
Name: George Regkoukos 

Institutional affiliation: King’s College London 

Paper title: ”To the people”: A reappraisal of Russia’s young radical movement and 

its intellectual identity, 1860-1880 

Abstract: Populism is the most frequently accepted English translation of the 

Russian term narodnichestvo, but it fails to capture the unique nuances 

of its root-word narod, ‘the people’. When juxtaposed to the word 

obshchestvo (‘society’), it encapsulates a series of opposing dualities – 

urban classes and peasant communities, erudition and illiteracy, 

enlightenment and obscurantism – which lay at the core of what it meant 

to be a nineteenth-century Russian radical and, it has been argued, was 

the main reason why the populist movement ultimately failed in its aim to 

bring liberty ‘to the people’. This paper looks at one particular instance of 

this movement, when peripatetic young radicals from the University of 

Kazan attempted to spread their ideas to Russia’s peasantry. By re-

mapping the memoir literature of the time and examining police records, 

it is possible to challenge the view that the populist movement was 

characterised by a certain heroic naïveté. In turn, it can be argued that 

the proponents of that movement had a methodologically sound 

approach whilst ‘going to the people’, based on their own sociological 

observations and their own understanding of peasant communes, which 

was often regarded as a model for the future social order. Critical 

engagement with the sources may reveal a heretofore unexplored depth 

to nineteenth-century populism and the actions of young radicals 

governed by populist ideologies. What’s more, there is strong evidence – 

to be found mostly in observers’ reports, however biased – linking the 

populist movement not to events in the twentieth century but to events 

preceding it, hinting at the existence of a revolutionary tradition in late 

Imperial Russia. The similarities between generations of radicals bound 

by revolutionary tradition are hard to ignore; but more importantly, it is 



interesting to see whether they shared a set rules and behaviours and 

how these change in the mid-nineteenth century. 

 


