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KISELEV’S REFORMS OF STATE PEASANTS:

THE BALTIC PERSPECTIVE

Kersti Lust

This article attempts to estimate how far-reaching and successful the Kiselev
reforms of state peasants in the Baltic Provinces of Russia were. It also
challenges the view deeply entrenched in Baltic scholarly literature that it was
the local provincial Diets and not the imperial authorities that initiated many of
the so-called peasant emancipation reforms in the Baltics. The article argues that
it was in fact tsarist government legislation that protected the rights of the state
peasantry even after the landless emancipation of the early nineteenth century
and that forced peasants to start paying money rent instead of labor rent much
earlier than on noble estates. Both the legal and the economic position of the
state peasants was better than that of their counterparts living on private (noble)
manors. It also appears that in the Baltics the reforms not only had a ‘beneficial
effect on the economic welfare of the peasants’, as was the case in Great Russia,
but also produced an independent peasantry which formed the economic basis of
the modern nation and, later, nation-state.

Keywords: State peasants; peasant reforms; the Baltic provinces; emancipation

The efforts of Emperor Nicholas I to improve the situation of state peasants in
Russia have been appraised by some historians and deplored by many others.

Nicholas I, who could not bring himself to take decisive action in relation to
seigniorial peasants, hoped that reforms directed at the state peasantry would serve as
models for noble landowners to copy on their estates. Various measures relating to
seigniorial peasants1 as well as the reform of the state peasants, which should be seen
as the start of the reform era for the entire peasantry in Russia proper,2 are primarily
associated with the name of Count Pavel Kiselev, ‘chief of staff on peasant affairs’ and
the Minister of State Domains from 1837 to 1856.
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This article attempts to estimate how far-reaching and successful Kiselev’s
reforms in the Baltic Provinces of Russia were. Thus it will contribute to the
discussion on the purported ‘inability’ of Nicholas I and Kiselev to initiate any
profound changes in the village. Moreover, it challenges the view deeply entrenched
in Baltic scholarly literature that it was the local provincial Diets (Landtage) and not
the imperial authorities that initiated many of the so-called peasant emancipation
reforms (in German Bauernbefreiung) in the Baltic area. In order to assess the effects
of the reforms, the article will compare the economic situation of the state peasants
with that of the former seigniorial peasants in the Baltic provinces immediately after
the agrarian reforms. Such a comparison is possible if one considers the basic
similarities in the two groups’ living conditions in the aftermath of the
emancipation.3

Historiography and Sources

The historiography on this subject can be divided into two camps: writings on
Russia and writings on the Baltic. The fact that the Baltic provinces (Estland,
Livland and Kurland) were separate entities in the Russian Empire, each with its
own unique history, has made a profound impact on the scholarly treatment of the
subject. The distinctiveness of the Baltic area compared to other regions of the
Empire is reflected in the literature on Russian agrarian reforms, which almost
completely neglects the ‘most westernized provinces’ of the Empire. One notable
exception in this regard is Nikolai Druzhinin’s two-volume monograph, which
devotes considerable attention to the ‘Baltic case’ (Druzhinin 1958). Whereas
historians in pre-revolutionary Russia tended to praise Kiselev’s reforms (Zablotskii-
Desyatovskii 1882), Soviet specialists concluded that his reforms failed (Druzhinin
1946, 1958). Much of the relevant English-language literature, meanwhile, either
passes over the reforms in silence or presents them in an unfavorable light (Adams
1985, p. 28).4 This approach has been heavily criticized by Bruce F. Adams, who
argues that the reforms led to increased prosperity amongst the peasantry (Adams
1985, pp. 37–43). More recent Western research has suggested that Kiselev’s
attempt to reorganize the administration of state peasants was at least a qualified
success. For instance, it has been argued that ‘exploitation and abuses were reduced,
that land shortages were partly remedied, that the condition of the state peasantry
improved, and, as the reformers intended, the state’s income from its peasants
increased’ (Moon 1999, p. 108). David Moon (1999, pp.107–8) also states that
‘The reforms of the appanage and state peasants in the 1820s–40s should be seen as
a halfway house between bolstering the old social order and preparing for more
radical changes’.

The late 1980s saw, after decades of relative ‘silence’, a revival of interest in
Nicholas I in Russia (Vyskochkov 2001, pp. 74–135). A contemporary biographer of
Nicholas I, Leonid Vyskochkov, refers in his study to the positive results of Kiselev’s
reforms (Vyskochkov 2001, pp. 364–78). Vyskochkov, along with Sergei Mironenko,
emphasize the emperor’s reform-mindedness, and his continued efforts to abolish
serfdom, but note that he was forced to back down from his proposed measures due
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to the opposition of several leading advisers and the land-and-serf-owning gentry
(Lincoln 1989; Mironenko 1990). However, not all researchers seem to agree that the
emperor’s and Kiselev’s intentions were especially far-reaching. Andreeva points out
that even the reform-minded Kiselev had proposed not to rush ahead with reforms but
to proceed step-by-step (Andreeva 1998, p. 146).

