
 1 

HSTR 351/SLST 361 

Imperial Russia 1689–1917 
 
Dr. Serhy Yekelchyk, University of Victoria      
Fall 2020. Taught online using Brightspace.  
Office hours (on Zoom): Monday 3 to 5 p.m. and by appointment  
Email: serhy@uvic.ca 
 
This course examines the history of the Russian Empire from the seventeenth century 
to the fall of the monarchy in 1917. (Three introductory lectures will survey the 
previous historical developments.) Understanding Imperial Russia is particularly 
important today, as Russia and the other former Soviet republics are searching for 
new political and social forms in the wake of communism’s collapse, and are looking to 
the pre-revolutionary past as a source of political inspiration and national identity. 
The Russian tradition, from Peter the Great to Nicholas II, has become a hotly debated 
field of current political discourse both in Russia and in the West. Was it a dead end 
for history or a promise cut short by revolutionary violence? In considering this 
question, we will look at topics involving politics, social history, culture, gender, 
religion, and ethnicity. In addition to the textbook, we will read scholarly texts, 
primary sources, and literature; watch films and documentaries; and actively engage 
with the material by writing short responses. The main skills you will acquire in this 
course will be an understanding of substantive questions about Russian history and 
the ability, based on your reading of the sources, to assess critically their traditional 
interpretations. We will also aim to use the Russian material as a starting point for a 
wider intellectual inquiry into the notions of modernity, revolution, and human 
agency. 

This course has been redesigned for Fall 2020 to be offered asynchronously and 
entirely online. I will be posting videos and slides from my lectures, but you should 
also expect to do a more substantial amount of work at home than you would 
normally in a face-to-face class. In particular, be prepared to keep up with reading the 
two required texts and the sources assigned for in-depth study of three major 
problems in the history of imperial Russia. You will also view films and documentaries 
from home and submit more of your coursework online than you normally would. This 
independent component of your studies will not be evaluated separately, but will be 
included in the coverage of quizzes and other assignments. 

There are two required texts for you to purchase or otherwise gain access to:  
1. Gregory Freeze, ed., Russia: A History, 3rd ed. (Oxford UP, 2009)—or any 

other edition. (Page numbers for the earlier editions are also provided in the Calendar 
below.) The library has the 2002 edition as an e-book, but with certain limitations on 
how much of it can be downloaded and for how many days you can keep reading it. 

2. Reginald E. Zelnik, trans. and ed., A Radical Worker in Tsarist Russia: The 
Autobiography of Semen Ivanovich Kanatchikov (Stanford UP, 1986). As far as I know, 
it is not available as an e-book. Multiple chapters will be assigned for the discussion of 
the four research questions, and knowledge of other parts can be tested by other 
means. You will be expected to read this book in its entirety. Essay questions for the 
final essay may be based in part on this book. 

Both of these texts are available through the University Bookstore; the Freeze 
book is also on reserve at the library as an e-book. 
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COURSE REQUIREMENTS: 
Forum comments (8 and 29 Oct., 19 Nov.):     9% 
Midterm I (2 February):        27% 
Midterm II (14 March):        27% 
Final Quiz (6 April):         15% 
Essay (choice of two set topics, 6 to 8 pages in length; topics 

announced on 29 Oct.; essays due in class on 19 Nov.):  22% 
 

NB: All written assignments submitted late will be subject to a late punishment of five percent per day. 
 
A+ 90–100 B- 70–72 
A 85–89 C+ 65–69 
A- 80–84 C 60–64 
B+ 77–79 D 50–59 
B 73–76 F 0–49 
To familiarize yourself with UVic’s grading guidelines, please consult the University Calendar. 
As per University policies regarding the assignment of a final grade, 0.5 or above is rounded 
up, while below 0.5 should be rounded down. 

 
C O U R S E   C A L E N D A R 
 
WEEK 1 (posted by 10 Sep.) ● Introduction to the course. The requirements and the 

technology. Surviving school in the age of Covid. 
 ● Imperial Russia: Problems and patterns. 

Read: Freeze, Russia, pp.  ix–xv (ix–xi in older editions). Watch the 20-min documentary, A History of Russia: 
Tsars and Revolutions (link on Brightspace). 

 
WEEK 2 (posted by 17 Sep.) ● Land and peoples. Kievan Rus′ and the Mongol 

conquest. ● Muscovy and its expansion. Ivan the Terrible. 
Read: Freeze, chaps. 1 and 2.  
 

