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PREFACE

THE more one sees of the unbounded incompetence
and national self-righteousness everywhere so bla-
tantly manifest to-day, the more clearly does one
become convinced that the first condition for
finding a way—if a way there be—out of Europe’s
present confusion and advancing disintegration
must be the attainment of a better mutual know-
ledge and understanding between its various peoples.

Another people’s outlook, actions, and conditions
generally, should be judged as far as possible by
the norm of its own psychology, way of thinking,
and preconceptions, and not by our own. This
is surely the first and chief condition for being able
to understand, and yet it is the one sinned against
most often, indeed daily, and not least in the case
of Russia and Russian affairs.

In this book the endeavour has been made to
render, without prejudice, passion or partisanship,
a brief account of the existing social, and especially
economic, conditions in this vast and unhappy
country, in the light of my impressions and those
of my collaborators during the years that we have
worked there, and of the information that we have
obtained from the sources which seemed to be most
reliable.
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That these brief impressions make no claim to
be exhaustive in any direction, goes without saying ;
the immense Russian problem is far too involved
and complex for that to be possible. Their aim is
to help in laying the foundation for a more objective
comprehension of present-day Russia and her future
possibilities.

During the last decade the attitude towards
Russia has changed in a very remarkable way.
Before the Great War she figured as the huge
menacing bugbear of the East, the barbaric des-
potism, the aggressive power, the great Slav peril
to Western Europe and its civilisation. In par-
ticular, the treacherous oppression of the Finnish
people gave Scandinavians a warning of what they
could expect if they came under the iron Russian
heel.

France’s alliance with the ** barbaric despotism "
of the East was regarded as treason against the
traditions of France, representing as she did the
fight for liberty and the rights of man. Nowhere
was this view more commonly prevalent than in
Germany.

Then the World War broke out, and the Germans
proclaimed that Germany’s armies were really
championing the cause of Europe, and the Scandi-
navian nations in particular, against the barbarism
of the East.

But the points of view have veered round. No
longer do we detect in Germany any widespread
feeling that Russia is the great menace to be kept
at bay ; if anything, the opposite view is held, and
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that, too, whether the Russian realm is contem-
plated as permanently Bolshevik, or as potentially
Tsarist.

On the other hand, the nations farther to the
west of Europe maintain a more hostile attitude
towards Russia. In spite of the great services
which the people of Russia rendered, at fearful
cost to themselves, to the Western Powers during
the most critical days of the war, the Governments
of the West now seem disposed to let the Russian
nation perish because it is subject to a Govern-
ment to whose methods and terrorism they cannot
reconcile themselves.

All this is essentially a matter of politics. But
what is needed now is to try to get on, without
paying heed to these changeable political moods,
to an objective grasp of the facts as they really
exist and must develop.

It is clear that Russia, conceived as a factor in
the development of world civilisation, with its great
intellectual and material importance in the world’s
domestic economy, cannot in the long run remain
in bondage to shifting political systems, especially
when these are largely imported from without.

A people’s development strikes deeper roots ; a
people is a living organism, with its own inner
life, and in the long run it will refuse to be held
in check or directed by fortuitous rulers, even
though these should succeed in putting forward or
retarding the clock of evolution for a time.

All Governments are transitory. The people and
the soul of the people endure.
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Doubts may be entertained regarding the future
of Western Europe and West European civilisa-
tion ; but there can hardly be room for doubt that
the Russian people has a great future before it, and
a great mission to fulfil in the further life of Europe
and the world.

Even as the expanse of Russian and Siberian
plains holds immense potentialities in its great
treasures of wholly virgin or only partially culti-
vated land, so does the Russian people contain great
reserve forces of unused intellectual and moral
power.

Russia's civilisation has not yet burst forth into
blossom: it still belongs to the future.

The civilisation of Russia, as we have known it
hitherto under the Romanoffs, has certainly not
been Russian. It was a thin, West-European
veneer, imported and renewed from without, just
as its centre of culture, St. Petersburg, was merely
an extremely uninspired copy of Europe, executed
in stucco and plaster.

Only when one’s eyes catch a first glimpse of
Moscow, with the Kremlin's wonderful walls and
towers, rising amid the surrounding plains, does
one feel oneself on the threshold of another civili-
sation. This is no longer Europe, nor yet the
Orient ; it is Russia.

