
A second potential problem concerned fraud or mismanagement in 
finances and fundraising. The model charters permitted charities to use a 
wide range of sources for funds, including dues, income from property, 
donations and bequests, state or local subsidies if allocated, and charity 
benefits of all kinds. As dictated by the 1897 rules for associations, how­
ever, all public fund-raising events, from subscription drives and lotteries 
to literary or theatrical soirees, had to receive permission from the local 
police and follow the Department of Police's rules for such events. 60 The 
charters also outlined how societies should handle their funds, even to 
dictating minimum amounts for dues and how their capital must be in­
vested. 

Finally, the rules and charters were alert to any potential use of a 
voluntary association for illegal purposes. Societies were required to in­
form the local police of the "day, hour, place and subject" of every meet­
ing of the general assembly of members, which of course could discuss 
only subjects directly related to the society's activity. Placed under the 
jurisdiction of the Ministry of the Interior, charitable societies, like most 
others, were required to submit annual reports to it,61 Whenever a gover­
nor suspected subversive activity or a threat to "public safety or morality," 
the Ministry could close any meeting of a society and suspend its opera­
tions.62 The question of who had the authority to close a society - the 
Governor, the Minister of the Interior, or the Committee of Ministers ­
aroused some confusion, however. The provision in the 1897 rules and 
the model charters is ambiguous, but seems to imply that this was the right 
of the Minister of the Interior. In a report written in March 1905, the 
Ministry's Main Administration on Matters of Local Economy insisted 
that by law only the Committee of Ministers could order a private society 
closed; but the report also acknowledged that in practice governors had 
been closing societies upon their own authority.63 

In other respects the model charters offered charitable societies con­
siderable latitude and autonomy. With the exception of the proscribed 
groups mentioned above, membership could be open or restricted to 
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people of either sex and any rank, occupation or religion. The model 
charter for general-purpose societies also allowed them to limit their aid 
to poor people of one sex or religion, or to a certain needy group. 
(Societies to aid needy students in most cases gave assistance to students 
at a particular institution.) The Empire's non-Russian minorities, par­
ticularly the Jewish population, did not hesitate to take advantage of these 
provisions. Almost one half of the societies opening in 1898, for example, 
were Jewish charities. Catholics, Lutherans and Muslims, too, used the 
model charters to establish charities for fellow believers.64 

In the case of general-purpose societies, the model charter's sections 
defining a society's purpose and charitable work offered founders consid­
erable latitude to design methods of aid as they wished. As long as they 
obtained government permission, societies could open a variety of 
charitable institutions. At the same time, the model charter included an 
optional section on how to "individualize" assistance by organizing district 
guardianships (popechitel'stva) to investigate needy cases, thus attempting 
to persuade charities to adopt modern, rational techniques. 

Evidently the Ministry did not place much faith Russians' knowledge 
and experience of voluntary associations, however, for the model charters 
spelled out in detail how a society should be governed. Ultimate authority 
was vested in the general assembly of members. Meeting at least once a 
year, the general assembly approved the society's annual reports and 
budget, elected the board of directors, and decided other matters of major 
importance like the acquisition of property. (Societies based on the 
model charters could own property and exercise the rights of juridical 
personality.) The board of directors, not the membership at large, elected 
the society's chairman, vice-chairman, secretary and treasurer, and ran its 
day-to-dayoperations. The charters also spelled out the responsibilities of 
the officers, set the size of quorums, and explained the procedure for 
closing the society. 

In the opinion of both pre-revolutionary and Soviet scholars, the 
model charters contributed little to expanding Russian society's right of 
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association, One Soviet writer has characterized them as a "reliable in­
strument" which enabled the autocracy to hold public initiative under 
"unremitting control.,,65 While the founders of a society that adopted a 
model charter now needed to travel only as far as the provincial 
governor's office, they were not guaranteed automatic confirmation. 
Local and central authorities still had complete discretion to refuse per­
mission, without having to explain their reasons to the founders.66 

Moreover, despite the confusion over which branch of the government 
had the authority to close a society once and for all, the governor's right 
to close down meetings and force a society to suspend its operations rein­
forced the power of the local administration over private initiative. 

