In 1864, Tsar Alexander II issued the Statutes on Provincial and District Zemstvo Institutions as part of a larger effort to modernize Russia following its defeat in the Crimean War.2 This act established a new institution of local self-government – the zemstvo – in 34 of the 50 provinces of European Russia. The initial act required the zemstva (pl.) to finance other local government bodies, to manage military provisions and grain stores, and to aid in the collection of taxes for the central government.3 In addition to these responsibilities, the founding statutes called on the zemstva to undertake programs to support “the local economic and welfare needs of each province.”4 Over the following half century, this mandate led to substantial zemstvo involvement in the expansion of rural education and health care, in the support of local artisans and craftsmen, in encouraging credit and cooperative organizations, and in providing veterinary and agronomic services to farmers. As a form of political and fiscal decentralization, the zemstvo reform apparently improved the provision of publically provided good and services at the local level.

But what makes the zemstvo an especially intriguing institution is that it was set up to include specific representation from different parts of Russian society. At both the district and provincial levels, the zemstva were comprised of elected legislative assemblies (sobranie) and executive councils (uprava). Under the initial law, district assemblymen were to be elected by three curiae of voters: rural property owners, urban property owners, and communal peasant villages. Under the initial law, district assemblymen were to be elected by three curiae of voters: rural property owners, urban property owners, and communal peasant villages. The statutes fixed the number of assembly seats from each curia in each district, and these allocations varied across European Russia. Overall, the new form of local government guaranteed the recently emancipated peasantry some amount of formal representation.
In this limited and local way, autocratic Russia actual did participate in the 19th century trend towards a widening of the franchise. But did the particular electoral structure of the zemstvo have any influence on how policy was made? Under both the 1864 law and later reforms, the peasant curia was allocated a minority of assembly seats, while private landowners (predominantly the nobility) received large majorities in most districts. As a result, the nobility came to numerically dominate both the executive committees and the provincial assemblies. This led to the prevalent view among contemporaries and later scholars that the peasantry detested the zemstvo and saw it as simply a way for the local elite to impose their authority (and taxes). According to this interpretation, the small amount of zemstvo spending was primarily a bribe meant to head off social unrest at a relatively low cost and perhaps some benefit to the landed elite. However, other authors have argued that the zemstvo served as a locus for late-Tsarist liberal opposition. In that capacity, the institution attracted participants who were particularly supportive of policies to improve conditions for the peasant majority. In both of these interpretations, marginal variation in the distribution of assembly by curia should have had relatively little impact on the policies pursued by zemstva because private landowners – regardless of the reason

