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Those Poor, Misunderstood Rich People:

Russia’s Industrialists in the Late-Imperial Period
Within the realm of recorded history, groups have fallen by the wayside, the losers in political struggles.  One group which history has almost forgotten was the businessmen of Russia prior to bolshevik rule.  Because much of the intelligentsia was, more or less, hostile toward them, and they were on the losing side of the Russian Revolution, the Russian mercantile class–called the “kupechestvo”–was either ignored or vilified by Russian historians.  They were disliked by those who wrote during their own time, and were loathed by those who wrote official history following their demise.  Following the collapse of communism, historians have shown that far from being derelict in their duties as Russian citizens, the conniving, mustache twirling villains of Soviet history, or the shadowy characters of late-Imperial Russian writers, members of the kupechestvo, specifically those in large cities between the years 1890 through 1905, were active in fulfilling their civic, cultural, and philanthropological duties as members of Russian society.

Perhaps, the most important group of kupechestvo were found in Moscow.  A small group of business families–known as dynasties--constituted the upper stratum of the Moscow kupechestvo.  One of the most significant historical works concerning the kupechestvo during this period is Jo Ann Ruckman’s The Moscow Business Elite: A Social and Cultural Portrait of Two Generations, 1840-1905.  Ruckman argues that wealth did not necessarily correlate to prestige among its members.  Rather, it was their commitment to philanthropy and other civic duties which put them at the top of Muscovite society.  In a quote from P. A. Buryshkin, she underlines this point:

There were families who were considered by everyone to be at the top of the Moscow kupechestvo; there were other families who considered themselves such, but others did not always agree with this; there were those who pretended to primacy, thanks to their wealth ...  But . . . however strange, in old Moscow wealth did not play a decisive role.  Almost all the families who must be put in the first place in the sense of their significance and influence were not from among those who would be celebrated for their wealth.  Sometimes there was a correspondence, but only in those cases where the wealth served as the source of broad philanthropological undertakings.

Within the business elite in late-imperial Russia, a recognizable contrast existed between the two generations that in this period represented the city’s leading families.  According to Ruckman, the contrast between the two generations rested primarily on their vastly different education and upbringing; it was representative of the cultural progress made by the kupechestvo during the late-nineteenth century, and of changes occurring in Russian society as a whole.
  Generally speaking, the older generations, born in the 1830s through the 1850s, included the industrialists who had established the reputation of their families not only through successful business activities, but through philanthropy, patronage of the arts and sciences, assembling art collections, and participation in public affairs. The men and women of this generation succeeded in lifting themselves out of poverty.  Most came from lower-class neighborhoods and been born into families where neither parent was literate.  There were, of course some who rose to prominence who never learned to read nor write, such as Alekseevich Guchkov, a peasant merchant who became a millionaire while remaining illiterate.  Some kupechestvo who learned to read and write only barely managed to do so, and involved the practice only when working.  Thus, for many families, it was up to later generations to expand their intellectual horizons beyond basic literacy and mathematical skills used for business purposes.  Still, it was the adults of the older generation which enabled the younger generation to pursue higher education and greater civic participation by securing for their families financial security.

In most cases, members of the younger generation, born in the 1860s through the 1880s, inherited from their elders a secure position at the top of the business world’s social hierarchy.  While frequently continuing the philanthropy, patronage, and other public activities that were typical of their parents, the younger generation gave a new tone to all these activities, and above all, showed a greater interest in the display of their own unique talents and abilities.  Much like the merchants in America and the bourgeoisie of France, the kupechestvo of Moscow found themselves in a situation where they suddenly had wealth at or above the level of most nobles, were living in similar homes, were receiving a similar quality of education, and yet, they did not have a corresponding degree of political influence.  While the older generation was content to play a more passive role in public affairs, leaving the initiative to better-qualified members of the bureaucracy, nobility, and intelligentsia, the members of the younger generation, much more interested in developing their own talents, were prepared to take a much more active role in public life.
  According to Ruckman, the reason the kupechestvo was unable to affect a revolution or political liberalization, such as had the American or French middle-class, was that during the first generation many of them were actually in favor of a more powerful monarch and a reduced bureaucracy, and members of the second generation became too absorbed in trying to display their individuality, involving themselves in the arts and sciences, that they lost sight of creating a more liberal society.

