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Abstract

In the late 1850s - early 1870s, the Eastern question was still relevant to the Russian
society. Meanwhile, events related to the Crimean War, a need to overcome consequences of
the defeat and carry out domestic reforms led to a decrease in the importance of the Eastern
problem from the point of view of Russian public interest compared to a previous period.
However, with the strengthening of Russia’s internal and external position in the mid-sixties,
public interest in the Eastern question revived. Foreign policy issues drew special attention of
conservatives and Slavophiles.

Keywords: The Eastern question; the Balkans; the Black Sea Straits; the Russian soci-
ety; conservatives; Slavophiles.

At the time being, disputes within Russian public circles have taken form of discus-
sions about new priorities in terms of solving a central aspect of the Eastern question
- augmentation of Russian influence in the Balkans and the Black Sea Straits. It should
be noted that a public vision of the priorities in this issue did not remain unchanged. One
part of the society believed that the problem of the Balkans was only a means for solving
the key problem of the Straits. Others believed that a resolution of the Straits issue was
inseparable from the incorporation of the Balkan region in one form or another into the
sphere of Russia’s political and spiritual influence. Still the third denied the need to put
the Bosporus and the Dardanelles under Russia’s control, insisting on strengthening the
indirect (economic and cultural) influence of Russia in the Balkan region.

Despite the fact that the views of representatives of the above-mentioned groups
were not always opposite to each other, they belonged to different social trends. Thus, the
purpose of this article is to elucidate ideas about the Eastern question, ways to solve it and
interests of Russia from the point of view of the main socio-political trends: conservative,
Slavophil and liberal.

After the defeat in the Crimean War, Russia faced the problem of forming a new
foreign policy concept. It was briefly formulated by Alexander Gorchakov, the Minister
of Foreign Affairs of Russia, in two circular dispatches sent to Russian embassies and
missions abroad. It suggested a rejection of the “inheritance” of the Holy Alliance and a
revision of the attitude towards Austria, which had pursued a policy hostile to Russia
during the Crimean War of 1853-1856.!
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It was proclaimed that the main attention was to be paid to internal prob-
lems, and foreign policy was to be subordinated to the solution of these problems.

On the international arena, Russia had to be cautious, healing wounds
and gathering strengths. Gorchakov’s famous phrase from the circular of 2
September 18562 proclaimed: “Russia is blamed for self-isolation and keeping
silence. It is said that Russia is exasperated. Russia is not exasperated. Russia
is concentrating.”

The tendency to pursue a policy of the status quo (with the exception of
territorial advancement in the North Caucasus, Central Asia and the Far East)
prevailed in the government circles of Russia until the mid-1870s. Gorchakov,
in his report to Emperor Alexander Il in 1865, still insisted on the necessity to
subordinate foreign policy to the tasks of internal development.*

In the eastern direction, the Russian government and society agreed that
the immediate goal of Russian diplomacy was the elimination of the conse-
quences of defeat in the Crimean war. According to the Treaty of Paris and the
Russian-Turkish Convention of 30 March 1856, the Black Sea was declared open
“for commercial navigation of all nations”, and therefore Russia and Turkey were
forbidden to have fleets and naval arsenals in the Black Sea basin. >

Thus, Russia was in a worse position than the Ottoman Empire, which
retained the right to have naval forces in the Marmara Sea, near Constantino-
ple (Istanbul).The convention on the Bosporus and the Dardanelles attached
to the Treaty of Paris, was directed against Russia. It banned a presence of all
warships in the Black Sea only for a time when the Ottoman Empire was in
a state of peace. It meant that in the event of a war between Russia and the
Ottoman Empire an enemy’s fleet could pass through the Straits and threaten
the unprotected Black Sea coast of Russia.

As aresult, despite the fact that liberalization of the Black Sea had greatly
contributed to Russia’s success in trade and postal communication in the region,
the Black Sea security problem remained crucial in Russia’s foreign policy.®

At that time this problem caused a lively response of the Russian society.
In a short period of time, from 1858 to 1860, Peter Chikhachev, a responsible
officer of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and a well-known Russian geographer,
traveler and publicist, published three articles in which he analyzed the prospects
of the Treaty of Paris, its implications for Russia and the great powers of Europe,
as well as the fate of the Eastern question and the Ottoman Empire. Assessing
the outcome of the Paris Congress (1856), the Russian scientist pointed out
that the concessions made by Russia to the great powers were temporary. The

2 All dates are given according to the Gregorian calendar.
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analysis of the international situation and the geopolitical position of Russia
pushed Chikhachev to a conclusion about the inevitable restoration of the Russian
Black Sea Fleet. Noting that concessions made by Russia to Europe were not
a national catastrophe, he nevertheless stressed that from the point of view
of security and political status those concessions were offensive to Russia:

Itis therefore impossible that it (Russia — A. B.) agreed to recognize
this position other than as a temporary settlement. Russia reserves
the right to abandon it immediately, as soon as the political situation
in Europe presents a suitable chance.”