Baltic scholarly literature on agrarian development rarely considers the nineteenth
century reforms within a broader Russian context. Extensive study has been made of
agrarian reforms pertaining to noble estates in the Baltic since the majority of peasants
lived there.5 As a result, the role played by the Baltic German nobility in peasant
emancipation (1765–1860) has been much discussed, whereas that of the tsarist
government has often been underestimated or neglected. Baltic German scholars were
the first to address the issue of Baltic agrarian reform and they attributed a central and
positive importance to the steps of the local nobility and the provincial Diets
(Pistohlkors 1986, pp. 274–331). The national historiography of Estonia and Latvia,
largely born out of a reaction against the dominant ‘apologetic’ Baltic German
discourse during the 1920s, aimed in turn to refute the basic tenets of the latter
(Dukhanov 1978; Kahk 1978). Nevertheless, until recently only scant attention has
been paid to the state peasantry under Russian rule in Estonian historiography: for
instance, the distinguished agrarian historian Juhan Kahk passes over the topic in
silence (Lust 2005, pp. 15–22). The situation in Latvia is better, as a few Soviet
researchers exhibited an active interest in the topic (Svarāne 1971; Strods 1987)
although we still have minimal knowledge of the Kiselev reforms in the context of the
Baltic as a whole. Russian historian Druzhinin has compared the reforms in this part of
the world with those elsewhere in the empire. He points out that with respect to legal
rights, Baltic state peasants were worse off than their peers throughout the empire,
as the government acted too much in favor of the Baltic German barons. The latter
skillfully exploited their connections in St Petersburg in order to maintain their
interests. Due to their opposition, the implementation of Kiselev’s reforms took
longer in the Baltic than in, for example, western guberniyas. To sum up, it can be said
that the tsarist agrarian policy in the Baltic area in the mid-nineteenth century has not
received due attention and requires more thorough research. The current article is
largely based on the archival records of various state organs in charge of state
domains, stored in the Estonian Historical Archives and the Russian State Historical
Archives.

Background

Throughout the nineteenth century most of the population in the Baltic gubernii were
peasants and lived in the countryside. Only 19% and 28% of the population were
listed in the 1897 census as urban inhabitants in Estonia and Latvia, respectively
(Plakans 1995; Raun 2001). There were more manorial than state peasants in the
Baltics. The proportion of state peasants among the peasantry in the mid-nineteenth
century reached 1% in Estland, 20% in Estonian-speaking Livland (in the Latvian-
speaking part it was much smaller), and around 30% in Kurland (Strod 1970;
Rosenberg 1985). On noble as well as state estates, there were three main social
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groups in the village. In the Estonian-speaking parts of the gubernii tenants made up
roughly 40%, landless workers 30%, and cottagers (bobyli)6 amounted to 30% of the
peasantry; in Latvia the proportion of landless was even higher, and that of tenants
correspondingly smaller (Rosenberg 1985; Strods 1985).

Both state estates and privately owned manors were large-scale agricultural
enterprises based on barshchina. On each large landholding the fields were divided into
two areas: the ‘estate’ and the ‘peasant’ land. In return for a farmstead the tenant was
required to pay (labor) dues. Estates were for the most part in the hands of the local
nobility as they had the privilege of renting state estates. Moreover, the first
agrarian reforms introduced by the provincial diets in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries pertained to all categories of peasants (seigniorial and state
peasants alike).

What were the main differences in the legal situation between the state and
seigniorial peasants? Since the 1820s the regulation of peasant–landlord relations on
private and state estates had followed different patterns. The Baltic emancipation
legislation had decreed that all serfs (i.e. state and seigniorial peasants) would be
personally free, but it deprived them of land, which was retained by the lords or by
the state. According to the Emancipation Acts (Estland 1816, Kurland 1817 and
Livland 1819) labor dues and other obligations of the former serfs were no longer
fixed but were to be based on a ‘free agreement’ between the two parties
concerned.7 On the initiative of local higher officials, however, wackenbücher
(inventories of obligations) remained in force on state estates in Livland (Lust 2005,
documents 1–2). In principle, state peasants’ dues had to be assessed in line with the
quality of their land in an attempt to take account of the incomes of the respective
farms. The contracts of manor renters did not allow them to extract more labor dues
or rent in kind from tenants than the amounts laid down in wackenbücher. In Estland,
the Baltic governor general Philippo Paulucci urged that the amount of labor dues
from 1816 be taken as the status quo level for the rental contracts concluded with
state peasants.8 In Kurland, an 1828 draft rental contract for state estates forbade the
landlords to raise the barshchina, but it was not endorsed (Strods 1987, pp. 44).
Besides fixed dues there were other differences in the condition of state peasants
following the reforms of the 1810s. In 1832 the Finance Minister Kankrin proposed
to introduce obrok and guarantee the state peasants hereditary rights to their farms in
Kurland, but his ideas met with strong opposition from the local nobility (Strod
1970, pp. 298). The state peasants in all three Baltic gubernii, however, could be
evicted from farmsteads after the expiration of the rent contract, but the manor
renters seldom made use of this right. In reality, peasant hereditary tenure on lands
held was largely preserved.9