Blair A. Ruble produces a much more scathing account of the kupechestvo.  In her book Second Metropolis: Pragmatic Pluralism in Gilded Age Chicago, Silver Age Moscow, and Meiji Osaka, she blames many of the problems confronted by peasant workers in Moscow on the wealthy capitalists.  The most important problem faced by the workers was overcrowded living conditions, and she dedicates the entire ninth chapter to blaming the kupechestvo for those conditions.  Yet, in her listing of statistics, she inadvertently shows how the kupechestvo was not responsible.  She describes the rapid urbanization of Moscow following the Great Reforms of 1861.  Supposedly, since this was the time the older generation of kupechestvo were leaving the industrial districts and moving into posh mansions while the workers lived in increasingly crowded apartments, it must have been the fault of the kupechestvo.  She completely overlooks the fact that prior to the older generation moving into the mansions they had previously lived in conditions similar to the workers.  She even admits on page 267 that inadequate government funding and the “heavy hand of imperial bureaucrats” thwarted most urban modernization plans until the end of the nineteenth century.  Because the older generation was more concerned with philanthropological projects than politics, they did not initially have much impact upon the bureaucracy, yet they did have a positive effect upon the education of the working class.  When the younger generation got involved in politics is when positive change came to Moscow.  The reason for the overcrowding was a lack of public transportation, which required workers to live within walking distance of their place of employment.  Once mass transportation was introduced, the problem did begin to become alleviated, as people could live farther away from their workplace, and as architectural technology advanced, the volume of available living spaces increased.

Michael F. Hamm, editor of The City in Late Imperial Russia, is somewhat of a median between Ruckman and Ruble.  He shows that the problem of overcrowded living quarters was not caused by the kupechestvo.  Factory owners traditionally owned the living quarters in which their workers resided.  As the city became more and more crowded, workers squeezed into these barracks like apartments, where their personal space amounted to a small cot.  Although many westerners were appalled to see workers living in such conditions, it is ironic that similar reactions were not evoked by seeing students living in dormitories or in youth hostels.
  Still, he does admit that the kupechestvo did become aware of the severe overcrowding of these quarters, and although they did attempt to alleviate the situation, more could have been done.  Hamm does show that Ruble’s argument, that the capitalists were responsible for the continued squalor in which Moscow’s workers lived, is false.  According to Hamm, “[t]he Russian city never attained the corporate autonomy and distinctiveness achieved over centuries by the European city.”
  Thus, the city was little more than “an administrative extension of the central government.”
  As the younger generation came into its own, the duma--the city’s policy-making council–and the uprava–the executive board–and the office of the mayor came under their control.  However, in 1905, the reactionary central government established the gradonachal’stvo–the City Prefecture–which paralleled and supervised the functions of the other offices.  The central government further reduced the power of the kupechestvo by decreasing Moscow’s electorate from 18,000 to 6,000.
  Hamm argues that those kupechestvo who were involved in city government truly hoped for and tried to affect a positive change.  He cites that during the first fifteen years of its operation, the duma opened schools and hospitals, began municipal public works projects such as street lighting and paving, water supply and sewage systems, and considered proposals for greater involvement in many areas of public health, housing, and urban transport.  The proportion of the city budget dedicated to health, education, and welfare increased from one-quarter in 1894 to almost three-fifths by 1913.
  Hamm does not as nearly sanctify the kupechestvo as does Ruckman, but his book goes a long way in defeating the notion that capitalism, or even the elite capitalists were entirely to blame for the problems faced by the working class.

One aspect of Russia’s business elite which Ruckman and Hamm touch upon, but do not fully discuss is the problem native-born kupechestvo’s encountered with regard to foreign-born kupechestvo’s.  William Blackwell picks up on this subject where the other two trail off.  In his book The Industrialization of Russia: An Historical Perspective, a more clear picture of the relationship between these two groups comes to light.  The dominant group of foreign-born entrepeneurs were of German herritage, the largest group being in St. Petersburg, with many more spread around the Baltic Region.  According to Blackwell, these Germans enjoyed many more privilages than the other national minorities, and were “quickly absorbed into the upper levels of the Russian social-economic structure...”
  They quickly gained dominance over the rapidly, industrializing city of Riga.  They esbablished railroad companies that were responsible for laying much of the track in the Baltic Region, and also became barons of the banking industry.  Aside from Germans, men of various other nationalities came to Russia.  Most of them established their base in St. Petersburg.  The city’s textile industry was dominated by Englishmen, and Americans dominated the insurance market.  The Baltic Region was not the only area to come largely under the control of foreign-born industrialists.  The Caucasian oil and Ukrainian coal and metallurgical industries were also dominated by foreigners.  Not all of these foreigners lived in Russia.  In many cases, the corporations were controlled by foreign investors who rarely–if ever–set foot on Russian soil.  Even so, most often, the factory managers were foreign-born.
  Jewish entrepreneurs also came on the scene.  In Warsaw and Odessa–two cities with very large Jewish populations–they had extensive holdings in the railroad, banking, and fuel industries, and a virtual monopoly over the sugar industry.
  Unfortunately, Blackwell does not show how the native-born kupechestvo dealt with the problem of foreign-born industrialists.  He hints that they generally accepted them into their circle.  However, there must have been some conflicts over culture, religion, and language, as he says that there were some foreign-born industrialists who refused to assimilate into Russian culture.