Again, Bolshevism cannot be said to be really
Russian. While its inner mechanism is more or less
a copy of Tsardom turned upside down, the revolu-
tion itself was modelled, down to the smallest detail,
on Europe, just as its theory, Marxism, was almost
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directly imported thence. But the idealism—the
remarkable capacity for devotion by which it is
largely sustained—is genuinely Russian.

Not yet has the soul of the Russian people been
able to cast off the yoke of Western Europe and to
achieve its free development ; not yet has it found a
way to express its own truth. But its time will come.

When we read the literature of Russia, and per-
haps even more when we listen to the national
music of the Russian people, its strange charm,
vibrant with the suppressed glow of passion, makes
us conscious of the mighty, stirring echoes of
melancholy from the limitless steppes, from the
unknown depths of an alien existence ; we seem
to hear a soul still in bondage utter its eternal
yearning for liberty, and deep down in that soul
we recognise a world still unborn.

One cannot be brought into close association
with this great people, in prosperity or adversity,
without feeling an affection for it and acquiring
faith in its possibilities.

One must needs admire its stoical fortitude and
boundless resignation, which may prove a weak-
ness in time of development, but which is its great
strength in the day of misfortune. Even against
our will we are attracted by the high-strung
emotionalism of its character, which may easily
lead to excesses, but nevertheless bestows that
remarkable gift of devotion and unhesitating
readiness for sacrifice even unto death on behalf
of its ideals or ideas, which we meet with again and
again.
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Only think of the Russian Nihilists. We were
repelled by their methods of terrorism ; but we
could not but admire their idealism and their utter
self-sacrifice. The same spirit of exaggeration has
found expression now in connection with Bol-
shevism, and it still arouses fear in us by its
uncompromising terrorism.

It appears probable to me that not only will
Russia some day, and at a date not far distant,
save Europe in things material, but that the sorely
needed spiritual renewal will also come from there.

And if that is so, there would seem to be every
call for Western Europe, at this moment above all,
to pay very close attention both to the Russian
people and to the rapidly changing conditions in
their vast country.

FRIDTJOF NANSEN.
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CHAPTER 1

RUSSIA AND THE ECONOMIC
EQUILIBRIUM OF EUROPE

IN these days there is an uncanny, debilitating
suspicion in the air that the old world is sick,
that the civilisation and the social organisation of
the West have gone into liquidation, and that its
peoples’ vitality has broken down.

It seemed reasonable to expect that when the
four years’ bloodstained nightmare of the World
War was at length ended, the peoples of Europe
would resolutely pull themselves together, and unite
all their forces in the reconstructive labours of
peace ; and it was hoped that following on the
great effort of rebuilding all that had been smashed
to ruins, and of paying the overwhelming debts
incurred by the various nations, a new era of pros-
perity would dawn for the countries of the West.

But nothing of the kind has happened. The
hurricane of war has by no means cleared the air.

We hoped for ** a disarmament of men’s minds,”
but the fell crop of hostility and national hatred
is shooting up and spreading worse than ever

between former enemies, and even former alljes.
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Disorder and insecurity are growing on all sides,
and in several continents, while the feeling of soli-
darity appears daily to become weaker throughout
our whole suffering human race.

Amid black storm clouds the Demon of War
seems to hover again over stricken Europe, driving
the unresisting nations onward to the abyss.

Everything that happens merely seems to hasten
the catastrophe.

We looked forward to peaceable trade relations,
we wanted to improve State finance, to stabilise
the exchange ; but see what it has come to. Surely
things were never as bad as now, and we look in
vain for any serious attempt at international com-
bination in order to solve the difficulties together.
Repelled by the international chaos and insecurity,
each people prefers to rely upon itself. This policy
of distrust and isolation can only result in making
the position radically worse.

If one had the impression that the Governments
of Europe had done all that lay in their power to
restore peace and to reconstitute the economic life
of nations upon a sound foundation—then would
one indeed lose all faith in the future.

Fortunately, that is very far from being the case.
Fortunately, we can convince ourselves, by a rapid
retrospect, that the fact has been that Europe has
been suffering from an utterly absurd system of
government, and we may be thankful that the
damage done to it has not been still greater.

Who would dare declare that the years we have
lately passed through have impressed him as being