Seigniorial peasants, by contrast, could not enjoy such protection as described
above. The next peasant laws after the emancipation acts to ensure some measure of
legal protection for the seigniorial peasants were passed in Livland (1849), Estland
(1856) and Kurland (1863).10 Until these laws were enacted the manor owners
could easily force tenants to leave their farms as there was no hereditary tenure on
peasant lands. The terms of the rent contracts made with peasants were up to the
manor owner to decide: they could extract from the peasants as much as they
wished.
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Kiselev’s Reforms in Great Russia and the Western Gubernii

With the transfer of state estates from the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Finance to
the newly created Ministry of State Domains in 1838, the latter took the initiative in
devising reforms for state peasants across the whole empire. Kiselev’s reforms in
Russia included administrative and economic measures aimed at improving every
aspect of state peasants’ existence. He attempted to appoint competent new officials
and to deal with corruption and abuses (Moon 1999, pp. 107–8). Surveys in the
1840s and 1850s aimed to bring the state peasants’ obligations to the state more in
line with their ability to pay. Attempts were made to encourage improvements in
agriculture (through schools, exhibitions, model farms, imposing cultivation of
potatoes, etc.), and the state peasants were given additional land or resettled on less
crowded state lands. In principle, all of the measures noted above had already been
implemented by Minister Perovski during the reforms of the appanage peasants
(McKenzie Pintner 1967; Gorlanov 1986).

Kiselev’s reforms in nine western gubernii (comprising roughly Right-Bank
Ukraine, and Lithuanian and Belorussian areas) aimed to transform the majority of
state peasants into medium-scale landholders (the proportion of smallholders or
cottagers was reduced to 17%), and to make their monetary dues (obrok)
commensurate with the quality and amount of their land (Druzhinin 1958). The
system of obrok was reformed. The state estates were divided among the peasants and
Polish leaseholders were fired. Kiselev’s reforms in the western gubernii bore several
similarities to the reforms in the Baltics. Yet, reforms and instructions in the latter did
not merely copy the rules for the western provinces, as the distinctiveness of the
Baltic provinces – for example, in land surveying methods, allotment of land, and
administrative organization – was also recognized. There were two major differences
between the implementation of reforms in the Baltic and western gubernii: (1) in the
Baltic case there was no extensive land redistribution in favor of peasants; and (2) the
amount of dues increased, in contrast to their neighbors to south, where it decreased
on average by 38.6%. Both differences can be attributed to political factors. By the
late eighteenth century the Russian rulers had introduced several Russification
measures designed to integrate the newly annexed Ukrainian, Lithuanian and
Belorussian territories to the empire. In the 1830–1840s such a policy was continued
by officials (for example, governor general D. Bibikov) who considered the local
gentry to be the principal enemy. And as the Polonized nobility did not have the
influence in St Petersburg of their German confreres to the north, the peasants did
enjoy a modest benefit.

Kiselev’s Reform Undertakings in the Baltic Provinces: Legislation
and the Motives Behind It

The Baltic provinces differed in one very important respect from the rest of the
empire as far as the peasant question was concerned: all the peasants11 in this region
had already been liberated. Government reformers could therefore approach the
question of the peasantry with less trepidation than in Great Russia. As mentioned
above, different methods of regulating peasant–landlord relations in the were apparent
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in the Baltics already before Kiselev’s reforms began. After their introduction this
tendency became even more visible and determined. The 1841 Law on the
Management of State Estates12 marked the beginning of a new era in Baltic agrarian
legislation. The tsar appointed a special committee in St Petersburg to work out a
reform scheme for state estates management in the Baltic, which had to imitate the
Russian law of 1838. Nevertheless, the draft reform, which was ready by 1841, did
not follow the principles set by the 1838 law and was rejected by the government
(Strods 1987, pp. 39–40). Minister Kiselev himself submitted a new draft to the State
Council in April 1841 and this was approved without delay in June. The law limited
the arbitrariness of manor renter–peasant relations and diminished the seigniorial
authority of manor renters, as the newly created administrative organs at provincial
and district (uezd) level assumed direct control over the rural community (volost,
or peasants living on the same estate).