Considering all that the kupechestvo did to positively affect the lives of others, the question arises as to why they have been viewed with such contempt by historians.  One clue is given by Ruth AmEnde Roosa in her book Russian Industrialists in an Era of Revolution: The Association of Industry and Trade, 1906-1917.  According to Roosa, in the early part of the twentieth century, Russian industrialists were caught in a three-way crossfire from marxist writers, the liberal intelligentsia, and agrarian conservatives.  All these groups were suspicious that the Association of Industry and Trade, a group set up by industry leaders to promote economic growth, was not interested in advancing the nation’s general welfare, but was interested only in advancing the “narrow interests of the business class.”
  Socialists attacked the Association and industry leaders for its apparent hostility toward labor and social welfare legislation.  The liberals decried the general political inactivity of the Association and industrial elites.  The conservatives contended that the kupechestvo were not seeking to promote the nation’s economy, but were instead creating monopolistic corporations that restrained expansion and maximized profits.
  Roosa demonstrates these three beliefs by providing several excerpts from newspapers of the time and historical works written by socialist during the kupechestvo’s own time, and during the reign of the communist party.  She takes the side of the Association of Industry and Trade in this argument.  She believes that the reason that the Association did not embrace the cause of political reform was its members, the kupechestvo, equated the prospects for a favorable outcome in the turmoil that was Late-Imperial Russia with the rise of the commercial-industrial class to a position of influence in national affairs.
  Still, she does agree with most other historians, that the Association and most of its members did not live up to its “self-appointed role as the architect of a ‘bright and happy’ future for the Russian homeland,” and was not as active in philanthropic activities as it could have afforded to be.

Another link, perhaps even more serious, was that between members of the kupechestvo and foreign-born managers.  Many industrialists in Moscow were loathe to hire Russian-born managers, as they considered them to be of inferior quality, compared to Europeans, especially Germans.  These Germans who were brought in turned out to be hard-driving managers.  Thus, the workers resented the kupechestvo for bringing in harsh managers, and the intellectuals of Russia resented foreign-born workers taking jobs away from native-born Russians.  William Brumfield, Boris Anan’ich, and Yuri Petrov, in their recent jointly edited book, Commerce in Russian Urban Culture, 1861-1914, hammer this point home with the information that several German-born emigres founded very successful trading firms in Moscow, and using connections within the banking industry secured loans to fund the construction of Lutheran churches.

Another historian, Harley Balzer, editor of Russia’s Missing Middle Class: The Professions in Russian History, takes another approach to determining why the kupechestvo was unpopular among academic circles, and was later villified by marxist writers.  He argues that within the middle class itself there are two distinct groups: the entrepreneurs and the professionals–the capitalists and the non-capitalists.  The professional group was made up of doctors, lawyers, teachers, et cetera.  Unlike Britain, where the industrial elite established dominance over the middle class prior to the rapid growth of professionalism, Balzer argues that in Russia, both groups developed, more or less, at the same time, with the number of professionals outweighing the entrepreneurs.  The middle class, he contends, was weak not only because it was small, but because it was made up of two distinct groups, each with its own set of values and outlooks towards society.  It was thus that the kupechestvo did not take up a conspicuously active role in politics; because it could not unite its two very small groups in order to achieve even its common aims with the professionals.  Similarly, because the two groups were in competition, it was easy for the professional group to detach and consider themselves part of the inteligentsia, as it was both unfassionable and a misrepresentation for them to be called “bourgiouse.”

Beyond the lack of class homogeny described by Balzer, there was also a regional factionalization of the kupechestvo.  Susan McCaffray, in her book The Politics of Industrialization in Tzarist Russia: The Association of Southern Coal and Steel Producers, 1874-1914, argues that the picture of Russian industrial elites was one of “regional and sectoral discord, as well as social isolation.”
  According to her, the manufacturing and merchant establishment of Russia’s interior developed a spirit of extreme patriotism, with a decidedly “slavophilic tone,” and were more prone to engage in acts of welfare.  In St. Petersburg, they were more cosmopolitan, and less likely to engage in the kinds of philanthropological activities of their counterparts in Moscow or the Donbass Region.  In the southern portions of the empire, industrialists feared interfearance from northerners, and while not cosmopolitan, were proud of their ethnic diversity.
  This may have also been a reason why the kupechestvo could not mount a political front, as the three regions had three distinct sets of values and goals.