Turning to the immediate tasks of Russia for the next period, Chikhachev
stressed that an active policy in the Eastern question was impossible, and a
pause had to be taken for carrying out internal reforms. According to Chikhachev,
the defeat in the Crimean War was even a boon for Russia, since it allowed the
Russian government to concentrate on carrying out necessary reforms: “The
policy of further conquests has become meaningless for Russia. We accepted
the defeat and the Treaty of Paris with relief.”®

Thus, after the defeat in the war, the prevailing view among a significant
part of the Russian society (predominantly liberal) was the rejection of Russia’s
active policy in the traditional Balkan-Near East direction. This was due to both
the natural result of the defeat, and to the certainty that Russia had reached a
maximum level of territorial expansion. The policy of expansion seemed not
only unnecessary, but, as the experience of the Crimean War showed, even
dangerous, since Russia had remained alone, provoking creation of a hostile
coalition of the European great powers against itself.’

At the same time, the authorities and the society were in solidarity regarding
the need to abolish the restrictive articles of the Treaty of Paris, which belittled
not only the great-power dignity of Russia, but also created a potential threat to
its national security. The same unanimity of views could be seen in understanding
of the need for a peaceful respite. In general, after the Crimean War, the priority
of national interests in foreign policy was realized by everybody in Russia.

At the same time, the fragility of the Paris Peace was also recognized by
Russian intellectuals because of its unfair nature and the contradictions within
the Crimean coalition of powers that were guarantors of the observance of
the Paris Treaty. Chikhachev believed that the main reason for the fragility of
the Paris system was the existence of the Ottoman Empire, whose artificial
nature, in his opinion, only prolonged its agony, but did not solve any of the
problems accumulated in this state. Having made another trip to Asia Minor
in July-October 1858, he came to the conclusion that Turkey was completely
incapable of modernizing its state structure.'® The Porte failed to implement

7 1. A. Ymxayes, Besnuxue deprcassl u BocmoyHeili donpoc, Mockea: Hayka 1970, c. 70.
8 TaM e, c. 178.

? TaM e, c. 184.

° Tam e, c. 113-131.



26 The Eastern Question and the Russian Society in the Late 1850s - Early 1870s

reforms which had been proclaimed by the Sultan’s decree of 18 February 1856
(Hatt-i-Humayun). This program of reforms was one of the conditions for the
adoption of the Ottoman Empire into the concert of the European great powers
at the Paris Congress.'!

According to Chikhacheyv, the very principle of the existence of the Ottoman
state, based on the domination of the Muslim population and centuries-old
traditions, made impossible any drastic reforms aimed at alleviating the sit-
uation for the Christian population of the Ottoman Empire. All this, according
to the scientist, was:

A natural consequence of the age-old system, invariably preserved
in a thousand-different species. You cannot touch any part of this
chain without breaking it all, shake at least one column without
destroying the whole building. '?

In these conditions, continued Chikhachev, the further existence of Turkey
would depend mainly on external factors, namely on the degree of readiness
of the great powers to begin its partition:

The great powers, relying on the right of the strongest, consider
themselves legitimate heirs of Turkey ... Therefore, since there is a
question of a hopeless patient (Ottoman Empire - A. B.), eachof the
five great powers is primarily concerned with the shares that rivals
can get, and while it seems that a neighbor will get more, they could
not and still cannot agree. '

Thus, the idea of European equilibrium prevailing in the European diplomacy
was, according to Chikhachev, the main factor prolonging the existence of the
“despotic” Ottoman state. From his point of view, such a policy only postponed
the solution of the Eastern question, but it could not ensure a long-lasting peace
in Europe and the Near East. All this forced the Russian government and society
to work for the most acceptable solution of the Eastern question for Russia.

