to build and participate in vibrant and
distinctly Russian communities. In his view, the basis of achieving a sense of community
and solidarity was “the underlying feeling of belonging by virtue of a common homeland,
of a never questioned refusal of the Soviet system, and of a nostalgic dream of returning
to Russia.” Despite the differences in their social or political heritage, émigrés were

united in their sense of common fate, homesickness, and “unwillingness to give up past

6 Robert Johnston, New Mecca, New Babylon: Paris and the Russian Exiles, 1920-1945 (Kingston and
Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1988), 3, 5-6, 22, 29, 32.
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identit[ies],” be they political, social, professional, or national. Raeff also focuses on
efforts to preserve traditions and treat the symptoms of homesickness. Emigrés in all the
major centres of Russia Abroad built and attended Orthodox Churches, established
Russian schools and youth groups as well as newspapers and publishing houses. Raeff
believes cultural cohesion, mutual aid, and Russian education for emigré youth were key
to their national and often individual survival in an extensively scattered diaspora.’

The most important moment in Raeff’s Russia Abroad is his argument that
émigrés perceived a critical need for cultural preservation in the face of its extinction at
home and thus worked to shape “a new, acceptable image of Russia’s past.” What is
crucial here is the idea that émigrés did not want their culture and history to be defined
by images of “death, destruction, and vicious dictatorship” in Soviet Russia. As such, it
was only natural for the émigrés to turn to the past and recall selectively those trends and
manifestations that “represented the perennially valuable aspects of Russia’s true
identity.”® This work is critical to understanding the Russian emigration’s cultural self-
conception and roots. However, neither he nor Johnston approach the emigration with an
eye for their political ideals about the future Russia to which they hoped to return.

Russian interest in and scholarship on Russia Abroad has blossomed
substantially since the collapse of communism in 1991 culminating in numerous

academic conferences, the creation of new and publicly available library and archive

" Marc Raeff, Russia Abroad: A Cultural History of the Russian Emigration, 1919-1939 (New York:
Oxford, 1990), vii-vii, 42. Other western scholarly works on Russia Abroad include Robert C. Williams:
Russian Emigrés in Germany, 1881-1941 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1972); Paul Robinson, The
White Russian Army in Exile, 1920-1941 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002); Catherine Andreyev
and lvan Savicky, Russia Abroad: Prague and the Russian Diaspora, 1918-1938 (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 2004); Héléne Menegaldo, Russes a Paris, 1919-1939 (Paris: Editions Autrement, 1998);
N.A. Struve, Soixante-dix ans d’émigration russe: 1919-1989 (Paris: Fayard, 1996).

8 Raeff, Russia Abroad, 156-57.



departments that house documents related to émigreé history, and far more substantially,
examinations and reproductions of works of literature composed by Russians in exile.
Within the academic scholarship, there are many general works that focus on the cultural
histories in various colonies of Russia Abroad and on the continued development of
Russian literature, art, religion, music, film, and dance parallel to developments in the
Soviet Union.® E. P Chelysheva, for example, looks at the development of émigré
literature outside of the Soviet Union, observing that in spite of the different environs and
circumstances in which the works were written, common themes still emerged, indicating
that two Russian literary traditions had common roots.!® A. 1. Doronchenkov has also
judiciously studied exile philosopher Nikolai Berdyaev’s developing Christian
philosophy of Russian identity, national character, and apparent new destiny under the
Third International instead of the Third Rome.!* Other authors such as Efim I. Pivovar
have taken interest in the scholarship of Russian émigré historians including Pavel
Miliukov, attracted as they are by the emigration’s interpretation of Russian history and
the Revolution untainted by a Marxist brush. The chapters in his volume, however, focus
on émigré efforts to trace ‘what went wrong’ up to and during the revolutionary period in

a relentless search for the meaning behind the consequences of the First World War, the

