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FHROYTORKEKRS

Nationality Policy in 18th Century Imperial Russia

- The Volga and Ural Regions -

Koichi TOYOKAWA

The purpose of this paper is to clarify the development of Russian nationality policy -
and the problems it encountered - in the Volga and Ural regions in the 18th century. In
these regions, the Russian state adopted a unique nationality policy from the second half of
the 16th century. The relationship among the non-Russian nationalities, both vis-a-vis one
another and vis-a-vis the Russians, was very complex and their reactions to Russian policy
naturally varied.

In the 18th century, almost all the European governments were in the process of
asserting increasing control over the economy, culture, and daily life. Russia, while
undergoing these same developments, was simultaneously confronted with the unique, at
least in degree, problem of assimulating non-Russian ethnic groups, 1.e. Russification.
Russian nationality policy should therefore be considered from the standpoint of (1)

asserting control and (2) fostering Russification.

Contents
Preface
I Expansion and Nationality Policy of Imperial Russia
I The Traditional Nationality Policy
Il The New Nationality Policy (1)
IV The New Nationality Policy (2)
V' The Response of Non-Russian People to the Nationality Policy

Conclusion

The preface surveys traditional studies on Russian nationality policy, and the
relationship between Russia and the non-Russian nationalities. Although studies in this
field have been tightly restricted, both in Tsarist Russia and the USSR, Soviet historian N.
G. Apollova has studied the history of Russian nationality policy in detail and published
many papers. Free from such restrictions, Western and Japanese scholars have given more
attention to this field.

Chapter 1 explains the history of the expansion of Imperial Russia and its nationality
policy. From the Russian conquest of the Kazan khanate in 1552 and the Astrakhan
khanate in 1556, Russian expanded its territory, annexing various regions. Within the

annexed areas, the nationalities of the Volga and Ural regions, i.e. Tatars, Chuvashs,
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Mordvinians, Maris, Udmurts, Kalmyks, Kirgiz, and Bashkirs, were different from those of
other regions socially, economically, and culturally. Therefore, the Russian state adopted a
variety of unique policies toward them.

Until the 17th century, the relationship between the state and ethnic groups in these
regions was one of feudal sovereign-vassal. The state, collecting yasak payments (animal
fur) from the nationalities, assured them the possession of land. From the second half of the
17th century, especially from the era of Peter the Great, Russian control became more direct
and severe for economic reasons. The basis of 18th century nationality policy was
Russification. The state regarded ethnic minorities as Russian state peasants - not as
yasak peasants or as nationalities. In the 19th century, the Volga and Ural regions were
subordinated more thoroughly to the state, and these regions were linked more closely with
the developing world economic system.

Chapter 2 deals with the Russian policy of “divide and rule” and the seizure of land by
Russians, both religious and secular, in the 18th century. The aim of the “divide and rule”
policy was to prevent the various nationalities from developing solidarity. The Russian
government succeeded in stirring up antagonism among the nationalities, such as Kalmyks
against Kirgiz and Kirgiz against Bashkirs. Russian land seizures, meant to deprive ethnic
peoples of land ownership which was guaranteed by the Law Code (Sobornoe Ulozhenie) of
1649, were deeply resented by the nationalities.

Chapter 3 focuses on tax reform (poll tax) and public service systems (military and labor
services), which Peter the Great introduced. At Peter’s time, there were many people of
“floating social status,” who did not belong to any social class and did not pay tax. Peter the
Great organized such “floating” persons, in order to raise war funds and secure a strong
army and labor force. This plan was also applied to non-Russian people.

Chapter 4 examines the Russian religious policy of converting nationalities to the
Orthodox Church. The conversion policy began in the 17th century and worked well, except
for Muslims. From the era of Peter the Great, the conversion policy toward the Muslims was
carried out forcefully and systematically. But even though conversion was promoted
aggressively, it was not successful with Tatars and Bashkirs. In the era of Catherine II, this
policy was changed to one of accommodation.

Chapter 5 reviews how the nationalities reacted to and resisted Russian nationality
policy. The policy caused serious and complicated social problems among the non-Russian
people. Many fled their land, petitioned the local and/or central authorities, or rose in revolt
against Russia.

In conclusion, the Russian nationality policy was carried out under the basis of “control

of discipline” and Russification, and the nationalities were ultimately unable to resist.
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