The weakening of Russia in the Crimean War made adjustments to its
foreign policy line in the Balkans. The strengthening of the national liberation
movement of the Balkan peoples and the possible prospect of the collapse of
the Ottoman Empire did not correspond with the interests of Russia in those
circumstances. As it was mentioned above, this point of view, widespread in the
second half of the 1850s and 1860s, was repeatedly expressed by Gorchakov.
In this regard, the Russian government planned to stabilize Russian positions
in the Near East through bilateral relations with the Ottoman Empire and
improvement of the Russian-French relations, using a rivalry between France
and Austria in Northern Italy. At the same time, Russia was not going to give
up patronage over the Slavic population of the Balkans. In his report for 1861

' CbopHuUK do2080poa Poccuu ¢ dpyaumu 2ocydapcmaamu, c. 25.
12 1. A. Yuxaves, Bestukue depaicassl u BocmouHsili donpoc, c. 125.
13 TaM ke, p. 174.
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to Alexander Il, Gorchakov stressed that “the Slavic element in the East is the
most solid base of our influence there®.™

Petersburg was going to restore its influence in the Balkans through joint
actions of Russia and France, using the Sultan’s decree of 1856 on the equality
of the Christian and Muslim population. Thus, from the very beginning, Russia
has sought to support national movements within a legal framework. '®

The interest of Russian society in eastern affairs in the late 1850s - early
1860s was weakened by the defeat in the Crimean War, as well as by the under-
standing of the primacy of internal problems. A well-known public figure, a
representative of the so-called “Moscow” trend of Slavophilism Ivan Aksakov
noted in 1860 that the Slavic question interested only a narrow circle of Slav-
ophiles in Russia. ' In the summer of the same year, he traveled through the
lands of Krajina, Dalmatia and Croatia (Austria), Montenegro and Serbia (the
Ottoman Empire) in order to prepare himself for future editorial work to promote
Slavophile ideas. He also wished to know a situation existing in the Slav-pop-
ulated provinces of the Austrian Empire and the Ottoman Empire to define the
prospects for Russian influence in the Balkan region. The result of this trip was
the beginning of the publication of the weekly newspaper “Den” (“Day”), which
actively popularized the Slavic cause in Russia and abroad.

However, it cannot be said that during the period under consideration the
Eastern question lost its significance for the Russian society. Interest to the
East, especially to the traditional way of life and culture of the Ottoman peoples
continued to be preserved in Russia.!” Ivan Aksakov's newspaper “Den” enjoyed
a steady demand not only in Russia, but also in the Slavic countries, where
he had a high reputation.'® In the late 1850s, Russia’s policy of extending the
rights of the Christian population of Turkey brought into life nongovernmental
organizations in the form of Slavic committees, which operated in Moscow, St.
Petersburg and Kiev. They were headed by renowned Slavophiles — Ivan Aksakov,
Nil Popov, Fedor Chizhov and others. These were political organizations that,
not limited to the aid of Orthodox schools and churches, also supported activists
of the national liberation movement.'” During the period of the Cretan uprising
of 1866-1869 many Russian newspapers sympathized with the desire of the
people of the island to unite with Greece. ? In the newspaper “Moskva” (the
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editor of this newspaper was Aksakov) there were articles calling for help to
“martyrs of Crete“.? At that time, there was no complete unanimity among the
Russian ruling elite and the social circles close to it with regard to the country’s
foreign policy. Supporters of the so-called “national policy” (Mikhail Katkov, a
well-known publicist of the conservative direction, editor of the newspaper
“Moskovskie Vedomosti”, Nikolai Ignatiev, a Russian ambassador to Con-
stantinople, etc.) insisted on a more resolute policy in the Balkan-Middle East
direction to defend Russian interests.?” Nevertheless, considering unfavourable
international situation of that time, the prudent foreign policy of Chancellor
Gorchakov (he received this post in 1867) was more in line with the demand of
the moment. Thus, the problems related to the Eastern question were constantly
at the center of attention of the Russian public opinion. At the same time, in the
mid-1860s the policy of the Russian government in the region was undergoing
changes and becoming more active. This was facilitated by the strengthening of
Russia’s influence in Serbia and Montenegro (Russian influence in Montenegro
was completely restored in the early 1860s) due to Russia’s contribution to the
achievement of practically independent status by these principalities. In 1867,
the remaining Ottoman troops in Serbia were evacuated from the country.?®
On the other hand, since the mid-1860s the Russian-French relations had
been gradually deteriorating because of France’s unwillingness, as the main
guarantor of the Paris system, to admit strengthening of Russia’s positions in
the Near East. Russia also failed to ameliorate significantly the living condi-
tions the Christian population of the Ottoman Empire within the framework of
bilateral relations, using the “sacred decree” of the Sultan (Hutt-i-Humayun).?
The hostile attitude of the great powers to the Cretan uprising, which allowed
the Ottoman government to localize and suppress the uprising, showed Russia
the futility of hope for the great powers’ mediation in a regulation of conflicts
in the Near East. As a result, a new approach to the situation in the Ottoman
Empire emerged. It meant granting the Balkan peoples freedom of hands and
non-interference of the European powers in interactions between the Porte and
the Christian population of the empire. Russia’s position was largely determined
by the desire to create in the Balkan-Middle East region a situation that would
allow it to raise the issue of revising the restrictive articles of the Paris Treaty.
In this regard, as early as 1864, the newspaper “Den” wrote: “The more holes in
this treaty, the sooner it will be ruptured, and this cannot but be in the interests
of our policy in the East.”?

