Peter the Great’s Beard Tax
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Historians evaluate decisions made in the past on the basis of short- and long-term consequences as well as moral implications.  Tsar Peter the Great was determined to Westernize Russia and the Russian people.  The passage below describes the first decision Peter made upon his arrival home from Western Europe and illustrates the power of absolutist monarchs.

Surprisingly enough, the first thing Peter reformed when he returned to the Kremlin [palace of the tsars] was not the army or the industries but beards.   To Peter, the Russian custom of wearing beards symbolized everything that was backward in his country. When his boyars [nobles] fell to their knees to welcome him home, the tsar raised them up, took out a long European razor, and commanded them to hold still while he shave their beards.  The boyars were horrified—Russian men treasured their beards as symbols of manhood and Christianity; the tradition of the Eastern Orthodox Church held that God had a beard and as man was made in God’s image, he too must be bearded.  
Yet Peter decreed that all Russian nobles must shave off their beards.  To make sure his decree was obeyed, he posted barbers at Moscow’s gates.  Noblemen who wished to keep their beards had to pay a beard tax every year and hang a metal tag from their necks to prove that they had indeed paid it.  Without this tag, a man’s beard could be clipped on sight.
Peter also issued an edict [called an ukaz in Russian] commanding that all boyars  and members of the gentry class adopt Western-style clothing.  The manufacture of traditionally the long caftans [coats] with flowing sleeves, was made illegal.  These edicts, although not of great significance, were regarded by many Russians as attacking personal freedoms and valued traditions.  Foreign ways were being forced on the Russian people against their will.  This attack on traditional Russian garb began a debate in Russia—one that continues today—about whether to Westernize Russia or to focus instead on traditional culture.

1. What were some of the short-term effects of Peter’s decision to modernize the appearance of Russian men?

2. What were some long-term effects of that decision?

3. One historian describes Peter’s decision as “an action full of symbolism.”  In what way was Peter’s decision symbolic?

4. How would you evaluate Peter’s decision?  Was his decision a good one or a bad one?  Explain why.