9 See for example E.P. Serapionova, Rossiiskaia emigratsiia v Chekhoslovatskoi respublike, 20-30e gody
(Moscow, In’t slavianovedeniia i balkanistiki RAN, 1995); N. Bashmakova and M. Leinonen, |z istorii byta
russkikh v Finlandii, 1817-1939 (Helsinki: n.p. 1990); S. Kishkina, “Russkaia emigratsiia v Prage:
kul’turnaia zhizn’, (1920-1930 gody),” Slavianovedenie, 1995, No. 4; S. A. Beliaev, L. V. Ponomareva, N.
lu. Stepanov, Eds., Russkaia emigratsiia v Evrope: 20-e — 30-e gody XX veka (Moscow: Rossiiskaia
akademiia nauk: Institut vseobshchei istorii, 1996).

O E.P. Chelysheva, “Kul turnoe nasledie rossiiskoi emigratsii,” in E. P. Chelyasheva and D.M.
Shakhovskogo, Eds., Kul turnoe nasledie rossiiskoi emigratsii, 1917-1940 (Moscow: Nasledie, 1994).

11 A, I. Doronchenkov, Emigratsiia “pervoi volny” o natsional 'nykh problemakh i sud’be Rossii (St.
Petersburg: D. Bulanin, 2001).



Whites’ losses in the Civil War, and the October Revolution.’?> Much of this work has
been covered elsewhere as has the chapter on the Kadet Party, which describes the party’s
origins and activities, but does not analyse the many ways liberal exiles interpreted events
at home and abroad in their moment and the impact of these on the continuing
development of their ideals.

General Russian works on Russia Abroad also address politics using a
narrative approach and discuss the development of ‘post-revolutionary’ movements such
as Change of Signposts, Eurasianism, and Young Russia, each of which had particular
affinities with the Soviet regime. These have drawn interest among Russian readers
seeking knowledge about alternatives to Bolshevism that developed after 1917 or seeking
affinities with movements that occupy contemporary debates regarding Russia’s post-
Soviet identity. Other works on émigré politics includes A. V. Kiselev’s book
Politicheskaia istoriia russkoe emigratsii. This work is a collection of party documents
and programs that covers exile politics ranging from the far right to the far left. No
analyses of the various political ideologies or their differences are offered, however, and
only brief remarks about each groups’ origins are given.!®* Mikhail V. Nazarov’s
monograph, Missiia russkoe emigratsii, seeks to uncover the true ‘mission’ of Russia
Abroad, which in his view involved the defence of traditional values, the revival of
Russia, and the attempt to find ways to foster resistance to communism at home.

Nazarov’s work focuses heavily on counter-revolutionary activities led by White leaders

12 See E. I. Pivovar, Ed., Rossiia v izganii: Sud by rossiiskikh emigrantov za rubezhom (Moscow: Institut
vseobshchei istorii RAN, 1999). See also Vladimir T. Pashuto, Russkie istoriki-emigranty v Evropu
(Moscow: Nauka, 1992).

13 AL V. Kiselev, Ed., Politicheskaia istoriia russkoe emigratsii 1920-1940: Dokumenty i materialy
(Moscow: Vlados, 1999).
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from the Civil War period through the Second World War in an effort to explore what
activities provoked the Soviet State’s suspicion and animosity toward exiles through
much of this period. Importantly, Nazarov observes that different political factions
including liberals “claimed to be the sole representatives of Russia,” but because
prominent liberals like Miliukov had withdrawn support for direct counterrevolutionary
action in Russia early in their exile, he does not consider liberals as a serious contender
for power at home or influence abroad.**

The scholarship on Russian liberalism is less voluminous, but no less
interesting.’® The two standard texts in the field are George Fischer’s Russian Liberalism
from Gentry to Intelligentsia and Victor Leontovitsch’s The History of Liberalism in
Russia. Fischer’s monograph is a biographical essay tracing the evolution of liberalism
from the ‘small deeds’ of the gentry class in the rural zemstvos (post-Emancipation local
self-governing units) to a mass party movement that became more radicalised when urban
professional groups sought to move beyond reforms from the local to national level.
Leontovitsch is less interested in the social and political evolution of liberalism and more
concerned with the fundamental concepts and legislative acts that gave ideological
character to Russian liberal thought regarding the rule of law and private property rights.
Their approaches are different but their overall conclusions are similar insofar as they

argue that liberalism ultimately failed in Russia. Fischer argues that the failure of the