Various economic measures taken by the Ministry of State Domains under Kiselev
proved to be of the utmost importance. Three reform programs, closely related to
each other, will be discussed in turn. The land settlement campaign (reguliatsiya) on
state estates proved to be of longest duration, outliving its enactors. The legal
framework and institutional setting of the land settlement were devised by a special
commission in St Petersburg. The Provisional Law on Land Settlement and the
respective instruction were enacted in 1845 in Estland, Kurland and on the island of
Saaremaa13 but not on the mainland, Livland, where the early nineteenth century
regulations remained in force until 1854.

A new system of land surveys quite similar to those in the western gubernii
was developed. This replaced the previous one based on the old Swedish era
cadastral principles, modified in the early nineteenth century. The state covered
the administrative and technical expenses of the work. Peasants were only to
maintain land surveyors and to supply any additional labor needed for the work.
The 1845 Provisional Law was followed by the Law on Land Settlement of 185414

and subsequent instructions in 1858, 1859, 1865 and 1866 (Lust 2005,
documents 10, 12, 13). The differences in the instructions reflected previous
experiences as well as the changing intentions of those in power. One of the
problems was that such a system based on widespread land surveys could not have
been quickly introduced. The Second Department of the Ministry explained the
necessity of accelerating its introduction in 1853 with reference to the expected
growth of state revenues, which had increased by 6% from the estates already
regulated.15 On the other hand it stressed the need to rush while it eased the
replacement of labor dues with obrok, a step wholly welcomed by the peasantry.
Thus the Department took the policy line of Kiselev to improve the peasants’
conditions in order to increase the revenue raised from them, but without
overburdening them.

After the land survey had been accomplished, the size of peasants’ dues (either in
kind, labor or in cash) was redefined and recorded in wackenbücher according to the
results of the survey. A just assessment of the economic capacities of the farms,
however, was not the only achievement of the program. The land settlement campaign
also brought about changes in the land tenure arrangement: the number of strip fields
decreased and in some agriculturally more advanced regions farms were consolidated.
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Related changes followed: the three-field system was abandoned in favor of multiple-
field systems and new crops were introduced. The overall response of state peasants to
the opportunity offered by the legislation to consolidate their landholdings, however,
was not enthusiastic. Both in Livland and Kurland the speed of the consolidation
process varied regionally, and as a rule, it took longer on state estates than on noble
ones (Terent’eva 1975, pp. 218–21, 231, 232; Lust 2005, pp. 95–8). Pastures were
often still used jointly by villages after the land organization work had been carried
through on state estates. Delays did not necessarily indicate opposition to change; in
part they mirrored differences in geographic and soil conditions, as well as power
relations within the village. In addition, the lack of sufficiently strict provisions, and,
later, the state’s requirement that two-thirds of household masters support the
consolidation of individual strips diminished the potential effects of the state-financed
land organization campaign. It has also to be noted that although farming scattered
holdings was less productive than cultivating land in consolidated holdings, this
supposedly irrational and ineffective system did not necessarily prevent the peasants
from introducing new crops or tilling methods.

The second major problem for the government to tackle was land shortages.
In the mid-nineteenth century, cottagers with small plots and landless peasants
accounted for more than half of the Baltic peasantry (Rosenberg 1985; Strods 1985).
The ordinances concerning the cottagers were similar on state estates and private
manors until the 1840s. The decrees aimed either at turning the cottagers into
farmers by forcing them to take over vacant farms or at compelling them to work on
the manor or the farm as laborers (Lust 2005, p. 58). The Ministry of State Domains
and its local offices in the Baltic provinces started to deal with the ‘cottagers’
question16 on state estates in connection with the transition to obrok in the 1840s,
when the farmers no longer needed to keep an uneconomically large number of
laborers (batraki). After the barshchina had been replaced with money rent cottagers
and former laborers were left without livelihoods, since the farms did not need their
labor any longer.

