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The security structures of the Russian Empire emerged at the end of the 19th century. The 

mayors' councils and their regional branches were replaced by the offices of police chiefs and 

city governors. From 1766 to 1871, the police in Russian cities were commanded by police chiefs 

and police chiefs. The lowest police rank was the city guard. Since 1882, the position was no 

longer elective. The governors appointed police officers. The main task of police officers was 

the faithful fulfillment by all residents of the county of their duty, the protection of public 

safety, and control over the correct and speedy processing of cases. The counties were divided 

into camps commanded by bailiffs. County police officers often inspected them and supervised 

the execution of cases of particular importance. They brought dissatisfied bailiffs to obedience 

and pursued (thieves, robbers, fugitives, and tax collection). Police officers monitored the 

health of roads, supervised the health of erected buildings, controlled tax collection, forestry, 

and field guards. The law obliged police officers to (educate the rural population about their 

duties and merits, encourage them to hard work, highlight the benefits of spreading and 

improving agriculture, crafts, and trade, and especially the maintenance of good morals and 

order). Usually, there were three or four camps in the county, divided into volumes. According 

to the instructions, the officers had The police had many responsibilities. The bailiffs 

supervised all executive, investigative, judicial, economic, and administrative affairs in their 

camp. The lower-ranking police officers of the district police and the officers of the ten were to 

assist the police officer. The bailiff was the local executor of government orders and the direct 

guardian of public safety, peace, and order in the country. He stopped all kinds of quarrels, 

fighting, riots, and disorder. He observed that no prohibited acts and actions were prohibited. 

He reported all emergency situations to the authorities. The police exercised general, 

temporary, and life supervision over many subjects of the empire. The superintendent did not 

have the right to change their place of residence. In 1802, the Ministry of Internal Affairs of the 

Russian Empire was established, which included all police structures. From 1812, the Russian 

Emperor ruled the country with the assistance of the Privy Chancellery of His Imperial Majesty, 

which consisted of six branches. The Third Department and the separate gendarmerie division, 

which became the most powerful investigative and political investigation bodies since 1880, 

and the police administration and security departments operated in the most professional and 

efficient manner. The activities of the security services depend in everything on the will of the 

king. In the 19th century, the ministerial century of the Russian Empire, it was terrible, stupid, 

and of course completely unprofessional. The Tsars of Moscow did not like the general laws and 

regulations that were valid throughout the state. They constantly violated the law with their 

separate decrees. The Tsars viewed the general laws not as rules that should be applied 

always/everywhere, but as approximate models for their decisions and the implementation of 

their autocratic will. 

Keywords: Security Services. 

 
Introduction: 

During the Tsarist era, the security services played a pivotal role in protecting the Russian monarchy and 

suppressing any political or social opposition. These agencies were used to monitor revolutionary activities, spy on 

opponents, and carry out arrests and exiles, especially with the rise of revolutionary movements in the nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries. 
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Among the most prominent security agencies in Tsarist Russia were the Tsarist Secret Police, which was 

responsible for monitoring revolutionary groups. There was also the gendarmerie, the military police, which was 

responsible for internal security and counterinsurgency, and played an important role in suppressing peasant 

movements. 

As the Tsarist regime weakened and the Russian Revolution escalated, these agencies failed to contain the 

revolutionary tide, leading to the fall of the Tsarist regime in 1917. These agencies were replaced by Soviet security 

agencies such as the Cheka, which were more brutal and organized. 

The security services in Tsarist Russia played a crucial role in maintaining the stability of imperial rule and 

confronting internal threats, especially with the rise of revolutionary movements and social unrest during the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. These agencies were responsible for monitoring political opponents, 

suppressing uprisings, and censoring revolutionary thought that had begun to spread among workers and 

intellectuals. Although they were partially successful in curbing some anti-government activities, the repressive 

methods employed by these agencies—such as espionage, arbitrary arrests, and exile to Siberia—contributed to the 

rise of popular anger against the Tsarist regime. As revolutionary movements, such as the Bolsheviks and Socialist 

Revolutionaries, grew stronger, these agencies were unable to contain the unrest, ultimately leading to the collapse 

of the Tsarist regime during the Russian Revolution of 1917. 

