2. Catherine the Great is often seen as the true heir to Peter the Great. Do you agree with that idea? Why or why not? What about her reign either proves the above thesis or disproves it?
Catherine the Great was a remarkable ruler, and the fact that she was a woman, and a foreigner, only adds to her stature, and augments her reputation.  Many things she did and didn’t do are available for discussion, for she, like Peter the Great, was an energetic and ambitious individual, in the best sense of the word.  Riasanovsky’s text is replete with references to Catherine II, who ruled Russia from 1762-1796.  The work of rulers both before her and after her are compared to what she accomplished, and none measures up until, perhaps, Alexander II’s reforms.  That means that a full century passed before another approached her eminence, for Alexander II reigned from 1856-1881.  

Was she, though, the true heir to Peter the Great?  This is a tricky question, for it asks me to assess not only Catherine II, but Peter I, and perhaps all rulers in between – quite an ambitious undertaking for one such as I!  Nevertheless, I shall attempt to do the question justice, for I am inspired by Catherine.  She charmed many a citizen of Russian, and many foreign guests as well, so I count myself in good company.  The fact that Russia’s history harbors such extremes as Ivan the Terrible and False Dmitri, let alone the imbeciles, idiots, or infants that somehow surfaced into the line of succession, makes her reign even more remarkable.  Ant to be female and foreign – that’s icing on the cake!
So, where to begin?  Catherine II was raised outside the country, by a mother and father who were petty royalty in Germany.  However, it is said that her mother was ambitious (in perhaps a more conniving way – or perhaps not), and arranged a trip to Russia to wed Peter III.  The grandson of Peter the Great, and “the son of a German prince and Anne, Peter I's daughter,” (Davison, “Between Peter I and Catherine II”, week 4, part a), Peter III (known also as Peter of Holstein-Gottorp) was raised to believe he’d rule in Sweden. Unlike Catherine (or “Sophia of Anhalt-Zerbst”, as she was named then), Peter never learned to speak Russian, nor did he convert to the Orthodox faith.  

Catherine stood out, then, right from the beginning.  A young girl of 14 when she went to Russia, she learned the language and the “mores” of the people into whose tribe she’d wed.  Furthermore, she converted from Catholicism to Orthodoxy, and adopted the name of her mother-in-law Elizabeth’s mother, Catherine (who was the wife of Peter the Great).  The mind of genius is already evident. In addition to learning all there was to learn about Russia, Catherine opened up to the world around her.  She imbibed the ideas of the French philosophers, the philosophe, and later attempted to implement these ideas into a world that was not yet ready for them.
Peter’s mother Elizabeth, the daughter of Peter the Great, had come to power in a coup orchestrated in 1761 to remove the parents of Ivan VI, who ruled for their 2 month old infant.  They had themselves staged a coup in 1740, and removed Ernst-Johann Biron, the regent (her lover) appointed by Empress Anne to rule while Ivan VI was growing up.  So, when Elizabeth realized what a failure Peter III was turning out to be, she “groomed” Catherine for the role, beginning with the selection of her first two lovers.  
After Elizabeth died in December of 1761, Catherine, by now 33 years old, realized she had to make a move.  Waiting discretely awaiting the birth of her second baby, Aleksei (named for his uncle, Aleksei Mikhailovich, and was born in April, 1762), Catherine prepared for the take-over that was accomplished in June of 1762 with the help of her lover Grigory Orlov and his brothers and their guard units.  The coup d'etat was successful, and a symbolic emblem of her new career. Peter was killed a short time later, in what was described as a drunken brawl with Orlov’s brothers, though it was publicly characterized as a case of colic.   

All the ingredients of Catherine’s career are right here.  She was studious, patient, perceptive, and powerful.  From there she went on to implement the actions she might have once hoped her husband would take. Oh, I forgot to mention – she took the throne in the ostensible name of her 8-year-old son Paul, who was raised to believe Peter III was his father (as did he believe Paul to be his son).  

I’ll run down, briefly, a few of her accomplishments.  In 1763-4 she completed the project Peter had begun, of divesting the church of it’s lands, and secularizing it.  She traveled extensively in Russia, just as Peter the Great had once traveled to Europe (in 1697-8 and again in 1717, and she got to know “her people” better.  By 1767 she was confident enough of herself and her knowledge of her adopted country to begin her implementation of real reform.  Somewhere in Riasanovsky I read that Catherine’s goal was to civilize Russia, and that’ certainly a good description of what she next endeavored.
Catherine issued, in 1767, the Nakaz, or The Instructions, for the Legislative Commission she called to consider an updated version of the 1649 Ulozhenie, created by Aleksei Mikhailovich (father of Peter the Great), which was a revised form of the 1550 Sudebnik authored by Ivan IV (before he went mad).  The Nakaz, by all descriptions, was a remarkable document, which combined the spirit of the philosophers such as Montesquieu with the practicalities of the law, such as promulgated by Beccaria in his Crimes and Punishments (“Catherine the Great”, week 4 part b – Davison).  Full of new ideas and ardent hopes and wishes for her adopted country, this document was considered too radical in France, and banned.  