The condition of cottagers on state estates was considered at great length within
the Ministry of State Domains. When the Land Settlement Act project was discussed
at the Ministry’s Council in 1851–1852, several council members objected to the idea
of allotting small plots of land to cottagers on the grounds that it could deprive the
farms and manors of (cheap) laborers. Smallholdings were not considered to be viable.
The Baltic land settlement inspector (inspektor regulirovaniya) was, in his written
statement, opposed to the proposed measures, which, it was argued, would lead to a
serious decrease in state revenues and would benefit neither the peasant nor the
economy in general because cottagers were lazy and unwilling to become either
farmers or laborers. On the other hand the head of the Second Department of the
Ministry, Shelekhev, spoke in favor of the measures, as they had been applied to some
state estates since 1848 and no labor shortages had occurred. Kiselev in principle
supported the idea that legislation had to bring some relief to the cottagers, but
recommended the establishment of only very general principles on how to improve
their conditions.17 The council was inclined to favor Kiselev’s position and decided to
put the measures into practice only on large estates and elsewhere where there were
appropriate conditions.18
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The reform legislation ensured that cottagers had legal title to the land they tilled,
protecting them in this way from eviction by farmers or by manor renters.19 Another
way to tackle the problem of land shortages on state estates was to allot ‘estate lands’
to the cottagers and the landless. Such a practice further increased the land available to
the peasants, but it also provided large estates with an inexpensive labor force, as the
small plots could not ensure the subsistence of their owners. In the early 1840s, the
share of land possessed by the cottagers started to grow, as parts of demesne were
used to provide them with small plots of land. This practice became even more
widespread in the 1860s. As a result, the number of small land holdings up to five
desiatiny exceeded that of farmsteads.20

Historians tend to believe that under the conditions of the estate system the
modernization of agriculture was only possible with the abolition of feudal dues. The
emancipation of 1816–1819 had not significantly changed basic rural relationships in
the Baltic provinces. The third major program the Kiselev inaugurated there gave the
state peasants the opportunity to switch to money rent (obrok).

The 1841 Law on the Management of State Estates permitted peasants to pay rent
in money and declared that the transition required the peasants’ consent. The
transition could be effected either by individual households or by the whole
community. The Land Settlement Instruction of 1845 granted the peasants the right to
switch to obrok after the expiration of the rental contract on the state estate. The
31 October 1846 instruction stipulated that after the expiration of the rent contract
on the estate, notwithstanding the results of the state-financed land settlement and
taxation campaign, the consent of peasants was required to replace barshchina with
obrok.21 In cases where the land settlement and taxation campaign had been
accomplished, the amount of rent dues was defined according to the taxation records;
if not, it was fixed in temporary wackenbücher. On all other state estates, the form of
rent was dependent on an agreement between the manor renter and the tenant. In the
course of the transition, the collective responsibility of paying the obrok was imposed
on the communities (all farm heads living on an estate). It was an effective way of
making sure peasants met their obligations. This principle did not correspond to local
reality – the individual tenure of peasant farms persisted until the peasants acquired
hereditary rights to their landholdings in the 1870s as a result of the 1869 Decree22

and the collective rent contracts were replaced with individual ones. On noble estates,
the agrarian laws of 1849 (Livland) and 1856 (Estland) paved the way for the
transition to money rent,23 but the provisions allowing for payment of rent in money
could be implemented only on the initiative of the manor owner. It was up to the
manor owner to decide the terms of the rent contracts made with peasants.

The transition process on state estates became especially intensive in 1848.
By 1855, farms paying money rent made up approximately 70% of all farms on state
estates both in Livland and Kurland (Strod 1970, p. 302; Lust 2005, p. 124). In
Estland all state peasants had started to pay money rent by 1857. On peasant land of
noble estates the transition to purely money rent also began in Kurland in the late
1840s, but in Livland and Estland it only began in earnest during the mid-1860s (Strod
1970, p. 303; Rosenberg 1985, pp. 268–9). Although the money rent as well as the
land prices (redemption payments were also fixed according to the land taxation
results) on state estates were considerably lower than on private manors, the
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replacement of barshchina with obrok paid directly to the state significantly increased
state revenues (Lust 2005, pp. 125–6). The policy of Kiselev’s ministry was to
introduce money rent on state estates. In more backward areas in Livland,
administrative officials in some cases even had to persuade reluctant peasants to switch
to money rent (Lust 2005, p. 127). By contrast, landlords were usually not willing to
give up barshchina. The traditionally barshchina-based manors could not do, at least not
immediately, without an unpaid labor force.

The divergence between legislation and practice should be stressed, however.
Although various instructions made possible profound changes in rural tenure
arrangements on state estates by the early 1840s, their provisions were implemented
more generally only in the 1860s.