Balanced against this negative assessment, however, is the autocracy's 
general approval of "socially useful" associations like charities, reflected 
most strongly in the pro-charity bias of bureaucrats Maksimov and Kabat, 
the authors of the model charters. Furthermore, Russians were inex­
perienced (through no fault of their own, one might add) in the skills of 
organizing and running an association, and arguably needed some 
guidance. Some groups were probably frustrated by the constraints the 
model charters imposed. In general, however, the popular model charters 
contributed greatly to the surge of voluntarism that characterized late 
Imperial Russian society. 

Regulating and Monitoring Private Charity 

Charitable organizations before 1905 were subject not only to the 
provisions of their charters, but also to laws and regulations governing 
private charity. Some laws clearly aimed at encouraging charitable giving. 
Others, seeking to supervise the finances and activities of organized 
charity, were often honored in the breach. However vexatious some 
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government regulations must have been, they do not seem to have erected 
serious obstacles to the beneficent impulses of most Russian subjects. 

According to civil law, Russians were free to donate or bequeath 
property for charitable purposes, and to designate the specific uses of their 
donations. Some government agencies and institutions, like the social 
welfare boards, had to receive government permission to accept a con­
tribu tion, but zemstvos and town governments did not. The Ministries 
were supposed to keep records of donations, and to bring particularly 
significant ones to the attention of the Tsar, who might grant special recog­
nition to the donor. 67 An archaic law, still on the books in the late 
nineteenth century, imposed one curious restriction. Before a donation 
could be accepted, the donor's character had to be investigated, "since 
depraved [porochnye] people can make a gift with the aim of receiving an 
award from the government, and thus cover their previous deeds in order 
to be compared with outstanding people in society." Donations from 
people with a shady past, therefore, could not be accepted. 68 It seems 
unlikely that this law was consistently enforced, however, and in 1905 the 
Senate decided that it did not apply to people who made donations to 

69 zemstvos.
The law also guaranteed to donors that their gifts would be imple­

mented according to their intentions. The original designation of a dona­
tion could be changed only with the permission of the donor or, if he were 
dead, the Tsar.70 The government considered this guarantee necessary for 
maintaining the flow of donations, which was critical since donations con­
stituted the single largest source of funds for poor relief in the Empire. 
Problems naturally arose, as when bequests became outdated, or relatives 
contested a will, or a bequest named no specific beneficiary; then, the 
courts or civil authorities sometimes took over. One writer, observing a 
decline in charitable bequests in 1910, blamed it on inadequate protection 
of donors' interests.71 Nevertheless, the government appears to have 
taken its duty to donors seriously. In 1902, for example, the Economic 
Department turned down a petition from the town council of 
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Poshekhon'ia to use more than 25,000 rubles, originally donated to pay 
state taxes for poor town residents, to establish a school. "Steadfast obser­
vance of the will of donors," it wrote, "is especially necessary since a lack 
of confidence by donors in the fulfillment of their will can result in 
decreasing contributions for charitable needs."n 

Charitable organizations also enjoyed certain tax privileges. Property 
donated or bequeathed to charitable, religious and other socially useful 
organizations, or to the state or local government for charitable or educa­
tional purposes, was free from gift and inheritance taxes.73 Charities were 
also exempt from the stamp tax (gerbovyi sbor), and those supported by the 
central or local government had franking privileges.74 The social welfare 
boards, local governments, children's asylums and a number of privileged 
charities, like the Imperial Philanthropic Society and the Red Cross, did 
not have to pay purchase taxes (krepostnye poshliny) on property pur­
chased for their charitable institutions.75 Private charitable societies and 
institutions enjoyed the rights, granted in their individual charters, of 
property ownership and juridical personality.I'' 

