2. Who were the Decembrists, and what was their impact on Russia?
In 1825, after the death of Alexander I, chaos reigned.  Many had expected the succession to go to Constantine, his brother.  Like himself, Constantine had been raised by Catherine the Great, and not by their own parents, Paul (her son) and Maria.  However, what most people didn’t know was that Alexander and Constantine had secretly signed an agreement that disinherited Constantine.   As Riasanovsky explains it, “But the heir presumptive had married a Polish aristocrat not of royal blood in 1820, and, in connection with the marriage, had renounced his rights the throne.” (Riasanovsky, p 299) Oddly enough, even Alexander’s brother Nicholas was unaware of the arrangement, and swore allegiance to Constantine as heir.  Raised by their parents, Paul and Maria, he had not expected to rule, but rule he must.
The Decembrists were a group of military men who took advantage of the chaos and confusion of this time and staged rebellions, in both Moscow and in St. Petersburg.  Aggravated by Alexander’s failure to follow up on the trend towards liberalism ushered in by Catherine the Great (and inaugurated by Peter the Great), they wished for a constitution, and the abolition of serfdom. They were called the “Decembrists”, because their rebellion took place in the month of December, and also because the failure of their movement can be quickly explained by realizing that the weather of December is not the time to gather a crowd!  Nicholas was slow to respond to the seriousness of the event, but once he was convinced by Constantine that indeed it was he, Nicholas, who was to rule, he responded with the artillery and attitude necessary to stop the rebellion, and punish the participants.  Soon enough, Nicholas found his stride, and turned out to be quite a severe replacement for the “likeable, personable, attractive” (Davison, “Alexander I and Nicholas I”, week 5 part b) man that Alexander was.  He too had his faults, but the contrast between he and Nicholas was such that Nicholas is regarded as “the perfect despot.” (p. 301).  