14 Mikhail V. Nazarov, Missiia russkoe emigratsii (Stavropol: Ozun, 1992), 25.

15 Russian language sources about Russian liberalism before 1945 include Aleksandr V. Gogolevskii,
Ocherki isotrii russkogo liberalizma X1X-nachala XX veka (Saint Petersburg: Izdatel’stvo SPbGU, 1996);
Igor’ D. Osipov, Filosofiia russkogo liberalizma XIX-nachalo XX v. (Saint Petersburg: 1zd-vo, 1996);
Kirill A. Solov’ev, “‘Takticheskaia filosofiia’ kadetov v epokhu pervoi dumy,” Izvestiia vysshikh uchebnikh
zavedenii, Vol. 4 (Penza: Penzenskii gosudarstvennyi universitet, 2009); M. lu. Sorokina, Ed., Mysliashie
miru rossiiskogo liberalizma: Pavel Miliukov, 1859-1943: Materialy Mezhdunarodnogo nauchnogo
kollokviuma, Moskva, 23-25 sentiabria 2009 g. (Moscow: Dom russkogo zarubezhi’iaim Aleksandra
Solzhenitsyna, 2010).
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regime to reform itself as liberals developed a more active political program contributed
to its inability to take root in Russian society, which he claims in general was more
receptive to revolutionary socialist teachings than liberal ones. Leontovitsch, however,
argues that liberalism’s failure, or rather betrayal, emanated from the left-leaning liberals’
approach. Many conservative liberals like Vasilii Maklakov, a lawyer, Kadet, Duma
member, and Ambassador to France under the Provisional Government had sought to
work within the existing imperial system and wait for gradual reforms to emerge.
Notably, Maklakov blamed Miliukov and liberals ‘to the left’ for the socialist-inspired
radicalism that led to opposition to the regime, a split in the Kadet party, and a reduction
in their strength. Leontovitsch sympathises with Maklakov, indicating that the left
‘betrayed’ Russian liberalism precisely because they departed from the very basic liberal
method of working toward gradual reform within the law to achieve their goals.®

More recent literature has approached Russian liberalism before 1917
from different angles. Laura Engelstein’s monograph, Sex and the Search for Modernity
in Fin-de-Siécle Russia, surveys cultural-political understandings of sexual conduct and
the differences between the sexes that were articulated by liberal professionals in tsarist
Russia in their effort to reappropriate and redefine political power embedded in social
relations, public institutions, and intellectual authority.!” The topical theme is sex, but
the subjects are the liberal professionals themselves and their aim to institute rule of law

and respect for individual rights and autonomy to create a modern political order. The

16 George Fischer, Russian Liberalism from Gentry to Intelligentsia (Cambridge: Harvard University Press,
1958); Victor Leontovitsch, The History of Liberalism in Russia (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburg Press,
2012). Leontovitsch’s work was originally published in German in 1957. For more on the differences in
approach to liberalism between Maklakov and Miliukov, see Antony Kroner, “The Debate between
Miliukov and Maklakov on the Chances for Russian Liberalism,” Revolutionary Russia, Vol. 7, No. 2
(1994): 239-71.

17 Engelstein, Sex and the Keys to Happiness, 9-10.
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tsarist government’s resistance to the liberals’ reform ideas obstructed their efforts, but
as Engelstein makes clear, so too did their own debates about and evaluations of the
people that reveals their ambivalence about the limits of peasant individuality: were the
masses benighted and in need of education to prepare them for civilisation, or were
fairness and justice already inherent peasant values that only required liberals to create
the conditions in which those values could flourish?*® Unable to resolve the quandary,
liberals “inhabited a partly realised, partly imagined public space in which they exhibited
their values in the exercise of their professional skills,” but could not overcome the
“powerful model of custodial statehood and the ethos of social collectivism” that
pervaded the country.®

