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complained in 1873 that there was a 'devastating and disgusting 

contrast with the atmosphere in which I entered the government 

thirteen years ago'.9 

On the other hand, such changes in attitudes and personnel did 

not necessarily mean that the whole base of the regime shifted from 

enlightened reform to unyielding reaction. There are too many 

threads running through the reign as a whole to allow for such an 

unqualified break. There is evidence, for example, of the enormous 

influence of conservative bureaucrats in boiling down the proposals 

for emancipation before 1861, resulting in widespread discontent 

with the actual conditions of freedom. There was also a lack of 

effective co-ordination between the various sections of the unre

formed central government, especially between the Departments, 

Chancellery and Council of State; this tended, from the beginning of 

the reign, to impede the full implementation of the edicts. The 

counterpart to reaction in the so-called era of reforms was reform in 

the phase of reaction. Obvious examples were the Municipal Statute 

of 1870 and Alexander's decision in 1881 to accept Melikov's plan for 

a limited consultative assembly of elected representatives of public 

opinion. The latter, in fact, was cancelled only because of Alexander 

II's assassination and the imposition of a far more reactionary 

regime by Alexander III. 

A. J. Rieber has emphasized another type of continuity between 

the beginning and end of the reign. Alexander II's main concerns, 

the argument runs, were always military and fiscal; these provided 

the original impetus behind emancipation and continued to 

dominate all aspects of domestic policy throughout the period. 

Serfdom, Alexander realized, had 'spawned an outmoded army' and 

'crippled the treasury'. 2 Emancipation was therefore a prelude to a 

more efficient army and a more modern fiscal system, the achieve

ment of which were always given priority throughout the 1860s and 

1870s. This argument, while drawing attention away from the value 

of some of the legal and social changes, does provide the period with a 

degree of stability and consistency. In any case, like his two 

immediate predecessors, Alexa,1der II realized that effective 

autocracy must depend ultimately on sound financial management 

and military strength. This was a traditional Romanov approach 

and had as much to do with Alexander's reforms as any enlightened 

theories. 
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