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ONE

Russian Autocracy Defined

he dominant strain in Russian political thought throughout his-

tory has been a conservatism that insisted on strong, centralized

authority, unrestrained either by law or parliament. The rationale
for such a regime varied from generation to generation, but its central
argument was succinctly stated in 1810—11 by Nikolai Karamzin: “Au-
tocracy has founded and resuscitated Russia. Any change in her political
constitution has led in the past and must lead in the future to her
perdition.”

The question arises what accounts for the persistence of this conser-
vative ideology. For once Russia, under Peter the Great and his suc-
cessors, had ended her isolation from the West and began to westernize,
she adopted a great deal of European culture. Russia’s post-1700 art,
literature, and science were all patterned on Western models. Her in-
dustries emulated Western prototypes, and so did her military. Why not
her politics? The answer to this problem must be sought partly in the
manner in which the Russian state came into being and partly in Rus-
sia’s culture, inherited from Byzantium, the source of her religion, as
well as the Mongol-Tatar khanate which ruled Russia for two and a half

centuries.

European monarchies were shaped by a fusion of three elements: the
heritage of the Roman Empire, the culture of the barbarian tribes which
had conquered it, and the Catholic Church.

To begin with tribal culture. The critical feature of tribal society is
that relations among its members are based on kinship ties rather than
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