This research aims to analyze the origins and development of the security services in Tsarist Russia, their 

methods of confronting opposition, their impact on the political and social landscape, and their role in the fall of 

the imperial regime. 

 

Introduction: Security services in Russia during the period (1802-1923) 

First: The Ministry of the Interior during the reign of Alexander I (Alexander I)1 : 

The first appearance of the police apparatus in the Russian Empire occurred during the reign of Tsar Peter 

the Great (Peter the Great) (1682 – 1725 AD)2)In the year 1715 in the city of St. Petersburg, to maintain public order 

in the capital, he was keen to pay attention to this device and develop it, as he established nine large complexes for 

this device, distributed them in the various main places of his country, and made their direct connection with the 

local rulers and their agents.3)He appointed many individuals to this apparatus as soldiers to carry out police duties, 

avoid internal disturbances, maintain law and order, and defend the Tsar and his rule. He provided the leaders of 

this apparatus with instructions, the most important of which was to leave employees who abused their powers 

alone, as long as they declared their loyalty to the Tsar and fulfilled their financial obligations. This gave these 

employees the opportunity to abuse people and use their powers to harm all members of society, taking advantage 

of the police’s neglect of holding them accountable.4. 

There were no clear lines of work for this apparatus, especially since those who ran it were military personnel 

(the Protection Forces Division), and they did not have the experience in how to deal with civil cases, which are 

related to the judiciary. This apparatus also suffered from a significant shortage in the number of its personnel, 

especially in the border cities and deputy provinces that were very far from the centers of state in the main Russian 

cities.5). 

Empress Catherine II worked (Catherine II)6  (1762-1796 AD), on major reforms in local administration, as it 

granted the local police broad powers and added new regulations to them that included dividing the entire 

country’s lands into (26) provinces consisting of districts and towns.7  The organization of the local police was very 

simple in the district center, consisting of one field commander (kapitan-espravnik  , assisted by two elected noble 

councilors, and two peasant assessors, who together formed the district court, which was essentially a district-level 

police institution, which also performed some minor judicial functions.8. 

The local police administration in the provincial towns was more complex and varied depending on the size 

of the town and its population, as the decree (ustav   determined9  For public order and police in cities, which was 

adopted by Empress Catherine in 1782, small police units were to be formed in the city departments, each 

department having a person called the inspector, assisted by two assistants who were residents of the department 

for which they were responsible, and all the city departments were linked to the city governor and his assistant, and 

the governor had a special council called the city police council that included a number of senior officers and 

individuals.10 

The sections run by the inspectors had a number of officers and men to carry out the duties assigned to the 

section, and the city police board and the city governor had to provide the necessary support to the section officers 

in the cities, when the matter required the intervention of forces larger than the strength of the sections.11  . 
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Police officers in rural and urban areas were appointed by order of the city governor, while field commanders 

in the provincial capital and their advisors were elected by the assembly of local nobles, with the approval of the 

provincial governor. Their most important duties were to investigate crimes committed against the tsar's rule and 

to protect public property in times of unrest.12  . 

The police force, especially in rural areas and some cities, relied on the nobility to maintain security and 

order in their areas of influence. This was because the cities in the Russian Empire were a collection of different 

social classes, many of whom were free and had the ability to own private property, while the countryside was 

inhabited primarily by serfs.13  Owned by the nobility, they were not free but bound to their lords. Serfs could not 

own property, participate in contractual relations, marry, or be a party in court.14  . 

The noble owner had full control and legal authority to maintain public order within the borders of all his 

possessions, and they performed judicial and security duties in crimes committed in their possessions, which 

included individuals from (100 – 1000   people in each village or small town.15  These nobles were able to supervise 

the daily life of the community, which was governed by customary law, as well as the state police apparatus, which 

had no difficulties in its work in villages, countryside and small towns, because the peasant community bore mutual 

responsibility towards all members.16  Therefore, police officials usually rely on local communities to monitor 

themselves. When a police officer has to investigate a serious crime, he expects the community and the elders to 

search for the person who committed the crime and abandon him.17  . 