Still, as Daniel Brower points out, not all members of the kupechestvo were inactive in politics and philanthropy.  With the aid of money donated by wealthy families, and supported by those members of the kupechestvo who served on city councils, charitable societies increased in size, number, and activity throughout Russia’s vast urban neighborhoods to “struggle against drunkenness, eliminate coarse manners, and improve the moral and intellectual level of the people.”
  The most successful were the temperence societies, which numbered 600 by the beginning of the twentieth century, which is amazing considering that the temperence movement in Russia began less than a quarter-century previous.  Brower states that it is easy to dismiss the success of the philanthropological societies as efforts to “restrain the growing turbulence of the urban labor force.”
  However, he argues that recent work has shown that large numbers of workers did, indeed, attend and benefitted from the lectures these societies sponsored.
  It is not hard to imagine why factory owners and management would invest in such programs.  A happy, sober worker is less likely to cause problems.  However, Brower also presents evidence that many members of the kupechestvo who got involved in politics really were interested not in philanthropy but their own interests.  In his discussion of urban politics during this period, he recounts how duma elections were fixed with “promised, intimidation, vodka, and outright bribes of a very miserly sum” by factory owners.  He also reports that one observer, the governor of Kharkov, noted that “powerful capitalists” “intervened for their own interests or for the profit of their own party in city elections.”
  Still, this does not mean that all kupechestvo were only interested in lining their own pockets at the expense of that nation.  Indeed, it was the wife of one of Russia’s richest railroad barons who was responsible for patronizing Tschaikovsky and facilitating his rise to stardom.  While their philanthropic work was  not on the level of Carnaigie, many of the things they are responsible for have come to be synonymous with Russian culture.

There are several problems remaining in this field of study, still today.  Aside from a lack of proper, in-depth analysis of the kupechestvo as a sector of Russian society in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, there is very little written about the relationship between workers and the persons who owned the factories they worked in.
In Russia, the only nation to have a proletariat revolution, there was no established bourgouise.  While that issue has been written about, and the workers have been written about, and analyzed to the n-th degree, very little attention has been payed to the industrialists and their families who Marx said were the root cause of society’s problems, and thus the key to the revolution.  Western historians have written about the relationship between workers and factory owners in America and Great Britain.  In the case of Russian historians, while volumes of books have been written about how workers related to various levels of management, but they have not yet seriously analyzed the relationship between the workers and factory owners.  Books, articles, and television documentaries abound concerning America’s business elites of this very same period: Carnigie, Rockefeller, Morgan, and Vanderbilt.  Still, in the English language, there remains to be published any kind of biography on any Russian industrialist, let alone a member of the Late-Imperial kupechestvo.  The major problem encountered when attempting to create a biographical sketch, or analyzation of the kupechestvo is likely the lack of available documentation, as is always the case when dealing with a period of a country’s history surrounding and including a revolution.

The one question which none of the sources discussed in this paper so much as touched upon, let alone answered, is “what happened to the kupechestvo?”  Historians tell about what happened to the blacklisted authors of McCarthyism, the aristocrats who fled France in 1789, and the Jacobites of eighteenth century Scotland.  However, nothing has been printed in the English language as to where the families of the kupechestvo went or what became of their fortunes.  The most recent, and interesting work on the  issue relating to post-1917 kupechestvo, or rather their fortunes, is being conducted by a graduate student at Florida State University, Frank Fiarro.  His investigation into the reasons for the British and American intervention into the Russian Civil war in 1918 has revealed that the troops were sent not just to protect the weapons and equipment sent to Russia as part of the Entente’s war against Germany from the Bolsheviks.  They were also there to protect the investments of Western capitalists, and to prevent those Germans who controlled large shares in Russian industries from using those industries to help Germany wage war against the remaining Entente Powers.

The elites of Russia’s merchant class, long vilified, in reality, was a vibrant class of society-conscious citizens.  Having emerged from the lower classes, they never forgot their roots, and they did much to give back to their community.  Unfortunately, because they were on the losing side of a struggle in which the victor eradicated his opponents, the overall impression they made upon Russian society was negligible.  In a world where almost everyone else around them resented them, it is small wonder why they as a social group were washed away by tide of revolution.
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