Engelstein has also written a follow-up book on the fate of Russian
liberalism in the tsarist era. Slavophile Empire: Imperial Russia’s Illiberal Path is a
compilation of seven essays that assess how Russia’s cultural identity came to be defined
in terms of an anti-liberal consensus across the empire.?’ Overall, her work shows how
liberal ideals competed with well-entrenched Slavophilism that emerged in discourses
ranging from Orthodoxy’s place in modern Russia to questions about whether nationality
in Russia was distinctly Russian or as liberals would have it, something more universal.
She argues that “in Russia, liberalism ultimately failed” since it was too weak to vie

against the Slavophile legacy imbedded in all manner of cultural and political life and

18 Reginald Zelnik in “Symposium,” 200, 202.

19 Engelstein, Sex and the Keys to Happiness, 7.

20| aura Engelstein, Slavophile Empire: Imperial Russia’s Illiberal Path (Ithaca: Cornell University Press,
2009), ix.
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competing groups - right-wing conservatives, radical socialists, and the autocracy who
collectively rejected core liberal tenets such as the rule of law.?

Anton Fedyashin has also surveyed the development of Russian liberalism
in his monograph, Liberals under Autocracy: Modernization and Civil Society in Russia,
1866-1904. He undertakes this effort though an analysis of the writing of four authors in
the ‘thick journal’ Vestnik Evropy, “the flagship of Russian liberalism” in the late tsarist
epoch.?? He argues that this journal became a critical communications network that
helped cultivate a nascent public sphere and produce a system of liberal values that
stimulated the political culture emergent from the zemstvo. Many of Vestnik’s articles
were centred on socio-economic analysis from a local, not national, point of view, while
it championed civil rights for the peasantry and greater representation in the zemstvo
system. Fedyashin’s work stands apart from other monographs in his belief that Russian
liberalism was not “doomed” and that it had, through Vestnik, left its mark by “exposing
readers to alternative world views and nurtured civic values by encouraging participation
in local self-government.” His work ends in 1904, but he does add that liberalism
‘changed’ after political parties and the Duma were created in 1905, thus “redirecting
public attention from grass-roots politics to the imperial stage.”?

My work departs from scholarship on both Russian liberalism and Russia Abroad
and offers a new history of liberalism’s continued development in the Russian diaspora.
Unlike other scholars of Russian liberalism, I focus squarely on the perseverance of

liberal worldviews after 1917. As we have seen, scholarship on Russian liberalism

21 Engelstein, Slavophile Empire, 32.

22 Anton A. Fedyashin, Liberals under Autocracy: Modernization and Civil Society in Russia, 1866-1904
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focuses on its growth in Russia prior to the October Revolution and regards the political
movement as essentially defunct thereafter whether the cause was a fault of their own or
the cultural-political milieu in which they failed to adapt and thrive. My thesis is different
because it treats Russian liberalism as a work in progress. Russian liberals like Maklakov
and Miliukov imported traditional anxieties about Russia’s modernity, the low political
consciousness of the people, Russia’s need for a constitution and a rule of law, and the
necessity to rethink the structure of the Russian state and its relationship with Russian
and non-Russian peoples alike. They continued to confront these and fresh anxieties in
exile as new circumstances and threats made themselves apparent. As circumstances
unfolded at home and abroad, their responses provided opportunities to espouse liberal
principles, adapted as it were, to specific contexts. Various conditions also compelled
them to re-evaluate and retool their position, respond accordingly, and ask others do to
the same.