On September 8, 1802, Russian Tsar Alexander I issued a manifesto in which he created eight central 

ministries of executive power, including the Ministry of Internal Affairs.18  The Ministry of the Interior was 

considered the true beginning of the development of the Russian police apparatus, which received the attention of 

the Russian Tsar, as this ministry was one of the most important institutions for defending the Tsarist throne and 

his rule in Russia. Therefore, the Russian Tsar was the one who personally appointed the Minister of Internal 

Affairs, and the minister had to submit his reports directly to the Tsar. The Ministry of the Interior replaced the 

police, which was established by Peter the Great in 1715, in terms of responsibility for security in society.19  . 

The establishment of the Ministry of Internal Affairs in 1802 changed the police system in Russia. The 

Ministry of Internal Affairs was charged with an unlimited set of tasks. The Ministry of Internal Affairs became 

responsible for community welfare, maintaining peace, and maintaining order in the countryside. In order to 

perform these tasks, the Minister of Internal Affairs was given administrative authority over all state institutions. 

He supervised industry.20  . 

The most important position in the ministry after the position of minister was the position of deputy 

minister, who assisted the minister in the tasks of managing the ministry, in a wide range of duties, which required 

the formation of a broad organizational and administrative structure of four main departments, which are:21  : 

• Department of Living Supplies. 

• The Public Order Department, which is actually responsible for the real functions of the company. 

• Industry Interest Department. 

• Public institutions such as hospitals, prisons, shelters, and orphanages. 

These departments had small branches for issuing passports, registering births, and registering the peasant 

and merchant classes, the nobility, as well as registering the residences of citizens. A department was called the 

Address Establishment Mission, which had offices in St. Petersburg and Moscow, and the maintenance of all public 

buildings, and providing the necessary resources to citizens to support them in the event of a famine or any general 

emergency.22  . 

The General Medical Mission was also established within the Ministry of the Interior in 1804, to supervise 

the work of public health care institutions. The work of the General Medical Mission continued over the decades, 

allowing the Ministry of Health and Housing to supervise public medical institutions that included mental and 

psychological illness agencies.23  . 

In 1806, the General Postal Administration was transferred from the Senate to the Ministry of the Interior, 

which made it easier for the Ministry of the Interior to control it. The Department of School Supervision was 

transferred from the Ministry of Education to the apparatus of the Ministry of the Interior. In 1819, the Economic 

Department was attached to the structure of the Ministry of the Interior and was tasked with organizing urban life, 

providing the population with necessary supplies, improving agriculture in the countryside, and organizing 

settlements in the newly acquired lands. In 1823, the Department of Foreign Religious Affairs was formed to 

protect Orthodox Christianity and supervise the activities of other religions throughout the Russian Empire.24  . 
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One of the main tasks of this administration was to control the Jewish population and limit their movements 

within the country. The police participated in the deportation of Jews from the western provinces to the prohibited 

areas in central Russia, where the government allowed the establishment of Jewish settlements.25  . 

The Ministry of the Interior then withdrew powers from the provincial governors and their control over the 

local police, as well as the local land courts and city councils, and transferred them to special agents of the Ministry, 

with the result that the local police became a representative of the Ministry of the Interior.26  . 

In 1837 a new Provincial Police Act and Instructions to Governors were issued, which directed governors and 

landowners to follow the instructions of the Ministry of the Interior and its Minister, and local police institutions 

acted as personal security agents for protection and maintenance of order.27  . 

