Topic I 
Reading Notes 

Bunce and Pipes

These notes continue the discussion of the readings under Topic I. Here we deal with the readings by Bunce. Bunce’s reading is a chapter in an edited book on 19th century Europe. 

We shift focus here. We are not directly concerned with the main theme of Topic I – the dynamics of the ‘long 19th century’. 
Bunce instead is addressing the differences between east and west in Europe and the distinctive features of political development in Russia, features which distinguish the Russian pattern from patterns in the west. 
Bunce argues that “the most striking contrast in European historical evolution is between the east and west” [p. 213 of reading]. This contrast is so powerful that she is willing to use the expression, “the two Europes”. 

Bunce examines how this contrast emerged historically and how it has continued to be expressed politically. She discusses European development up to World War I, then discusses in turn: the interwar period, state socialism after 1945 and the collapse of state socialism. This brings her more or less up to date. But her argument is about long run historical development that distinguishes east and west.

Russia of course is not the entire ‘east’. The Russian empire is only one of the imperial political systems which dominate eastern Europe in the early modern period up to World War I. The other imperial political systems are the Ottoman (Turkish) empire and the Austro-Hungarian (Hapsburg) empire. 
The political fates of these three empires are quite different, however. The collapse of the Ottoman and Hapsburg empires after World War I was pretty much complete. New states emerged in Turkey and Austria which were organized around the core societies (the ‘metropoles’) of these empires. Otherwise these empires were thoroughly fragmented and many new states emerged in the interwar period.
New states emerge out of the collapse of the Russian empire as well. However the Russian empire also is the site of a full-blown political and social revolution during World War I. Russia emerges as the core of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (the USSR). [This condenses a fair amount of turbulent history in the first years of the 1920s but it will do for our purposes]. 
Of the imperial systems of eastern Europe, it is Russia which undergoes socialist revolution. The upshot is simple: no Russian revolution, no post-World War II state socialism. 
The emergence of the USSR fundamentally reorganizes political and economic life in eastern Europe and it does so along quasi-imperial lines. Although not a classic imperial structure, the emergent Soviet bloc -- the USSR and satellite states --- effaces the hard distinction between interstate anarchy and domestic hierarchy because the autonomy of the states within this bloc (Poland, Hungary [you identify the rest]) is limited. There are limits to their external and internal sovereignty as a consequence of their subordination to the USSR. 
A central point of Bunce’s reading is that the different patterns of postwar (World War II) political development between west and east have deeper roots in history. To get at these roots, one has to be able to account for the reasons why socialism emerged in the east and not in the west. And here we have to come to grips with Russian exceptionalism since socialism by most accounts was supposed to be carried forward by an industrial proletariat from within capitalism. How could a socialist revolution occur in an economy in which the industrial working class was relatively small, in an economy which was late to industrialize and which was still quite agrarian – ie in Russia? It should have occurred somewhere in Western Europe… 
Ah, perhaps it was political conditions in the west which worked to make socialist revolution less likely, perhaps a particular combination of state and regime, and perhaps it was political conditions in the late Russian empire which facilitated or enabled socialist revolution, particularly a revolution which had as a goal the elimination of the state altogether rather than its mere reform. 
The typical state in the west had an important degree of differentiation from civil society; there was an element of reciprocity between state and society and states had an important degree of organizational capacity. States tended to be ‘rational-legal’ states. By contrast the Russian state was a ‘patrimonial state’ and organized quite differently than a rational-legal state. These differences emerged early in the political development of east and west and had tremendous consequences.

Russian Exceptionalism. Here is one way to draw out some of the consequences. This takes you well beyond Bunce but it is worth considering this question introduced earlier: Why socialist revolution in Russia and not in the heartland of Europe?
Marxism and socialism are intellectual and political products of the west – Germany, France, Britain, Italy. Yet socialist revolution occurred in the east in very different circumstances than in the west. Socialist revolution was expected to occur within industrial society. The agent of revolutionary change was expected to be the industrial proletariat. Yet the late Russian empire was a laggard in terms of industrial capitalist development, its industrial proletariat was small. 

Why socialist revolution in Russia rather than somewhere in the west, given the origins and arguments of Marxism and socialism? 

Bunce draws attention to the peculiar situation of the late Russian empire: a major power, a leading member of the Concert of Europe but also organized differently politically and economically than other members. Russia was in a position of trying to keep up or catch up (rattrapage) with the west, the latter organized around a maturing industrial capitalism, organized in states which were more ‘rational-legal’ in terms of state structures than the Russian state, and organized in political regimes which had begun to recognize and entrench political rights of citizens, even if this last process was resisted by the ‘Party of Order”. 

The problem in the late Russian empire was whether emulating western political and economic institutions was consistent with maintaining the imperial structure of Russia. The dilemma: Too little reform and Russian would not catch up, too much reform and Russia would become like the west and the empire would be fundamentally transformed.  

So here is the conjecture which addresses the question asked above: There is something about the political institutions of the late Russian empire which made it vulnerable to a revolution which had at its heart the dream of doing away with the principle of the state altogether. 

Marxism became increasingly attractive to the Russian intelligentsia over the course of the 19th century [Remember we are not telling the whole story here: the emergence of an intellectual class and the various influences on that group, for example]. 

Marxism was a way to think about the dilemma above. There might be a special path forward for Russia (‘Russian exceptionalism’) in which Russia could be modern without emulating the institutions of the west. Marxism was a rejection of both the institutions of the empire and of the west. It was a way to reject Russian autocracy without taking on the state structures and economic institutions of capitalism in the west. Russia could bypass that stage of development in the west that produced modern states and capitalism and move directly from autocracy to socialism. 

How could this be accomplished and by whom? By taking advantage of political backwardness in Russia – by turning to their advantage those very characteristics which marked off the Russian empire as politically different from the modal institutions of the west. This would be a revolutionary project carried forward by a vanguard, roughly speaking, let’s say by a politically-active intelligentsia.

The tsarist empire could be a site where Marxism and socialism flourished because it was patrimonial and lacked the central organizing principles of the modern state. The infrastructural power of the modern state was missing.

The patrimonial state appeared to be a parasitical organization, offering little in return for its demands on society and thus seemed to be eliminable without loss [This was an argument which Lenin developed in The State and Social Revolution]. Here was a state which, as one radical put it, was suspended in air and without foundations.
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