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Crime, Police, and Samosudy in Petrograd
during the Russian Revolution

Tsuyoshi HASEGAWA

Intended as the first step toward a social history of the Russian Revolution,
this article seeks to examine how the sharp increase in the crime rate in
Petrograd during the Russian Revolution in 1917 cotributed to the breakdown
of social cohesion in the city.

After the February Revolution the crime rate in Petrograd increased with
frightening speed. Not only did the number of various crimes increase, but
also crimes committed became progressively violent. Crimes resulted from,
and at the same time further contributed to the general breakdown of social
cohesion in revolutionary Petrograd. Criminal population, particularly ex-
convicts freed from prisons, and deserters, poured into the capital. The Pro-
visional Government issued decree after decree extending generous treatment
to criminals. The criminal justice system under the Provisional Government
did not function well to prevent crime. The Temporary Court was often
arbitrary in passing sentences and generally lenient to criminals, while the
discipline in the prison guard system became extremely lax.

Furthermore, the tsarist police was annihilated during the February
Revolution, and the militia which replaced the former police was not effective
in combatting crime. The militia organizations were divided into the city
militia and the workers’ militia. The city militia was based on the democratic
principle, and controlled and financed by the Petrograd City Duma, while the
workers’ militia was an exclusive class organization designed to protect the
interests of the working class and controlled by the district soviets. Both
organizations had a strong commitment to the principle of local self-determina-
tion, resenting attempts at centralization.

As the crisis of the middle class intensified in the summer, the city militia
became progressively ineffective. On the eve of the October Revolusion, the
demoralization of the city militiamen was such that it was on the verge of
collapse. The workers’ militia had to step into this vaccuum to fulfill the
task of insuring security.

People reacted to crimes in various ways. Those who could afford to leave
deserted the city. Many residents formed residents’ committees, and improvised
their own security measures. Some even hired soldiers from nearby barracks.
But the most frightening aspect of the Russian Revolution was the emergence of
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samosudy in the streets. Those common citizens, who were threatened by the
rising crime rate and frustrated by the powerlessness of the criminal justice
system in preventing crime, vented their anger and frustrations by committing
samosudy against common thieves caught in the streets. After the summer,
semosudy began to bear an anti-Semetic character, often directed against Jewish
merchants. Samosudy in turn contributed to further erosion of social cohe-
rency.

The rising crime rate was an inevitable result of the social breakdown in
Petrograd that was progressing with tremendous speed, but at the same time
it accelerated this process further. It also contributed to brutalization of the
society.

Petrograd on the eve of the October Revolution was a society that was
close to what Hobbes defined as a “state of nature.” A society that is reduced
to anomie cannot exist for long, and it made the arrival of a “Leviathan state”
inevitable. The only class that maintained social and organizational cohesion
was the working class. If one considers that the great moving force that
propelled this class to action was often a sense of revenge, and further that
the Bolsheviks who were to seize power on the crest of the working class
support were all eager to unleash class violence, it was clear that the nature
of this “ Leviathan state” would begin with the institutionalization of a system
of violence in the name of proletarian dictatorship.