Taking into account Igor Narskij’s observations about the differences between
Russian liberalism and its Western analogues, this thesis also adds a new dimension to
distinguish Russia’s brand of liberal ideology and practice. Narskij correctly states that
Russian liberalism in the tsarist period was different from that of the West because its
course of development occurred in adverse conditions under tsardom, that it had a
complex web of unresolved issues that most Western states solved in stages over long
period of time, that it had a weak social base, and borrowed heavily from the west and
tried to apply these ideas to a society that was not ready.?* Another critical aspect that

distinguished Russian liberalism lies in their anxiety about Russian backwardness

24 Narskij, Intellectuals as Missionaries, 332.
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compared to an otherwise self-confident Western Europe. This belief in Russia’s
backwardness “served as the launching pad and starting point for validating their historic
mission,” and thus liberals sought reforms to modernise the state to align it more closely
to the more progressive West.?®

| believe each of these factors still continued to distinguish Russian liberalism
from its counterparts after 1917. My thesis builds on these to also demonstrate Russian
liberalism’s continued development in adverse conditions-that is outside of their
homeland’s borders where distance and time made it increasingly apparent that their
ideals would neither reach the people at home nor find practical application by the regime.
Still, Russian liberal exiles continued to act as competitors against the Soviet Government
from abroad in a contest to claim the legitimate right to represent the general interests of
Russian people and to protect the state’s existence, integrity, prosperity, and progress.®
Political competition and opposing ideologies all but disappeared in the Soviet Union,
but exile in interwar France | believe helped give new impetus to Russian liberalism and
allowed liberals to elaborate their oppositionist stance far more freely than they ever had.

Another aspect that differentiates the Russian brand of liberalism from both its
contemporary western analogues and across the revolutionary divide was the liberal
exiles’ apparent focus on creating a new state with an entirely fresh start rather than
improving society through reform within the existing structures. Prior to the February
Revolution, liberals, like their western counterparts, sought reforms to move

incrementally closer to achieving values such as individual equality, autonomy, and the
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University of Michigan Press, 2005), 5.
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rule of law within the existing institutions. The February and then the October
Revolutions, however, largely swept away state institutions familiar to the liberals when
they sought to gain access to power in the tsarist period, and when they had a brief share
in it during the short life of the Provisional Government. In exile, many liberals, Miliukov
in particular, seemed emboldened by the idea that incremental reforms were no longer
needed to develop the ideal state. Rather, now that all vestiges of the old regime were
largely gone, the ideal constitutional state, after a presumed Bolshevik downfall, could
be erected immediately, rather than over time. Russia of course was no tabula rasa. Its
people still required education and guidance in matters of rule of law and
constitutionalism as he and other liberals believed. The key, however, rested on the idea
of political revolution from the Soviet to a constitutional republic first and thereafter they
could work on the transformation of society. Liberals in exile, in the meantime, worked
to spread their values among the emigration in order to both convince them of and prepare
them for this new, even revolutionary, state-building project.

| also depart from the deeper liberal philosophies, and the legal and economic
theorems that populate some of the extant literature on the history of Russian liberalism,
though other scholars interested in these aspects would find much in the émigrés’ massive
paper trail to service such an endeavour. | do not delve deeply into these areas in this
thesis because my interest is in how the liberal exiles communicated their goals to non-
specialists-foreign audiences and rank-and-file members of Russia Abroad-most of whom
may not have cared, or may not have had the time to explore further, Russian liberalism’s
cavernous theoretical underpinnings. Most of the emigration were non-intellectuals and

the majority - soldiers - had little formal education above the primary level. If liberalism
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was to ‘survive,’ the elaboration of its principles had to continue at a more ‘popular’ level.
My work emphasises how liberal activists continued the work many of them and their
predecessors undertook in the tsarist era to apply accessible liberal thought to
circumstances and events that affected their community in exile in the hope of educating
and steering audiences to their particular view. Within their press, pamphlets, and public
meetings, liberals tended to avoid deep and difficult theoretical discourse, seeking instead
to enliven the community, including youth, with their perspectives regarding the future
state and how it could be improved and made stronger. If Russian liberals had ‘failed’ to
connect with the interests of the Russian masses at home before 1917, they worked harder
than ever to appeal to the masses in exile using events that touched the whole community
as a means to disseminate their principles.