WEEK 3 (posted by 24 Sep.)  ● Seventeenth-Century Russia. 
     ● Peter the Great and His Reforms. 

Read: Freeze, chaps. 3 and 4. 
 

WEEK 4 (posted by 1 Oct.) ● 1st Research Problem: Eurasian Geography and Russian 
History (study questions and readings on Brightspace). 

Readings: Pipes, “The Environment and Its Consequences”; Trubetzkoy, “The Legacy of Genghiz Khan”; 
Masaryk, “The Spirit of Russia”. FORUM COMMENTDS DUE by midnight on 8 Oct. 

 
WEEK 5 (posted by 8 Oct.)   ● The Age of Palace Revolutions. 
     ● Catherine the Great and the Russian Enlightenment. 

Read: Freeze, chap. 4; begin chap. 5. 
 
WEEK 6 (between 13 and 17 Oct.) ● MIDTERM I (online, flexible options). 

● Alexander I. Russia in the Napoleonic wars. 
Read (after the midterm): Freeze, begin chap. 6. Film (War and Peace, details forthcoming). 

 
WEEK 7 (posted by 22 Oct.) ● Bureaucratic despotism of Nicholas I. The Crimean War. 

Read: Freeze, continue chap. 6. 
 ● 2nd Research Problem: The Peasant Commune. 

Readings: de Custine, Empire of the Czar; von Haxthausen, “The Peasant Commune”; “The Marx-Zasulich 
Correspondence”; Kanatchikov, A Radical Worker, pp. 1–36. FORUM COMMENTS DUE by midnight on 29 
Oct. 

 

http://web.uvic.ca/calendar2011/FACS/UnIn/UARe/Grad.html


 3 

WEEK 8 (posted by 29 Oct.) ● Alexander II and the Great Reforms. 
 ● Social change and the birth of radicalism. 
 Read: Freeze, finish chap. 6 and begin chap.7. Continue reading Kanatchikov. ESSAY TOPICS ANNOUNCED. 
 
WEEK 9 (posted by 4 Nov.) ● Reaction and cCounter-Reform. Russian Diplomacy and 

Empire Building. 
Read: Freeze, Russia, pp. 228–33, 243–45, 255–57 (193–99, 208–9, and 218). Film: The Turkish Gambit. 

● Modernization in the Age of Reaction. The Rise of 
Revolutionary Parties. 

Read: Freeze, pp. 234–43, 245–57 (200–219 in older editions). Keep up with Kanatchikov, or there will be a lot 
of pages to read later in November (see 3rd Research Problem). 

 
BETWEEN 5 and 8 Nov.: MIDTERM II (online, flexible options) 
 
WEEK 10 (posted by 12 Nov.)  ● Reading Break (9–11 Nov.) 

● The Russo-Japanese War and the Revolution of 1905. 
Revolution or Evolution? Russian Society in 1907–1914. 

Read: Freeze, pp. 257–68 (approx. 219–30). 
 
SHORT ESSAYS DUE via email by midnight on 19 Nov. 
 
WEEK 10 (posted by 19 Nov.) ● 3rd Research Problem: Revolutionary Workers. 

Readings: Lenin, What Is To Be Done? (excerpt); Bonnell, Russian Worker; Kanatchikov, A Radical Worker, pp. 
83–120, 161–66, 177–209. FORUM COMMENTS DUE by midnight on 26 Nov. 

     ● The Russian Empire in WWI. 
Read: Freeze, chap. 9. 

 
WEEK 11 (posted by 26 Nov.)   
 ● February 1917: The Downfall of the Tsarist Regime.  

Read: Freeze, chap. 9. 
 
BETWEEN 27 Nov. and 4 December:  FINAL QUIZ (online, flexible options). 
 
 
 
UNIVERSITY AND DEPARTMENTAL POLICIES 
 
Territory Acknowledgement: We acknowledge with respect the Lkwungen-speaking peoples on whose traditional 
territory the university stands and the Songhees, Esquimalt and WSÁNEĆ peoples whose historical relationships 
with the land continue to this day. 
 

Accessibility Statement 
Students with diverse learning styles and needs are welcome in this course. In particular, if you have a disability that 
may require accommodations, please contact the Centre for Accessible Learning as soon as possible. The sooner you 
let us know your needs the quicker we can assist you in achieving your learning goals in this course. 
 

Concessions and Documentation 
Students may ask for an academic concession, such as the rescheduling of a quiz or test or an extension for an 
assignment, upon providing proper documentation of a personal or medical affliction or of a time conflict. Proper 
documentation would include a doctor’s note or a memo from Counseling Services, or a memo from a coach or 
employer. It must be dated before or close to the time of the missed work or classes. 
 