Unfortunately, the effort was not successful.  The cross-section of society that Elizabeth invited to design this new lodestone became embroiled in social division and dispute; no agreements were reached; and the intercession of war with Turkey in 1768 was a good excuse to stop.  Nevertheless, Catherine learned much about her country, and the world learned much about her.

Other administrative/legal/governmental reforms included the new system of decentralization of local government began in 1775 in the country, and in 1785 she signed a Charter to the nobility, which granted them more power than they had had, and not-so-coincidentally extending the range of serfdom.  The fact is that Catherine showed a preference for remaining in power, and for persuading those with power to remain with her, which are good traits for a leader.  However, they are bad traits when much needs to be done for the down-trodden.  Catherine was not the one to do it, or maybe this just wasn’t the time and place for it to be done.  So – there are drawbacks to her remarkable accomplishments.  She did not remake the world.
In fact, far from it – she actually turned conservative after the Pugachev rebellion in 1773-74, in which a Don Cossack from the Urals Mountains claimed to be Peter III, with rights to the throne.  Catherine quickly contained the rebellion, which included Old Believers (those “left behind” by the changes in the Church implemented by Patriarch Nikon and adopted by the Church Council of 1666-67, and which led to a Schism in the Russian Orthodox Church.  The execution of Louis XVI turned her further towards the conservative side, as did her bitterness towards her son Paul (who had been effectively abandoned by Catherine as she took on the affairs of state).  
On the positive side again, from the point of view of a Russian historian, the wars fought during the reign of Catherine are truly as remarkable as those fought by Peter I, in terms of the extension of territory and the increase in security that they afforded her new nation.  From 1768-1792 she fought wars against the Ottoman Turks, and secured access to the Black Sea, just as Peter had established ground, and built a fleet, in the Baltic.  In between times, Russia participated in three partitions of Poland, in 1775, 1793, and 1795, which resulted in a increased population of over 5 million, and an increased land mass that now included Lithuania, Ukraine, Latvia, and White Russia (lands which Russia considered part of their Kievan heritage, and a liberation for the peoples who lived there, many of whom were Orthodox living in a land of Catholics).  The land that Russia gained, through it’s territorial acquisitions during Catherine’s reign, were some of the best anywhere in Russia.  The boost to the economy lasted well into the next century, and exports and imports tripled during this era (Riasanovsky, p. 261).
Catherine’s supports of the arts and education were legendary.  Not only did she aim to, and in many cases achieve, an ambitious increase in liberalization, westernization, and modernization, just as Peter had, but she also added to the cultural repertoire of Russia’s reserves.  She built buildings, sponsored architectural projects, augmented theater and music events, and encouraged the growth of educational facilities for both the rich and poor.  Her reign has been characterized by some as the Golden Age of the gentry, but that also meant that the culture as a whole was edified, even though the poverty of most was still overwhelming.

So – can we draw any conclusions?  I sought to compare Catherine II to Peter I;
 I intended to contrast her with those who came in between:
Catherine I (1725-1727), 
Peter II (1927-1730), 
Anne (1730-1740), 
Ivan VI (1740-1741), 
Elizabeth (1741-1761), and 
Peter III (1761-1762); 
and I wish I had considered her impact on those who came after: 
Paul I (1796-1801), 
Alexander I (1801- 1825), 
Nicholas I (1825-1855), 
Alexander II (1856-1881).

I fear I have fallen short of my aims – and that’s perhaps the best that can be said for Catherine II.  Nevertheless, considering where she came from, and what she went through, I find it remarkable to read of what she accomplished.  It’s true, Peter the Great reads like, well, the giant that he was, standing almost 7 feet tall.  And he strode through history with the verve of a swash-buckling swordsman with the world at his feet.  Catherine enters the stage more meekly, and must measure up to quite a lot that cuts her down to size.  In this arena in which she found herself, I consider her accomplishments all the more remarkable.  She’s an inspiration for women everywhere and for someday-rulers with little power or place.  She adopted the country that adopted her, and set it on the path into the next century.  Let me close with quotes from our text:
“Much has been written for and against Catherine the Great.  The sovereign’s admirers have included many intellectuals, from eighteenth-century philosphes led by Voltaire to Sidney Hook, sho proclaimed her an outstanding example of the hero who makes history.  The empress has received praise from numerous historians, in particular specialsts in the cultural development, foreigh relations, and expansion of Russia…But whatever judgment we make of the empress…we must recognize the importance of her reign.  In foreign policy, with the acquisition of southern Russia and of the gentry position and privileges; and in culture, with striking progress in Westernization, the time of Catherine the Great marked a culmination of earlier trends, and set the stage for Russian history in the nineteenth century.” (Riasanovsky, pp. 252-3).
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