As for the literature on Russia Abroad, this thesis departs from it in its focus on
liberal exiles who did far more than serve as passive guardians of ‘Russia that was’ and
instead actively articulate a new vision of the Russian state that had yet to be realised.
Other scholars have focused much on the so-called ‘mission’ of Russians abroad to
preserve cultural traditions in exile. Important as this was to the maintenance of Russian
culture and history as well as community-building outside of the Soviet Union, historians
have omitted another critical mission that occupied the lives of many activists in the
emigration: fostering the conditions to create a constitutional, democratic, republican
federation. Social scientists argue that diasporas have particular characteristics such as
“a collective memory, vision, or myth about their original homeland” and a belief that all

members of the diaspora “should be committed to the maintenance or restoration of the
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original homeland and to its safety and prosperity.”?” Indeed the extant literature remains
squarely focused on missions to preserve past myths and memories, but does not
adequately address competing ‘visions’ for the future or commitments to safeguarding
the prosperity and security of the state, visions that emerged from the collective belief in
(or at least hope of) return. The literature on Russia Abroad instead treats each ‘colony’
as discrete groups that were isolated from the homeland and regards Russia itself only as
some kind of émigré lieu de mémoire. This thesis engages the relationship exiled liberals
actively cultivated with the homeland in their present moment, including relations that
they channeled typically through antagonism but eventually support for the home regime.
It also engages directly with what new plateaux liberals believed Russia would achieve
in the future.

Another departure this thesis takes from the scholarship on Russia Abroad is in
its direct analysis of liberal politics in exile. It would seem that no one as yet has embarked
on this ‘history of losers.” Liberals did not effect a successful counterrevolution and
historians of the Russian Revolution frequently allude to liberal action or inaction up to
1917 that made the Bolshevik coup possible. It seems to me that other scholars believe
that the liberals simply lost, and that was that. Consequently, Marc Raeff believes “sterile
political factionalism” in the emigration has only “limited and passing interest.”?® Robert
Johnston is even more condemning. He observed that “in reviewing the political

passions” of the exiles, “their historian is armed with the knowledge of how meaningless
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to Russia and the world were the endless plans and profusion of articles.”?® While each
believe cultural life alone animated and distinguished Russia Abroad and a study of
politics is thus fruitless, my thesis reconceptualises study of the emigration by accepting
politics as a living part of their culture. | do not believe we can so easily disengage
political life from culture anywhere including the community studied in this thesis.

Several factors have compelled me to arrive at the opinion that politics matter in
the study of Russia Abroad. Firstly, I believe culture and politics can and do intersect
because both capture human ways of life and human ways of seeing and manipulating the
world that help characterize and inspire communities. I also think we can consider politics
a kind of immaterial cultural artefact, much like we might consider rituals, mythology, or
philosophy in the same light because they give shape to social organisation. Like their
material cousins such as architecture or sculpture, politics can also help cast lasting
cultural heritages.

Secondly, the exiles’ departure from Russia resulted from politics — they opposed
the home regime and legitimately feared its persecution and consequently left their
homeland. | believe this created a founding moment for the political activists abroad,
compelling them to not just confront all that had happened to them and their ideals before
and after October, but also driving them to conceptualize their convictions and political
identities in an entirely new set of circumstances. Raeff claims that the émigrés arrived
in their host countries but “in the most literal sense did not unpack their suitcases; they

sat on their trunks” waiting to return home.® This assumption of passivity excludes the
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very active means by which politicized Russians in exile tried to find the means of return
and prepare the community for what could or would follow after Bolshevism.

Lastly, like their literary fellows in the emigration, political Russian exiles left a
lot of written words that carried meaning and delivered it through many media. Taking
into account Clifford Geertz’s definition of culture as a transmitted pattern of meanings
embodied in symbols and “a system of inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic form”
where people “communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and their
attitudes toward life,” I think Raeff and Johnston discount the importance and influence
the massive corpus of political writing had in helping to shape attitudes and world views
among readers and ultimately to add a new dimensional form to the ‘culture’ of Russia
Abroad.3! Liberals certainly imported, perpetuated, and communicated customary
anxieties about Russia’s ability to modernise, progress, and achieve particular
benchmarks other modern states boasted including a constitutional government into their
writing. Whether audiences necessarily subscribed to their views even as they subscribed
to liberal newspapers, the point is that the communication of liberal and other political
values helped animate and characterize culture in Russia Abroad.