In this connection, at the Paris Congress of 1866, Russia supported the
unification of the Danube principalities (Moldova and Wallachia) into the Roma-

Russia supported this demand. In view of this, at the beginning of 1869 the rebels were forced to
stop resistance, and the sultan's power was completely restored on the island.
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nian state. From a formal point of view, it was a violation of the treaty and
conventions of 1856.2

In the Russian press of the second half of the 1860s, there were articles
that summarized the development of the Eastern question and outlined the
destinies of this international issue.?” However, the only major work of this time,
in which the general program for solving the Eastern question was formulated,
was the book “Russia and Europe” by Nikolai Danilevsky, a philosopher and
publicist of the Slavophile direction. The first chapters of this book were pub-
lished in the journal “Zarya” in 1869. In 1871, Danilevsky's book was published
in a separate edition.

Danilevsky elaborated his concept in the international circumstances of
1850s and 1860s: the Crimean War, the Polish uprising of 1863, and the Aus-
tro-Prussian War of 1866. At the heart of his historiosophical conception lay
the theory that the historical process was a successive change of civilizations,
each of which was determined by the cultural-historical type (CHT) of this or
that nation. According to Danilevsky, the dominant Romano-German cultural
and historical type should be replaced by the Slavic CHT.?® In this connection,
for him the Eastern question was a struggle “between two heterogeneous types
(Slavic and Romano-Germanic — A. B.), the outcome of which should give a
completely new content of the life of mankind.”

In view of the inevitability of the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, the
struggle between Slavs and Roman-German Europe, according to Danilevsky,
was the final stage in the development of the Eastern question. He warned that
“the already ripe Eastern question” made this struggle inevitable.?

From the point of Russia’s interests, a satisfactory solution to the East-
ern question was the unification of all the Slavic peoples of Europe within the
framework of the All-Slavic Federation. Russia was to be at the head of the
Federation as it was the only Slavic country with the status of great power and,
therefore, able to resolve conflicts within this association and ensure its external
security.® Thus, Danilevsky transferred the idea of the Slavic Federation, that
is a political union of the Slavs with Russia ahead fighting against a common
enemy (the Ottoman Emepire), into the sphere of a struggle of the united Slavs
against Europe. An inevitable consequence of this struggle would be a change
of the cultural-historical types. For Danilevsky the very existence of the Otto-
man Empire was a continuation of the European policy aimed at hampering
the unification of the Slavs. He considered Austria the main obstacle for the
creation of the All-Slavic Federation.

% CbopHUK dozoBopoa Poccuu c dpyaumu 2ocydapcmaamu, c. 23-41.
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Despite the pronounced Pan-Slavic views, Danilevsky was categorically
opposed to any territorial seizures on the part of Russia in the event of the
partition of the Ottoman Empire. Istanbul should not have become a part of
Russia, thus violating its “life balance” and becoming the “bone of contention”
among members of the All-Slavic Federation. Istanbul was to form an inde-
pendent “Tsaregradsky District” on the basis of equal participation in the new
association. According to Danilevsky:

The all-Slavic federation with Russia at the head and with the capital
in Tsaregrad is the only reasonable and meaningful solution to the
Great historical task, which has recently received the name of

the Eastern question®'.

The Federation itself, according to Danilevsky, was to consist of independ-
ent Slavic states. He stressed that this is not the absorption of Slavs by Russia,
but the unification of all Slavic peoples in order to provide them with political
and, most importantly, cultural development. In this respect, Danilevsky's
most far-going conclusion was that “the All-Slavic Union is the only solid soil
on which a genuine Slav culture can grow.”?2

Thus, the solution to the Eastern question, according to Danilevsky, was
to ensure the civilizational victory of the Slavic cultural-historical type over the
Romano-Germanic one through the political association of the Slavs headed
by Russia. Therefore, he was inclined to consider Russia’s interests in the
Eastern question (Istanbul and the Straits) in the context of the all-Slavic cause,
believing that the solution of the Eastern question was possible only within the
framework of the All-Slavic Federation.