Was the attempt to reform the state peasantry socially, economically, or politically
motivated? In Great Russia in the 1830s there was arguably a change in emphasis from
legal and social aspects of the peasant question to economic and technical problems
(McKenzie Pintner 1967, p. 120). In the Baltic provinces, the government reformers
seemed to have several goals, none of which can be underestimated. With respect to
the cotters and landless, social motives apparently stood in the foreground. The
legislation had to impede the emergence of a landless proletariat, which the
government feared would make the Baltic provinces of Russia liable to the sort of
revolutions that had occurred in other parts of Europe in 1830 and 1848 (Moon 1999,
pp. 228–9). Economic considerations also came into play: in the course of the
reforms, the local offices of the Ministry of State Domains had the task of encouraging
improvements in agrotechnology. Above all the government was interested in
increasing state revenues from the peasantry but, on the other hand, rent payments
were set far below the market value. Clearly, the peasantry was not viewed primarily
in economic terms.

Before the reform-minded Kiselev was appointed as head of the Ministry of State
Domains, some efforts to ‘protect’ peasants were undertaken by the local authorities.
After the creation of the above-mentioned Ministry, most legal acts regulating land use
on state estates were worked out in St Petersburg, although the provincial offices of
the Ministry as well as the Baltic governor general were not excluded, and were
enforced in all three Baltic gubernii. The tsarist government aimed to integrate the
Baltic provinces with the ‘western provinces’ and Great Russia, and minimize the
historical distinctiveness of the borderlands.

The increasing intrusion of the imperial authorities into agrarian policy in the
Baltic provinces was not welcomed by the Baltic German nobility, which feared that
this would restrict their privileges, impact politically as well as economically and force
them to make concessions to their former serfs. It caused tensions between the
St Petersburg authorities and the local nobility, which was used to administering ‘local
affairs’ in the Baltic provinces. The Baltic German ruling elites had retained their
power both in urban and provincial administration under Russian rule (Thaden 1981).
The widespread conversion of peasants to the tsar’s faith – Russian Orthodoxy – in the
1840s had already alarmed the Baltic landlords. The Baltic German nobility
traditionally had a strong voice in rural policy while they occupied several key and a
number of minor positions in the huge bureaucratic apparatus of the capital and the
provinces. It should also be noted that until the mid-nineteenth century their position
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seemed to be safe due to the fact that the agrarian reforms enforced on the noble
estates in the Baltic area devised by the local knights enjoyed great respect among the
Russian nobility. The general attitude toward the landless emancipation, which had
taken place in the Baltics in the reign of Alexander I and was known in Russia as ‘the
Baltic model’, became critical24 only after a wave of peasant unrest had swept over
Estland in 1858. Although the tsar and his government regretted the landless
emancipation of Baltic peasants,25 they urged landowners elsewhere to follow the
Baltic example; partly at the insistence of Minister Kiselev, that assumption changed
(Lincoln 1990, p. 65).

The clash of opinions during the reform process between those higher officials
who favored the Baltic Germans and those who opposed them can be illustrated by the
following example. When the Second Department of the Ministry of State Domains
delivered a draft of the new law on land settlement on state lands in the Baltic gubernii
to the State Council in early 1853, it stressed the need to change the administration of
land organization in Livland, which differed not only from that in the western gubernii
but even from that found in other Baltic provinces. It also complained about the
inadequate control the ministry had had over land surveys.26 The Legal Department
discussed the draft. Advocating the position of the Baltic German landowners, it found
that land taxation on state estates should be based on local experience, agriculture, and
peasant laws relating to the noble estates. The allotment of demesne lands to cottagers
would mean a profound change in the social order of the rural Baltic provinces, where
the peasantry had been divided into a minority of rather well-off tenants and a
majority of landless tenants. Moreover, state estates severely reduced in size would
decline economically and the authority of manor renters, as well as their patrimonial
police rights over the peasants, would be weakened. Lower rents paid by state
peasants would reduce the incomes of noble manor owners and state revenues might
also fall.27 The Second Department was assigned the task of reworking its proposed
draft but this left the majority of the criticisms discussed above unattended to.28

The Baltic example suggests that Nicholas I and Kiselev made a serious attempt to
carry out reforms on the ‘peasant question’. Wide-ranging reforms were carried
through in the Baltic provinces, where the ruling gentry were not Russians but
predominantly Baltic Germans (although these were extremely conservative and loyal
to the throne). The resistance of the Baltic German nobility to tsarist government
reform projects can be compared neither in its scope nor its importance to the
resistance they met in Russia. The task that lay before the government reformers in
the Baltic was also less difficult than in Great Russia because in the Baltic case state
domains were not a major source of state revenue. Second, the agricultural policy of
the local nobility, which can be labeled ‘conservative’ in some respects, was not in fact
directed against the capitalist reorganization of manorial economy, but only against all
forms of state intrusion in ‘local affairs’ (Dukhanov 1985, pp. 558–66).