By law all charities were supposed to submit annual reports to the 
Ministry of the Interior.77 The Ministry encountered repeated difficulties 
in trying to enforce this law, however. Circulars to governors in 1867, 
1873 and 1877 reminded them of their duty to enforce this ob~ation, 

which, the Ministry found, many societies continued to ignore. The 
Ministry's concern over violations of this law intensified in the 1890s. In 
early 1892, in the midst of the famine, the Ministry ordered governors to 
collect the reports of all charities in their provinces and send them to the 
Ministry.79 Compliance with this order seems once again to have been 
lax; one of the greatest obstacles the Grot Commission on Poor Law 
Reform encountered was the lack of information on the state of charity in 
the Em8ire. Nor did additional reminders in 1897 yield significant 
results. 8 

In 1898 the Economic Department issued special printed forms for the 
reports, and ruled that the completed forms must be submitted, in Russian 
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only, no later than six months following the report year.81 The Ministry 
soon discovered, however, that even when charities used the new forms, 
they allowed themselves considerable latitude in how and what to

82 report. A 1902 circular complained that societies and institutions were 
sending in their reports only after long delays, which prevented the Minis­
try from keeping accurate and complete information on private charity. 
This time the Ministry asked governors to warn charities that by neglecting 
to submit timely reports they were violating the law, and could be 
closed.83 As more and more private societies and institutions opened 
every year, the situation clearly threatened to get out of hand, with the 
Ministry unable to keep any accurate records. According to one source, an 
investigation at the Ministry in 1904 discovered that only half of all 
charitable societies had turned in reports.84 

There seems to have been no one reason why so many private charities 
failed to submit their annual reports, even under threat of being closed. 
When the governor of Eniseisk and the commandant of St. Petersburg 
questioned societies and institutions that owed reports, they unearthed a 
variety of excuses. Some associations replied that the law did not pertain 
to them, because their charters did not mention it, or they served other 
purposes than charity, or their funds came entirely from one 
philanthropist. Others explained that their report was still at the printer'S, 
or had not yet been presented to the general assembly of members, or the 
officers were away on summer vacations. Whatever the excuse or pretext, 
these charities do not seem to have taken the law very seriously, and in 
some cases jealously guarded their autonomy from close government 
scrutiny.85 

Other government regulations on charities related to specific aspects 
of their operation. Generally charitable associations did not enjoy the 
freedom to open an institution or other kind of enterprise whenever or 
however they wished; they had to obtain official permission for each new 
enterprise and obey existing government regulations, for example on 
public reading rooms. One particularly anachronistic law required a 
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newly founded private charitable institution to adhere to the rules for that 
kind of institution in the Statute on Public Assistance. Most of these rules 
on almshouses, orphanages, etc. dated from the creation of the social 
welfare boards in 1775; the Statute contained no rules on more modern 
types of institutions.f" Another law, dating from 1817 and also never 
repealed, stated that a charitable institution could not open until it pos­
sessed all the funds necessary to support it, without relying on "lotteries 
and other accidental and uncertain revenues.,,87 

Both laws were usually honored in the breach. According to Mak­
simov, most charitable institutions only came into being by counting on 
lotteries and other "accidental and uncertain" sources of funds, without 
necessarily having amassed enough capital to ensure their permanent ex­
istence. Originally, it seems, these laws had been intended as much to 
guide a population inexperienced in voluntary action as to constrain it. 
Regardless of whether they were consistently enforced, however, the con­
tinued existence of such obsolete regulations, in Maksimov's opinion, 
hindered private initiative, especially the development of innovative types 
of institutions adapted to diverse local needs.88 