During the early years of the Ministry of the Interior, the provincial governors continued to enjoy 

independence and resented any orders coming directly to them from the Ministry of the Interior, as the provincial 

governors considered themselves and their police agencies directly responsible only to the Tsar.28  By the mid-

1830s, the formal structure of the Ministry of the Interior had grown. The Ministry of the Interior took control of 

local police institutions and governors, and established a superior hierarchy for the Russian police. Local police 

agencies ceased to be security forces and personal agents of governors. Local agencies became part of the national 

police apparatus, thus becoming a unified, formal, and professional apparatus.29  . 

Second: The development of the Ministry of Interior after the Decemberist uprising.30  1825: 

The failed Decembrist uprising of 1825 prompted Tsar Nicholas I to establish the Supreme Police 

Department, known as the Third Department, which was the first permanent political police department 

established in the Russian Empire. By imperial decree of July 3, 1826, its purpose was to protect the monarchy and 

the political order, replacing the temporary political police agencies established under Alexander I under the name 

of the Supreme Police Committee and Privy Council.31  . 

The Third Department was structurally separated from the Ministry of the Interior, was subordinate to His 

Majesty's Imperial Chancellery, and by the Okaz Decree of 1826 was made responsible for the duty of supervising 

the work of the agents of the Ministry of the Interior, which led to the Third Department becoming the most 

influential office in Russia. The subordination of the regular police to the political police continued throughout the 

history of the Russian Empire.32  . 

The Gendarmerie Corps, founded in 1827, was one of the most important organs of the Third Department. 

They were the personal agents of the Tsar, officially charged with acting according to their conscience rather than 

official law.33  The reason for the creation of the gendarmes was to be agents of the Russian Empire, and its men had 

to declare their trust and loyalty to the throne, the emperor and the monarchy.34  To carry out these tasks, the 

gendarmes were distributed in each province and district, as the entire country was divided between five 

gendarmerie districts, which later became eight, headed by the General Commander of the Gendarmerie. The local 

gendarmerie surveillance network grew significantly by 1850, consisting of (126) gendarmerie commands spread 

throughout the country, and their main duty was to report on the local political environment, the opinions of the 

local nobility, and other groups of the free population.35  . 

Although the Third Department always operated under the decree of 1826, its power and influence over the 

regular police administration continued to be on the widest scale, so it was considered a supreme and above-the-

law institution with authority throughout the Russian Empire. Because the gendarmes often performed the 

functions of the regular police, the public viewed the Third Department and the Ministry of the Interior as one and 

the same.36  . 

Despite the great development of police administration in the first half of the nineteenth century, its local 

offices in urban and rural areas were severely criticized for being inefficient, corrupt, and slow to act. Ironically, 

despite centralization and almost absolute judicial authority, the central office of the Ministry of the Interior had 

few mechanisms to monitor the implementation of its duties by the local offices.37  . 

The linear, hierarchical structure assumed complete subordination, the law provided no mechanism for 

feedback on public abuse, and there was no evaluation of the performance of local police officials. This led to 

increased abuse of power and widespread corruption the further the provinces were from St. Petersburg and 

Moscow, yet the police presence was minimal.38  . 

The lack of oversight mechanisms and the problem of the availability of large numbers of police were not the 

only issue. Since the establishment of the Ministry of Interior, its mandate was not well defined. The establishment 

of the central administrative apparatus and the local offices of the Ministry of Interior was intermittent and 

unbalanced. Sometimes these authorities had overlapping jurisdictions and were given conflicting instructions. At 
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the same time, they were given almost absolute authority in carrying out those tasks. This alone created the 

opportunity for unlimited abuse of power and corruption.39  . 

Corruption was the tool used by local authorities to filter out tasks that needed to be done and ignore basic 

duties. The creation of the Gendarmerie Corps was an apparatus known to be above the law, often performing 

regular police duties, which led to widespread abuse and corruption. The gendarmes were known to be abusive and 

violent, and the Third Department did nothing to stop their misbehavior.40  . 

The tasks of the Ministry of the Interior and its local agents were also responsible for many problems. The 

Ministry of the Interior was charged with controlling almost every aspect of daily life in the Russian Empire, from 

maintaining public order and preventing crime, to controlling public buildings and emergency living supplies.41  . 