Pintner maintains that in Russia, Kiselev’s projects were limited in their potential
effect because they did not attack the central economic problem – low productivity
(McKenzie Pintner 1967, p. 170). The limited funds available and the poor quality of
the administrative personnel had severely reduced the effectiveness of the various
projects (McKenzie Pintner 1967, pp. 178–9). In the Baltic provinces the reforms
produced significant changes. The relative success should be attributed to the fact that
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the Baltic peasantry was better prepared to receive Kiselev’s reforms than their
Russian counterparts. It has already been stressed in connection with another major
attempt to transform the Russian village, made in the early twentieth century, that the
results of agrarian reform programs largely depended on pre-reform conditions.29

Kiselev entrusted decisions about agriculture and the form of rent to the villages/
communes, and his preference for exhortation instead of coercion was effective in the
more developed Baltic area. As already noted above, the overall response of the Baltic
peasantry to the idea of paying rent in money was highly enthusiastic. The
replacement of labor dues with obrok,30 in its turn, almost immediately acted as an
incentive to develop one’s farm and increase its productivity. As long as their surplus
production had been taken away by the manor leaseholders or the state through feudal
dues, the peasants had had little interest in improving farming. Now progress in
agriculture was based on more efficient use of labor, more careful tilling and better
fertilization. The greater capacity for market adaptation of the Baltic peasants resulted
from the dominance of middle-sized holdings (i.e. peasant farms were larger than in
Russia), the culture of individual tenure and cultivation, closeness to (large) sea ports,
well-developed communications, high rates of literacy, etc.

Conclusion

In the Baltic provinces Kiselev’s reforms produced significant changes in the economic
situation of the state peasantry. The reforms in the Baltic provinces ought to have had
a more limited impact on the agrarian order than they actually did. We may say that
measures aimed only at modifying the feudal order in fact helped to overcome it.
In what turned out to be a favorable context for reform, Nicholas I and Kiselev were
able to initiate profound changes in the villages. In Great Russia one of the purposes of
the laws written by Kiselev’s Ministry, as well as the result of their enforcement, was
to reduce the arbitrary activity of officials and enhance the ability of peasants to meet
their obligations (Adams 1985, p. 32). The Baltic experience was distinctive within
the empire. Here the reforms had a ‘beneficial effect on the economic welfare of the
peasants’ as in Great Russia (Adams 1985, p. 43), and at the same time an
independent peasantry emerged which formed the economic basis of the modern
nation and later, nation-state (Jansen 1985, pp. 41–57; Kõll 1994, pp. 11–19).
Peasant-based agriculture was the main economic sector as far as employment, volume
of production and exports were concerned.

We may conclude that in more developed Baltic provinces there was no need for
more or better ‘tutelage’ by the state, but the peasants instead had to be freed from
the restraints of feudal exploitation. The effects were far-reaching. At the end of
Kiselev’s ministry, the state peasants in the Baltic gubernii were significantly more
prosperous than they had been before his period of office, and as the reformers
intended, the state’s income from peasants increased (Lust 2005, pp. 175–8).

Both the legal and the economic position of the Baltic state peasants were better
than that of their counterparts living on private (noble) manors. The imperial
authorities initiated many of the so-called peasant emancipation reforms in the Baltics:
(1) it was tsarist government legislation that forced peasants to start paying money
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rent instead of labor rent much earlier than on noble estates; (2) the state-financed
land settlement campaign enabled villages or individual households to consolidate
farms of their own free will during the 1840s; on noble estates the land consolidation
was largely dependent on the will of the landlords and it started on a larger scale only
in the 1860s. Only the law permitting the peasants to buy their landholdings in
perpetuity on private manors in Livland was passed ten years earlier (in 1849) than
when the state peasants acquired the same right. Yet in Kurland only the 1863 law
granted former seigniorial peasants full property rights over their land.31

Notes

1 For example, two limited reforms of serfdom: the decree of 1842 on ‘obliged
peasants’ and a decree of 1847 allowing seigniorial peasants to redeem themselves
by buying their estates.

2 Recently, however, Susan P. McCaffray has challenged this traditional view and
stated that, in fact, the reign of Alexander I was critical in advancing the process of
serf emancipation (McCaffray 2005, pp. 1–21).

3 See more in Kahk (1988, pp. 229–74).
4 As an exception one should mention Olga Crisp, who has written positively on the

Kiselev reforms (Crisp 1978).
5 For a brief overview of nineteenth century peasant legislation see Kõll (1994,

pp. 22–38); Ray Abrahams and Juhan Kahk (1994) give a combined historical and
ethnographic account of developments in Estonian rural society from the
nineteenth century to the 1990s.

6 Cottagers formed a motley social category. Some were artisans; others did
seasonal work and usually rented small pieces of land, see Strods (1987,
pp. 163–4) and Rosenberg (1985, pp. 247).