This study is based on a wellspring of materials housed at the Rare Book
and Manuscript Library at Columbia University and the Hoover Institution Library and
Archives at Stanford University. During the Second World War, many Russian exiles
left France for the United States during the occupation, bringing with them their personal
and official collections, and the collections of those who stayed behind or who had died.

The arguments in this thesis are informed by liberal responses to unfolding events found
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in memoranda, pamphlets, newsletters, speeches and lectures, diaries, correspondence,
and even the odd scribble made upon hotel stationary or a Montparnasse café napkin that
were reproduced in more formal settings later. | also rely heavily on press media sources,
particularly Miliukov’s daily, Poslednie novosti, the most widely read newspaper in
Russia Abroad with an approximate daily circulation of 36,000. While the wealth of
material available would take many lifetimes to work through, the sources | have
mobilised assist in illustrating the continued story of Russian liberal thought after October
and allow us to understand their responses to historical events as they unfolded in their
time.

What emerges in this thesis is an exploration of the liberals’ overriding
concern for the health, safety, security, and progress of the Russian state. As I mentioned
above, I spent a lot of time ‘getting a feel for’ what preoccupied liberals. I could see the
assumption on almost every page they wrote that they would return home to some post-
Bolshevik Russia. When events and circumstances arose that threatened the ideal Russia
they envisaged, they tended to interpret those events with a liberalised outlook similar to
the way Vestnik Evropy became a “liberal lens that refracted the major events of the late
imperial era.”® In a way, every new threat to Russia’s health and well-being proved to
be more kindling for the Russian liberal fire. Authors like Miliukov isolated obstacles to
the modernity and progress of the Russian state, educated and enlightened readers about
the nature of these obstructions, and found ways to position liberal ideals as viable
alternatives to old autocratic and present day Soviet dictatorship. Their endeavours show

how liberalism did not concede final victory to the Bolsheviks after the Civil War was
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over, but still found itself “haunted by a sense of permanent crisis” as new problems
materialized, but enlivening the ethos at the same time.?

The following four chapters describe four distinct threats that liberals believed
imperiled the Russian state’s integrity, health, safety, and potential for progress. First,
there was the threat of dismemberment of Russia’s territories at the Paris Peace
Conference (1919), as discussed in Chapter Two. Liberal’s believed dismemberment
would destroy Russia’s unity and strength. Consequently, they believed the future federal
state required the membership of all the former Empire’s national groups. This was
essential to both the strength and defence of the state and the state’s ability to evolve from
an autocratic empire to a federal republic capable of democratic governance and the
reasonable accommodation of the national groups’ desires. The Russian Political
Conference espoused total commitment to democratic principles and the rights of
minorities to national self-determination. They also formulated a plan for the new
federation that would grant the nationalities wider autonomy. The entire process shows
how Russians adopted Wilsonian democratic principles and tried to recast them into a
new Russian mould to defend Russia’s territory in 1919 and reconfigure Russia’s
relationship with its non-Russian citizens in the future.

The second threat liberals perceived to the Russian state and its potential erupted
from the Anglo-Soviet Trade Agreement of 1921 and the Russian Famine of 1921-1922,
topics surveyed in Chapter Three. Liberals, worried that trade with Great Britain would
lead to recognition and therefore legitimation of the Soviet Government, used the famine

to show how the latter caused the calamity and transformed the once great Russian
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civilisation into a medieval wasteland. Liberals did so to delegitimise the Bolshevik
government and call for regime change to a constitutional democracy. Their relentless
efforts to convince British readers of the home regime’s evils reveal notable liberal ideas
about progress, modernity, civilisation, education, and the liberty of the individual.

Another threat to liberalism was the growth and persistence of right-wing
monarchist movements and a new movement — Eurasianism. Chapter Four surveys
Miliukov’s appraisals o