However, the local offices did not have sufficient manpower to carry out the enormous duties, and as the 

central administrative apparatus of the Ministry of Interior expanded, the number of decrees, instructions and 

directives defining the work of the Ministry increased dramatically. However, the expansion of the local workforce 

in the Ministry of Interior occurred mostly at the provincial level rather than at the level of rural areas and their 

subdivisions.42  . 

Local police officers received a large number of instructions on a monthly basis, some of which were 

conflicting and some of which were unrealistic to implement. In order to survive, local police officials had to choose 

which instructions and decrees to implement. These decisions were often made under the influence of stakeholders 

and influence in the local authority, from the governor-general to the local gentry involved in the city or county 

government. Pressure was implemented through political means, as well as bribery.43  Another obstacle to police 

administration in Russia was the quality of the selection of inferior police officers. Local police chiefs were paid low 

salaries and received few benefits compared to other public servants. For this reason, soldiers who were no longer 

suitable for military service were often appointed as department supervisors and assistants in city police agencies. 

Many of them were either illiterate or semi-literate. They tried to use military discipline measures to maintain 

public order in their wards during investigations of criminal cases. Therefore, they frequently used torture methods 

to obtain confessions from the accused.44  . 

Emperor Nicholas I (1832-1837   increased the salaries of city police officers and urged the nobility in each 

province to provide suitable peasants for police service, but these measures did not prove effective.45  . 

Third: Police Administration in the Reform Era (1856-1881)  : 

Tsar Alexander II (Alexander II   (1855 – 1881 AD)  46  , known as the (editor)   made several important 

reforms to the Russian imperial government, two of which were directly related to police administration: 

The first: the reform of self-government in 1862. 

The second: the judicial reform of 1864. 

The loss of the Crimean War (1853-1855)   revealed serious internal problems in Russian society related to 

the previous systems and the serfdom of Russian society, the slow progress of industrialization, and the 

backwardness of the government apparatus, which was described as bureaucratic and backward. Therefore, it was 

not surprising that immediately after the coronation of Alexander II in 1856, he announced plans to emancipate the 

serfs and reform the administrative apparatus. The implementation of the reform took five years, during which 

Alexander II relied on younger and more educated civil servants, whom he called “enlightened bureaucrats,” who 

joined the government at the beginning of his reign to implement the reforms.47  . 

As for the issue of liberating slaves, the existing local administration was not able to do so and absorb the 

large numbers of liberated slaves, as Greater Russia consisted of (21   million private slaves and (25   million state-

owned slaves, most of whom were illiterate and never left the borders of their property or region.48  . 

The issue of emancipation raised serious questions about whether large landowners could continue to 

maintain public order within the communities of emancipated serfs.49  This also called into question the ability of 

the new police force to prevent civil unrest and accommodate the new societal structure, because the rural police 

had not witnessed real reforms, but rather were modest, despite the fact that this force was burdened with many 

duties.50  . 

The government put forward three alternative plans for local administration and police reform, each 

representing a competing view of police functions. The first plan was proposed by Interior Minister Sergei Lanskoy 

(Sergey Lanskoy  , who called for decentralization of local administration, which was to be achieved by 

strengthening the power of the governors and the Ministry of the Interior and granting them direct administrative 

powers, which had previously been the exclusive prerogative of the Tsar.51  . 
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The plan was approved by most of the governors, but was strongly opposed by other ministers, because the 

Ministry of the Interior continued to have direct control over the governors according to that plan. The 

decentralization proposed by Lanskoy simply strengthened the power of the Ministry of the Interior over the 

representatives of the local ministries. According to the plan, the local police administration was completely 

removed from the hands of the local nobles and landlords, and the police administration became subordinate to the 

state bureaucracy in order to maintain the existing authoritarian system.52  . 