7 Polnoe Sobranie Zakonov (hereafter PSZ) I, Vol. XXXIII (1816), No. 26 277;
Vol. XXXIV (1817), No. 27 024; Vol. XXXVI (1819), No. 27,735.

8 Eesti Ajalooarhiiv (Estonian Historical Archives, hereafter EAA), f. 30, n. 1, s.
440, l. 1–1p.

9 Rossiiskii Gosudarstvennyi Istoricheskii Arkhiv (hereafter RGIA), f. 385, op. 1, d.
161, listy 75–99.

10 PSZ II, Vol. XXIV (1849), No. 23,385; Vol. XXXI (1856), No. 30,693; PSZ II,
Vol. XXXVIII (1863), No. 40 034a.

11 Historians do not agree as to whether Russian state peasants were serfs or not.
Boris Mironov argues that state peasants were liberated as late as 1866. In the
Baltic provinces, the seigniorial and state peasants alike had been liberated during
the reign of Alexander I (Mironov 1999, p. 392).

12 PSZ II, Vol. XVI (1841), No. 14643.
13 These and a number of other regulatory codes are published in the appendices of

Lust (2005, documents 4–5).
14 PSZ II, Vol. XXIX (1854), No. 27886.
15 Second Department, 8 April 1853, RGIA, f. 1149, op. 4, d. 43, l. 2–11ob.
16 In fact, any land reform could not completely solve the problems of the landless

and the holders of small plots. For the example of Germany, see Achilles (1993,
p. 162).
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17 RGIA, f. 381, op. 2, d. 600, l. 48–63 ob., 67–70, 73–101.
18 Verdict of Council of the Minister, 27 March 1851, RGIA, f. 381, op. 2, d. 600, l.

127–135.
19 Some of them published in Lust (2005, documents 7, 8, 13, 15).
20 Report on the results of regulirovaniya (1874): RGIA, f. 381, op. 46, d. 94,

l. 48–62.
21 Published in Lust (2005, document 6).
22 PSZ II, Vol. XLIV (1869), No. 46,883.
23 PSZ II, Vol. XXIV (1849), No. 23,385; Vol. XXXI (1856), No. 30,693.
24 Nicholas I and Kiselev, however, were already opposed to it before this

(Vyskochkov 2001, p. 364).
25 For example, they frequently urged a return to protective measures (McCaffray

2005, p. 9). The government continued its pressure on the Baltic German Knights
during the 1840s. In 1847 Kiselev demanded that the free contract principle
should be given up, and the terms for transition to money rent should be fixed
(Kahk 1978, p. 157).

26 RGIA, f. 1149, op. 4, d. 43, l. 110.
27 Verdict of the Department, 15 May 1853, RGIA, f. 1149, op. 4, d. 43, l.

149–163.
28 Second Department, 4 December 1853, RGIA, f. 1149, op. 4, d. 43, l.

166–184ob.
29 Robert E. Blobaum has shown recently how important the pre-reform situation

can be by examining the Polish peasantry’s response to the Stolypin reforms
(Blobaum 2000, pp. 406–26).

30 The most important factor in the economics and development of the peasant
household was its manpower, as many of the innovations required substantial input
of labor. The unused labor reserves now available, characteristic of feudalism, had
a considerable effect (Kahk 1982, p. 118).

31 PSZ II, Vol. XXXVIII (1863), No. 40,034a.
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Rosenberg, T. (1985) ‘Über die Ausdifferenzierung der sozialen Schichtung im Estnischen

Dorf in der zweiten Hälfte des 19. Jh.’, in Loit, A. (ed.) (1985) National Movements
in the Baltic Countries during the 19th Century, Studia Baltica Stockholmiensia 2:1
(Uppsala, Almqvist & Wiksell).

Strod, G. (1970) ‘Perekhod k ispol’zovaniiu naemnoi rabochei sily v kazennyh imeniyah
Kurlandskoi gubernii v 40–50-kh godakh XIX v.’, in Yatsunskii, V. K. (ed.) (1970)
Ezhegodnik po agrarnoi istorii Vostochnei Evropy, 1965 (Moscow, Izd-vo Moskovskogo
universiteta).

Strods, H. (1985) ‘Veränderungen der Agrarstruktur und die junglettische Bewegung in
Lettland in den 40er–70er Jahren des 19. Jahrhunderts’, in Loit, A. (ed.) (1985)

70 JOURNAL OF BALTIC STUDIES



National Movements in the Baltic Countries during the 19th Century, Studia Baltica
Stockholmiensia 2:1 (Uppsala, Almqvist & Wiksell).

Strods, H. (1987) Kurzemes kron� a zemes un zemnieki 1795–1861 (Riga, Zinātne).
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