Public assemblies of various kinds, organized by charities to raise 
funds , caused the government particular headaches. Russian law required 
individuals and societies to obtain permission from the local police for 
every concert, theatrical, ball or other public event. This restriction evi­
dently did not prevent people from using charitable events as covers for 
political meetings, however. The frequency of this practice is unknown, 
but on occasion it aroused considerable alarm. In 1882, when the 
autocracy was still haunted by the assassination of Alexander II and the 
seemingly ubiquitous power of the People's Will terrorist organization 
(then in fact greatly weakened), the Department of Police issued a stern 
circular to the provincial governors. Charity fund-raising events, it warned, 
were being used "very often" to disguise attempts to collect funds for 
"criminal", revolutionary purposes. Governors were ordered to follow 
new rules for the operation of public performances for charity, which 
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included making a special appointee of the governor responsible for dis­
bursing all the net proceeds to the intended beneficiaries. In addition, 
students were forbidden to organize public events. The government thus 
hoped to prevent the use of charity benefits to raise money for 
revolutionaries, political prisoners or exiles.89 

Subsequent police circulars tell a familiar story 'of government ineffec­
tualness and frustration. The local authorities, charged the Department of 
Police in 1887, had not taken the earlier warnings and prohibitions 
seriously, and were granting permission for public events too readily. 
Money was still falling into the hands of "revolutionary agitators" because 
university students were being allowed to organize associations (zem­
liachestva - societies of people from the same area) and benefits, osten­
sibly for charity but in fact to raise money for political prisoners and exiles. 
Often, to get permission for the fund-raising events, they obtained the 
cooperation of a prominent, political~ reliable citizen to provide the 
necessary cover to deceive the police.' A third circular in 1889 warned 
of charity benefits being used to raise funds for Jews and other political 
unreliables to finance their studies abroad, where they became infected 
with revolutionary ideas.91 In 1901 and again in 1904 the police renewed 
their criticisms of governors for "frequently" ignoring the 1882 rules and 
maintaining lax supervision over private societies. Circulars warned of the 
necessity of strict vigilance over charity benefits and all other activities of 
private societies.92 

/. The tsarist police also feared that public charity benefits, if not strictly 
regulated, could provide a platform for oppositionist propaganda as well 
as a cover for raising funds for revolutionaries. In 1895 the Department 
of Police wrote to the Economic Department urging that all charters in­
clude tighter rules on the presentation of plays, concerts, and literary read­
ings by charities. Such events should be allowed only with the permission 
of the local police, and a seat must be reserved for its representative. 
Only plays, verses, stories or music passed by the censor should be per­
mitted, and in the case of literary readings additional permission must be 
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requested each time from the trustee of the school district. While ac­
quiescing to the Department's fears, the Economic Department's reply 
did not demonstrate deep concern.93 

The Department of Police and the Economic Department also parted 
ways over the problem of monitoring other common - and legal - ac­
tivities conducted by charitable associations. Correspondence between 
the two departments within the Ministry of the Interior reveals sharp dis­
agreement about the latitude that should be granted to organized charity. 
In 1899 the Department of Police, which still reviewed charters submitted 
for confirmation, sent the Minister a memo repeating its frequent objec­
tions to allowing charities to open libraries, reading rooms, literacy cour­
ses and other educational activities, or to establish workshops and other 
enterprises to provide employment and occupational training. Such ac­
tivities, the Department warned, were particularly dangerous in the non­
Russian areas of the Empire, where charities often used educational ac­
tivities to promote ethnic separatism. These charities were also difficult 
to control since the Ministries of the Interior and Education shared 
authority over them. Thus they were usually left to themselves, "which is 
extremely undesirable.,,94 

At first, the Department of Police's complaints were rejected. The 
Economic Department replied for the Minister in a response strongly 
influenced by Maksimov, who was still in charge of the office for charity 
and public assistance. The Economic Department's reply stated that the 
Ministry usually had no objections to charities conducting educational and 
vocational work. The existing requirements, reiterated in the 1897 model 
charters, that societies must obtain permission before holding a public 
event or ~ening an institution, and adhere to existing regulations, were 
sufficient. (In 1898, however, probably in response to the Department 
of Police's repeated complaints, the Economic Department prohibited 
societies assisting needy students from establishing libraries and reading 
rooms.96

