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The Russian Local Administrative Reforms, 1858-1864:

The Ministry of Internal Affairs and the Local Nobility
in the Era of the Great Reforms

Yutaka TAKENAKA

On January 1, 1864, three years following the Peasant Emancipation, the Russian
Emperor Alexander I sanctioned the Zemstvo Statute, one of the remarkable achievemnents
in the era of the Great Reforms. This legislation was intended to institute self-
administrating bodies called “zemstvo institutions,” in which representatives of provincial
and district inhabitants should take charge of some aspects of local affairs. Contemporary
liberal intellectuals celebrated the introduction of these institutions and highly praised this
reform as an embodiment of the idea of self-government and a great step toward a
harmonious relationship between lords and peasants in countryside.

Soviet and Western scholars have not always followed the views of those intellectuals
who showed unconditional favor to this legislation. The most serious defect Soviet scholars
found in the new local organs was the overwhelming dominance of the noble element over
the others in the composition of zemstvo deputies. In estimating the zemstvo’s role in the
history of Russian self-government from a Western point of view, it looked more important
that they were under the strict control of provincial governors and the ministry of internal
affairs.

The success of administrative institutions, however, can be evaluated not only in terms
of the extent to which they embody such ideas as equality and autonomy, but also in the
light of administrative effectiveness. Architects of an administrative system are usually
more concerned with the effectiveness of the system than the underlying notions. They are
always interested in how the institutions would work to carry out a specific administrative
task in a specific situation. That is the reason why it is often difficult to label them
“liberals™ or “conservatives” in an ideological sense.

The situation of local administration facing the Russian reformers in the post-
emancipation period was as follows:

First, the Emancipation Statute abolishing serfdom liquidated ex-lords’ economic and
social privileges on the one hand, and liberated them on the other. In other words the ex-
lords were freed from the obligation to protect their peasants in case of crop failure and other
sufferings as well as from administrative responsibility with respect to such businesses as
tax collection and peace-keeping in their manors. Now that the peasants were freed from
lords’ administrative control and personal bondage, it was urgent for the central

government to organize them on a new basis, and keep order in villages in some way. As for
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the protection of peasants, it was to be incorporated into the new, broader administrative
framework.

Secondly, several pre-reform organs responsible for important local affairs, such as local
duties, food supply (grain reserves), and social welfare at the provincial and district levels,
did not work well owing to their separateness and semi-bureaucratic composition. New
organs were needed to manage mutually-related local affairs in a more systematic way.
They should not be aristocratic or bureaucratic, but open to other categories of residents,
including emancipated peasants, though there was no question that the nobility would keep
the central role as the first estate of the Empire.

Thirdly, there two noble offices of general responsibility at and below the district level:
the district marshal of the nobility and the peace arbitrator. The first was elective and the
latter appointive.' Furthermore, some high government officials made abortive plans to
establish the offices of district governor and township warden. Whether elective or
appointive, all these offices had a dual character: estate and bureaucratic. They were to
serve both estate interests and the central government’s aims at the same time. To reconcile
them at local levels was the most important task for the people in these offices to carry out.

P. A. Valuev, minister of internal affairs and architect of the zemstvo institutions, was
primarily concerned with making a solid power base for the czarist government. He gave
priority to restructuring pre-reform local administration in order to stabilize the regime.
For the time being, the only estate the autocracy could rely on was the nobility. Valuev
recognized the need to sustain less wealthy nobles by economic policy and give the nobility
favored status in local administrative institutions. It did not seem to him dangerous for the
nobility to occupy dominant status in local institutions if they were sufficiently controlled
by provincial governors and the ministry of internal affairs, and separated from the
harmful influence of political activists with anti-government ideologies. His caution about
political unrest partly explains why he was very reluctant to give the zemstvo institutions
authority over communication, education, and penal institutions.

As to local administration below the district level, Valuev wanted a new noble office
responsible for general supervision of small administrative units, because peasant society
was too unreliable to serve administrative purposes by itself.

This office, in Valuev’'s view, should also be controlled by the provincial authorities and
the ministry of internal affairs.

“Enlightened bureaucrats” and their allies inside the czarist government were
sympathetic with another approach toward the question of peasant control and local
administration. They attached special importance to separating peasants from the direct
influence of their ex-lords. It was, however, ill-advised and even impossible in both political
and technical terms to entrust villages to the supervision of the bureaucracy. They chose to

organize peasants into relatively independent units and leave their administration to
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themselves under the guidance of peace arbitrators, appointed by provincial governors from
a list of qualified nobles.

The dominance of the nobility in the zemstvo institutions should be reduced, in their
view, by using other elements to counterbalance it artificially in the district assembly, a
basic zemstvo organ. They were also against giving the marshals of the nobility a decisive
ex officio position in the zemstvo boards.

The local administrative reforms took place on the balance of these two sets of basic
concepts of peasant control and local administration. The peasant control system at the
village and township levels was shaped on the basis of the thinking of “enlightened
bureaucrats,” but the local self-administration at the district level mainly embodied
Valuev’s ideas. This resulted in the lack of institutional and stable ties between the peasant
and district self-administrating organs, except local police and peace arbitrators.

The peace arbitrator, an office relatively independent of bureaucratic and local control,
however, did not satisfy either the ministry of Internal Affairs or local self-administrating
organs as far as its admimistrative functions were concerned, though local society was
obliged to pay for the cost of arbitrating activities. They were anxious for an improvement
1n this system, but it meant getting out of the framework of the Great Reforms. The office of

peace arbitrator was brought to an end in 1874.
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