Withdrawals and Deferrals 
If you miss substantial amounts of class and assignments without documentation, you will be asked to withdraw or 
will receive an ‘N’ at the end of the semester. Even when the reasons for failing to meet course requirements are 
valid, it is not academically sound to allow students missing significant amounts of work to continue in the course. 
You are to familiarize themselves with the withdrawal dates in the current academic calendar. 
 

Academic Integrity and Plagiarism 

https://www.uvic.ca/services/cal/
http://coun.uvic.ca/
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Actions such as plagiarism, multiple submissions, falsifying materials used in academic evaluations, cheating, or 
aiding others to cheat violate University policies on academic integrity and are considered serious offence. You must 
inform yourself about the university regulations (see UVic Policy on Academic Integrity). 
 

Unauthorized Use of an Editor 
An editor is an individual or service, other than the instructor or supervisory committee, who manipulates, revises, 
corrects or alters a student’s written or non-written work. The use of an editor, whether paid or unpaid, is prohibited 
unless the instructor grants explicit written authorization. 
 

Add/Drop Deadlines  
It is your responsibility to attend to ADD/DROP dates as published in the Calendar and the Undergraduate 
Registration Guide and Timetable. You will not be dropped automatically from a class that you do not attend. 
 

Classroom Conduct 
Since the quality of the learning environment is paramount, every student has the right to learn and your instructor 
has the duty to perform her or his teaching duties in a cooperative, distraction-free, and effective manner. Activities 
that could disrupt the learning environment for you and your instructor would include the non-academic use of 
electronic devices. You are expected to turn off your cell phones, media players, and other electronic devices during 
class. Laptops can only be used for taking class notes, accessing CourseSpaces, and other class-related activities. 
 

Course Experience Surveys 
I value your feedback on this course. Towards the end of term you will have the opportunity to complete a 
confidential course experience survey (CES) regarding your learning experience. The survey is vital to providing 
feedback to the Department about the course and its instructor. When it is time for you to complete the survey, you 
will receive an email inviting you to do so. 
 

Commitment to Inclusivity and Diversity: 
The University of Victoria is committed to promoting, providing, and protecting a positive, supportive, and safe 
learning and working environment for all of its members. 
 

University Policy on Human Rights, Equity and Fairness: 
The University promotes a safe, respectful and supportive learning and working environment for all members of the 
university community. The University fosters an environment characterized by fairness, openness, equity, and 
respect for the dignity and diversity of its members. The University strives to be a place that is free of discrimination 
and harassment, injustice and violence. The strength and vibrancy of the University is found in the diverse life 
experiences, backgrounds and worldviews of all its members. 
https://www.uvic.ca/universitysecretary/assets/docs/policies/GV0200_1105_.pdf 
 

Information on Campus Supports for Student Wellbeing: 
A note to remind you to take care of yourself. Do your best to maintain a healthy lifestyle this semester by eating 
well, exercising, getting enough sleep and taking some time to relax. This will help you achieve your goals and cope 
with stress. All of us benefit from support during times of struggle. You are not alone. Resources include: 
 

   ‣ Counselling Services: Counselling Services can help you make the most of your university experience. They offer 
free professional, confidential, inclusive support to currently registered UVic 
students.  https://www.uvic.ca/services/counselling/ 
   ‣ Health Services: University Health Services (UHS) provides a full service primary health clinic for students, and 
coordinates healthy student and campus initiatives. http://www.uvic.ca/services/health/ 
   ‣ Center for Accessible Learning (CAL): Students with diverse learning styles and needs are welcome in this 
course. In particular, if you have a disability/health consideration that may require accommodations, please feel 
free to approach me and/or the CAL as soon as possible. CAL staff members are available by appointment to assess 
specific needs, provide referrals and arrange appropriate accommodations. https://www.uvic.ca/services/cal/ 
 

The sooner you let us know your needs the quicker we can assist you in achieving your learning goals in this course. 
Please note that your instructor cannot provide CAL-type accommodations without CAL documentation. 

http://web.uvic.ca/calendar2017-09/undergrad/info/regulations/academic-integrity.html
https://www.uvic.ca/universitysecretary/assets/docs/policies/GV0200_1105_.pdf
https://www.uvic.ca/services/counselling/
http://www.uvic.ca/services/health/
https://www.uvic.ca/services/cal/
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