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‘Changing Landmarks’ Movement and Soviet Power

Takeshi NAKASHIMA

It is well known that many Russian intellectuals were forced into exile or emigrated
voluntarily after the October Revolution in 1917. Needless to say that although most
of them opposed the Bolsheviks, from the beginning there were a number of political
currents among the Russian emigrants towards the newly established Soviet power.

The victory of the Bolsheviks in the civil war and the adoption of the New Economic
Policy brought another note of political factionalism into the Russian émigré society.
Its proponents thought the Bolshevik victory would become the triumph of the Russian
nation, and they advised the Russian emigrants to renounce their hostility to the Soviet
government and rejoin the nation. These unorthodox &migré intellectuals published a
collection of essays in Prague in July 1921, which was titled Smena vekh (Changing
Landmarks). Hence this political current was called smenovekhovstvo — the Changing
Landmarks movement. This movement had some influence on Soviet politics and culture
that could not be disregarded for Russian society in 1920s.

With the aim of examining what kind of influence the Changing Landmarks
movement had upon Soviet Russia, this article deals with the political and social
thoughts of its proponents and the reaction of the Bolsheviks in1921-1922. In
considering this movement, the political thoughts of N.V.Ustryalov, a law professor
who was a sympathizer with the Kadet Party before 1917 and exiled in 1920, are mainly
analyzed, because he was the major figure in this new intelligentsia heresy.

In his refuge Harbin in Manchuria, Ustryalov thought the Russian Revolution had
to be accepted because it was an authentically “Russian” movement, and he gave a new
and unique meaning to the process of the Revolution. The Russian Revolution, from
his point of view, would “evolve” through “the way of Thermidor,” and in doing so the
Revolution would be saved from its own excesses. He wrote from Harbin: “To save
the Soviets, Moscow sacrifices communism.” From his perspective, after the adoption
of the NEP Russia was on its way to the “normal” economic and political development,
and Soviet Russia would finally grow into a new type of culture-state, authoritative
for the West.

According to Ustryalov, Russia had to be a great power in the world, and after the
civil war only the Bolsheviks could maintain the Russian state as such. He thought that
the Bolsheviks should be supported as a government with the strong force and
authority to reconstruct Russian national power. Thus Ustryalov called to the emigres
to reconcile with the Soviet government and support it for the sake of the Russian

nation.
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Ustryalov’s quite unique heresy attracted more than a few supporters among the
Russian emigrants, and they formed the Changing Landmarks movement in Europe 1n
1921. Their manifesto titled Smena vekh consisted of articles by Ustryalov, lu.V.
Kliuchnikov, Iu.N.Potekhin, S.S.Lukianov, A.V.Bobrishchev - Pushkin and S.S.Chakhotin.
The European group agreed with Ustryalov that the Revolution had to be accepted and
that the Bolsheviks should run the country with strong authority. But in some respects
there were serious differences between Ustryalov and the European group, for example,
on the problem of returning to Russia. The European group advocated the immediate
return to Russia and participation in the national reconstruction. On the contrary,
Ustryalov thought intellectuals who had emigrated should wait and see for some time,
and return only when communism had been transformed.

For the Soviet government the appearance of the Changing Landmarks movement
was an indication that the united front of émigré opposition to the Bolsheviks had
broken down. In addition, the Soviet leaders who had a realistic perspective saw that
this movement could be used in order to get skilled technical, managerial and cultural
intellectuals for national reconstruction. During this period many émigré intellectuals
returned to Soviet Russia and were hired in a number of state institutions, among
them Kliuchnikov, Potekhin and other prominent former anti-Bolsheviks. In this sense
the movement functioned for so-called “bourgeois specialists” as an ideology which
justified their collaboration with Soviet power.

As Western scholars have pointed out, this movement could only have a limited
influence among the émigré population. But from the viewpoint of Soviet political
history, it is more important that this foreign-originated movement gave the name
smenovekhoustvo to various political currents in Soviet Russia which were seeking
reconciliation with the Soviet government. For its part the Soviet government was
able to integrate effectively, under the name of smenovekhovstvo, the Russian
intellectuals who accepted the existent regime and wanted to work with it.

However, the Changing Landmarks movement had an ambivalent consequence for
the Soviet government. On the one hand, it served as a quite convenient ideology for
the regime to get support from many Russian intellectuals. At the same time, on the
other, it had clarified the weakness of Soviet power, for it had pointed out the
possibility of degeneration of Soviet Russia into a “bourgeois” state as a result of the
adoption of the NEP. Because of this dual character the movement was often discussed
seriously in the Communist Party, and the Bolshevik leaders had to worry about measures
related to it. The ambiguity of reaction the Communist Party made towards the
Changing Landmarks movement can be seen as a symbolic expression of the

fundamental dilemma of the NEP in the political sphere.
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