Many historians treat the concept of Danilevsky as a “conservative uto-
pia.”? Other researchers are more objective, noting the priority of the cultural
significance of Slavdom in the foreign policy concept of N. Ya. Danilevsky. It is
emphasized that Danilevsky's historiosophy traced its roots “from the Russian
soil ... and the tasks that arose in Russian public life*, it was a reaction to the
hostility of Europe. 3 Despite the fact that Danilevsky's concept received a
negative evaluation among a large part of the Russian society, especially the
liberal one, it had a strong influence on the representatives of post-reform
Slavophilism - Ivan Aksakov, Konstantin Leontiev, Fedor Dostoevsky, etc.*®

The book of Nikolai Danilevsky was published in 1871 when Russian
diplomacy denounced the articles of the Paris Treaty of 1856 on the neutral-
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ization of the Black Sea.’® At a conference held in London in January-March
1871, Russia succeeded in cancellation of the articles of the Paris Treaty and the
Russian-Turkish agreement of 30 March 1856, on restrictions on the presence
of the Russia and the Ottoman navy in the Black Sea.*’

From that time onward, the legal status of the Black Sea Straits (until 1918)
was based on the London Convention of 13 March 1871 and the Treaty of Paris
(in the part that was not abolished). Despite the fact that the closed regime of
the Black Sea Straits had changed more in favour of the Ottoman Empire, the
mere fact of canceling the neutralization of the Black Sea was greeted with
enthusiasm by the entire Russian society, the liberal and conservative press
alike. Nevertheless, some newspapers - “Moskovskie Vedomosti”, “Russkie
Vedomosti” and “St. Petersburg Vedomosti” — warned against reassessing the
success of Russian diplomacy. Mikhail Katkov, editor of “Moskovskie Vedo-
mosti”, noted that changing the wording of the closure of the Straits represented
a potential threat as an enemy’s fleet (primarily British) received the right to
enter the Black Sea. ® In this light the press proposed to begin the immediate
restoration of the Russian navy in the Black Sea.

Thus, in the late 1850s- early 1870s the Eastern question was still relevant
for Russian society. At the same time, events related to the Crimean War, the
need to eliminate the consequences of defeat and carry out domestic reforms,
led to a decrease in the importance of the Eastern question from the point of
view of public interest compared to previous periods. The evidence of it is the
absence of major works devoted to this problem (with the exception of Nikolai
Danilevsky's book) and the weakening of Russian society’s attention to the state
of affairs in the Balkans.

However, gradually, with the strengthening of internal and external position
of Russia in the mid-1860s, the interest of the society to the Eastern question
revived. It was conservatives and Slavophiles who paid substantial attention
to foreign policy issues.

% Poccus u YepHomopckue nponusel (XVIII-XX cmonemus), c. 174-193

37 CbopHuUK dozosopoa Poccuu c dpyaumu 2ocydapcmaamu, c. 108.

% BocmouHbili onpoc 8o 8HewHel nonumuke Poccuu 8 KoHye XVIIl - Hayane XX seka, c. 191.
¥ Ylemopus sHewHel nonumuKu Poccuu, mopas nonoduHa XIX aeka, c. 78-79.



32 The Eastern Question and the Russian Society in the Late 1850s - Early 1870s

0z
Dogu Sorunu ve 1850’lerin Sonu-1870’lerin Basinda Rus Toplumu

1850'lerin sonunda ve 1870’lerin basinda Dogu Sorunu Rusya toplumu agi-
sindan halen giincelligini koruyordu. Bu arada Kirim Savast'yla baglantili olaylar,
yenilginin etkilerinden kurtulma ve i¢ reformlarin gerceklestirilmesinin gerekli-
ligi Dogu Sorununa yonelik Rusya toplumunun ilgisinin bir 6nceki doneme na-
zaran azalmasina neden oldu. Bununla birlikte altmislarin ortasinda Rusya'nin
ic ve dis pozisyonunun degismesi, Dogu Sorununa toplumsal bir ilgiyi dogurdu.
Dis politika sorunlari muhafazakar ve Slavofillerin dikkatini cekti.

Anahtar kelimeler: Dogu Sorunu, Balkanlar, Karadeniz Bogazlari, Rus
Toplumu, Muhafazakar ve Slavofiller
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