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Local Communities in the Sixteenth-century Russia

A Study on the Guba Institutions

Toshinori YOSHIDA

In the late fifteenth century Russia threw off the so-called Tatar Yoke and then
recovered its unity. But this political and military triumph, under the direction of
the newly rising Principality of Moscow, did not automatically result in the inte-
gration of Russian society.  During the following hundred years, therefore, not a few
administrative reforms were initiated by the state. One of them was the introduction
of the so-called guba institution into Russian local communities. ~ By means of the
guba the state intended chiefly to suppress banditry, which was prevalent in many
districts at that time.

In this survey of the guba, 1 seek to throw light upon several aspects of re-
lations between the local communities and the centralized state.  This paper consists
of four parts and conclusion ;

1. Introductory Note

II. The Evolution of the Guba (from 1539 to 1702)
1I1. The Structure of the Guba

IV. Social Character of the Bandits

V. Conclusion

Guba authorities were first individually introduced by charters to certain districts
in the late 1550’ s and remained the most adequate bodies to maintain public order in
local communities until Peter the Great abolished them in 1702.

There were several reasons for the enactment of the reform. The most im-
portant was that the preceding local institutions did not perform their duties well and
did not succeed in suppressing banditry.  Before the 1550’s, city and rural vicegerents

were accredited to each district to perform the official duties on the basis of the
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“feeding” system (kopmzienue). However, as B. N. Chicherin judged, there was no
way to force these officials to be diligent for the sake of the state or the communities.
Because of this defect, the feeding system was terminated in the mid—-1550’s, and after-
wards the local administration was organized on the basis of another principle.

Guba institutions were first set up in each canton or wolost’.  Three-four local
servitors were elected chiefs of institution by the inhabitants of each district. ~ Empha-
sizing this aspect, most Soviet historians consider the guba as organs for the sup-
pression of the anti-feudal resistance offered by the peasantry.  This interpretation
seems to have grasped only one important aspect of the guba.

Examing the guba charters, we can find peasants and townsmen playing signifi-
cant roles as well as the servitors in the guba administration. As assistants of the
latter, their elected representatives, elder-men (ctapocthl), hundred-men (coTckue),
ten-men (necsatckue), performed such guba duties as the pursuit and arrest of bandits,
maintenance of prisons, and so on. Moreover, in the so-called black lands, peasants
themselves were sometimes elected as chiefs. These features should not be over-
looked.

As mentioned above, about the middle of the sixteenth century the state was
groping forward a more effective system of local government in place of the feeding
system.  Nevertheless, the state could not institute bureaucratic organizations in all
localities exclusively with its own limited resources. The state found the most avail-
able expedients to make up for the shortage in the peasant communes or obshchiny.
To secure the communes’ support was almost the only way for the state to harness
the local government to its own tasks. To put it simply, the state used the long-
existing peasant organizations as frameworks of its local administration at the beginning
of the guba reform.

Although sometimes running against the state interests, the communes continued
to support the guba institutions. This may be why the guba survived more than a

century and a half.