The alternative plan proposed by the group of conservative ministers (Ministry of State Property, Ministry of 

Finance, Ministry of Justice, etc.   was to restore the military governors and give them supreme authority in the 

countryside, with them reporting directly to the government or the Tsar and not to the Minister of the Interior, and 

with the governor-general of the region having a local representative called the (regional governor  , who had the 

power to veto any decisions taken by the local police.53  This scheme of complete administrative centralization 

reserved partial control over local police agencies to the nobles and landowners, provided close administrative 

supervision over local police officers, and simplified the chain of command that was often broken within the 

Ministry of the Interior system.54  . 

The police continued to be a force serving the interests of the local nobility, but they were also controlled by 

state agents, who reported directly to the Tsar. This plan aroused opposition from the local rulers because it 

undermined their authority.55  . 

The third local administration plan included the idea of the concept of self-government for the empire, 

according to which it would operate through elected provincial and district councils that did not include 

representatives of the nobility, and representatives of other social classes within Russian society. These agencies 

would have an executive body and be responsible for electing local police leaders.56  . 

Under this plan, the functions of the local police were to be in the name of the state and the Russian order 

(the Tsar  , and also in the name of all other social groups represented through a local council. Although not all 

classes of Russian society were represented in the agencies, it included the social classes of merchants, clergy, and 

wealthy peasants who had previously been separated from the local police administration, which was to assume the 

duties of protecting the members of the community, not just the Tsar.57  . 

On 25 December 1862, the Provisional Rules on the Organization of Police in County Cities and Districts 

Governed by Local Authorities were adopted to strengthen the police structure. The new rules did not follow any of 

the three plans mentioned above, but instead were a mixture, keeping local police functions under the control of the 

Ministry of the Interior, and the agencies did not have the power to elect local police officers.58  . 

The rural and city police were merged under the name of District Police Departments (Uezdnoe Politseikoe 

Upravlenie)   headed by the district commander (Uezdnyi Ispravnik)  , the new district commander was appointed 

directly by the governor upon approval of the Ministry of the Interior, and was not elected by the council of local 

landowners and gentry 59  . 

Landlords and nobles were removed from the direct control of the local police, and independent urban police 

stations existed only in major cities such as St. Petersburg and Moscow. The lowest-ranking city police officer was 

directly responsible for patrolling the streets, while his superior, the okolodushny nadziratel, was charged with 

informal supervision of the neighborhood's residents, as well as conducting preliminary investigations.60  . 

In 1864, when the agencies were established as self-governing local bureaus, some basic administrative 

functions relating to the maintenance of local public buildings, roads, and structures were transferred from the 

local police to the agencies.61  However, a wide range of administrative supervisory functions, including passport 

control, liquor store licensing, fire department, street health standards, and hunting and fishing licenses in natural 

areas, remained under the authority of the local police.62  . 

Regardless of the changes, the new police under the 1862 law remained a function of the state bureaucracy 

and was directly controlled by the autocratic Tsar while excluding most social groups from the police 

administration process. 

 

Conclusion: 

The most effective way to address these issues is to view them from a historical perspective. The Security 

Police has a long tradition in Russian and Soviet history, which sheds much light on its operations today. The 

Tsarist and Soviet political police were always the ultimate symbol of repression, and the degree of repression at 

any given time was a useful yardstick for measuring the apparent powers of the police. As this study has confirmed, 

the Tsarist political police, despite their interventionism and unscrupulousness, were ineffective in their attempts 
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to stem the tide of the revolutionary movement. The Soviet political police made up for the failings of their 

predecessors and gradually evolved into one of the most brutal police systems in the world. What made the All-

Russian Extraordinary Committee so effective was that it was established for the sole purpose of propping up a 

regime that lacked any popular support for its rule. The Russian monarchy, even when it had lost credibility in the 

eyes of the people, always enjoyed a certain legitimacy based on the autocratic tradition and the Orthodox Church. 

The Bolsheviks had no legitimacy whatsoever and were threatened from all sides by the opposition. Therefore, it 

was essential for the survival of the Bolsheviks that the political police have unrestrained coercive powers over the 

population. 
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