) The Minister of the Interior added that dual ministerial control 
did not pose any problem since 'locally control was concentrated in the 
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hands of the governor.97 In a note of his own, Maksimov went further to 
complain that the Department of Police held up the flow of paperwork in 
his section by making such objections to draft charters. The Economic 
Department, he claimed, should have sole authority to make changes in 
draft charters; the Department of Police should review only the lists of 
founders.98 

In the end, victory went to the Department of Police. Shortly before 
this correspondence began, the reactionary Sipiagin replaced the relatively 
liberal Goremykin as Minister. After apparently wavering between the 
two departments for several months, Sipiagin finally agreed with the 
Department of Police that charitable associations should not engage in 
educational work.99 At about the same time the Economic Department 
lost its staunch defender of voluntarism, Maksimov, who transferred to 
another state agency, the Guardianship of Work Relief. 

This incident, together with the accompanying change in Ministry per­
sonnel, suggests that from 1900 the government tightened the bonds 
around private organized charity. Yet any significant impact is hard to 
discern. In siding with the Department of Police, Sipiagin granted its 
request that henceforth charities would have to request official permission 
before holding public readings and lectures or opening schools, libraries, 
and similar enterprises. This was nothing new, however. The model 
charters already contained these provisions; they had never given charities 
the freedom to open institutions on their own. Societies assisting needy 
students had been barred from establishing libraries as early as 1898. 
More to the point, the Department of Police's apparent victory did not 
prevent charities from opening every year between 1900 and 1905 in great 
numbers and diversity. 

The financial affairs of organized charity also caused the government 
concern, but for different reasons. Then as now, organized charity 
provided fertile ground for financial mismanagement, fraud and embez­
zlement. Cases of both petty and spectacular malfeasance regularly oc­
curred and often provided sensational newspaper copy. The public evi­
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dently enjoyed stories that unmasked the deceit and greed lurking under 
the self-righteous, virtuous countenance of charity. In addition to its 
determination to uncover and prevent this kind of crime, the Ministry of 
the Interior shared the worry of charity leaders outside the government 
that financial abuses harmed not only the good causes themselves, but 
public trust in charity in general. 

Although charities were required to obtain official permission for 
fundraising drives and lotteries, and follow detailed regulations on how 
they were to be conducted, these events repeatedly caused trouble. 
Agents employed by charities to collect subscriptions, for example, some­
times pocketed fifty to ninety percent as their fee. Lottery tickets to 
benefit institutions were peddled for prices higher than what was printed 
on them. Other, sometimes quite imaginative fundraising practices, such 
as selling calendars, insignia pins, portraits of the Imperial family, or book­
lets with coupons for discounts at certain stores, caused the government 
equal concern. IOO The biggest culprits were often prominent charities that 
enjoyed state connections or the patronage of a member of the Imperial 
family; they possessed the resources to conduct nation-wide drives and the 
prestige to obtain the cooperation of the local authorities and the respect 
of local residents. 

One frequent offender was the Petersburg Society for the Care of Poor 
and Sick Children, which enjoyed the patronage of a Grand Duchess. IOI 

According to a report by the provincial governor, one of its members 
arrived in Kiev in October of 1901 to collect contributions. He was ob­
served staying in one of the best hotels in the city, "riding around in smart 
cabs, and spending time in the evenings in night clubs [uveselitel'nykh 
zavedeniiakh]." The same man, this time working for another prominent 
charity that had attracted suspicion before, showed up several months 
later in Orenburg. Thanks in part to his "extreme familiarity [razviaznost1" 
he collected more than 3,000 rubles in two days, then proceeded to lose 
900 of it at cards.I 02 These and other cases from a collection of governors' 
reports from 1901 and 1902 on suspicious fundraising practices paint a 
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