
Chapter 2

Poor Laws, Management, and  
Labor Control in Russia and 

Britain, or the History of the 
Bentham Brothers in Russia

Between 1780 and 1787, the brothers Samuel and Jeremy Bentham 
were managers of a large Russian estate owned by Prince Grigorii 
Potemkin, one of the closest advisors of Catherine II. In doing so 
they faced two related—but distinct—problems: Russian peasants were 
unskilled, and British skilled workers and supervisors, who had been 
brought in to work on the estate, were hard to control. Ultimately, the 
problem of supervising the English workers (and not the Russian serfs) 
is what led the Bentham brothers to reflect on the relationship between 
free and forced labor, and then between labor and society. Before and 
after Foucault,1 the Benthams’ Panopticon has been seen as a response 
to social deviance and as a concept related to prisons and the emergence 
of a global surveillance system in modern societies. I want to challenge 
this view by arguing that the Panopticon project actually was a system 
for controlling wage labor, which drew inspiration from a particular 
image of Russian serfdom and from the Bentham brothers’ experiences 
in that country. I shall also examine the impact that debates on the 
Poor Laws in Britain had on Bentham’s conceptions of labor and, thus, 
their influence on his Russian experiences. The section that follows 
discusses the fate of the Panopticon and nineteenth-century concep-
tions, politics, and practices of labor, in both Britain and Russia. A new 
understanding of their convergence and differences is the ultimate goal 
of my analysis.2
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A Global History of Labor Control:  
The Case of the Bentham Brothers in Russia

Samuel Bentham, Jeremy’s brother, arrived in Russia in 1780, as a naval 
engineer. At first he first worked for an English manufactory in St. Peters-
burg and then toured the Ural Mountains in 1781–82, before entering 
the service of Prince Potemkin, in 1784. The prince was at this time 
Catherine’s lover and close advisor, and he owned country estates and 
numerous factories. He was also directly involved in the ongoing Russian 
expansion, east to Poland and south to Crimea. The government was 
then devoting much attention to the development of a short stretch of 
Black Sea coast that it had secured from Turkey in 1774. These ambi-
tions generated tensions and conflicts with the Ottoman Empire, and 
an alliance with Britain was part of the Russian strategy. It was thus not 
by chance that Potemkin asked Samuel Bentham to manage one of his 
estates, located in the Krichev district of Belorussia.

Russia had seized Krichev from Poland in the first partition, in 1772; it 
had belonged to Polish magnates who refused to give fealty to Catherine 
II, who granted the estate to Potemkin. The estate was a large one and 
included five towns. Krichev’s inhabitants were Russians, Germans, Don 
Cossacks, and Polish Jews. Farming was the main pursuit there, but the 
district also had rich resources of timber for shipbuilding. The people 
were known for their skills in carpentry, and local landowners, including 
Potemkin, began to bring in other skilled craftsmen, causing the male 
population to grow from fourteen to twenty-one thousand, between 
1776 and 1785.3 When Samuel Bentham arrived at Krichev he found a 
brandy distillery, a factory, a tannery, copper works, a textile mill with 172 
looms for making sailcloth, and a ropewalk4 with 20 wheels, supplying 
Kherson’s shipyards.5 In fact, the estate was the principal supplier to naval 
stores down to the Black Sea. Bentham’s main task was to build ships 
for Potemkin, however he found himself faced with a twofold problem 
involving labor that was both unskilled and undisciplined. The first prob-
lem was that the estate’s serfs lacked the skills needed for building ships. 
To address this problem, he suggested that both machines and skilled 
workers be brought in from Britain. Potemkin’s Anglophilia encouraged 
this approach—he did not care about details, but he wanted English-
men to drive Krichev’s looms and run his botanical gardens, windmills, 
and shipyards, from the Crimea to Krichev. When twenty skilled work-
ers arrived on the estate in 1785, disciplinary problems quickly surfaced. 
The English workers showed little respect for instructions or work sched-
ules, and while their foremen complained about the lack of discipline, 
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they too disobeyed Bentham’s instructions.6 John Debraw, in charge of 
their supervision, described them as “a Newcastle mob—hirelings from 
the rabble town; a good-for-nothing crowd demanding high pay for no 
return.”7 Jeremy Bentham noted “a lack of discipline and order among 
the workmen,”8 and one foreman even threatened to lodge a complaint 
with Potemkin and Catherine. It was in this context that Jeremy, who had 
joined his brother a few months earlier, wrote numerous letters that took 
up these problems and called for an improvement in the system of labor 
surveillance, particularly regarding the work of the foremen.9 The letters 
addressed the well-known problem of how to supervise the supervisors: 
“With regard to instruction, in cases where it cannot be given without 
the instructor’s being close to the work, or without setting his hand to 
it by the way of example before the learner’s face, the instructor must 
indeed .  .  . shift his station as often as there is occasion to visit differ-
ent workmen.”10 Jeremy was impressed by the virtues of the Panopticon 
principle elaborated by his brother: “Relative to a house of correction 
. .  . it occurred to me that a plan of a building, lately contrived by my 
brother, for purposes in some respects similar, and which, under the name 
of the Inspection house, or the Elaboratory, he is about erecting here, in 
Krichev, might afford some hints for the above establishment. . . . To say 
all in one word, it will be found applicable, I think, without exception, to 
all establishments whatsoever, in which, within a space not too large to 
be covered or commanded by buildings, a number of persons are meant 
to be kept under inspection.”11 Jeremy completed this project by creat-
ing a drawing of the architecture of the Panopticon. These letters would 
become famous, because they contained the Panopticon project or model 
prison; they were subsequently assembled into the Panopticon letters, 
published first in 1791.12

The prison project, then, was first of all a project for labor surveillance, 
and the unskilled serfs were less of a concern than the skilled foremen. 
The project was not a reaction to the indiscipline of Russian serfs, but on 
the contrary, it was a response to the behavior of English foremen and 
skilled workers. Russia thus inspired Bentham with a model of labor orga-
nization and surveillance that could be applied in Europe, and in England 
in particular, as Jeremy Bentham suggested in his correspondence.13 Most 
of the countless interpretations of the Panopticon, including Foucault’s, 
go wrong precisely because they overlook this context and hence the link 
between prison and labor, on the one hand, and free and forced labor, 
on the other. At the same time, it should be stressed that the Panopticon 
was not the reaction of an English liberal confronted with an absolutist 
system and forced labor. For Bentham, after all, the point was precisely 
to improve the surveillance and labor efficiency of English wage workers. 
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It is therefore incorrect to assert that Bentham’s attitudes expressed the 
exclusive influence of absolutist Russia on an English liberal; rather, these 
concerns reflected the evolution of legal and economic organization of 
the Russian estates, as well as those that arose during this period in Great 
Britain, with regard to labor discipline in the newly emerging industrial 
world. To prove these assertions, I first detail the way Russian estates were 
managed at the turn of the eighteenth to the nineteenth century, and I 
then discuss the status of labor in Britain.

Estate Organization in Russia:  
Instruktsiia, or How to Supervise the Supervisor

Tsarist state rules did not regulate estate organization or the work of the 
peasants. The first law to do so dates from 1797 and limited forced labor 
on private estates to three days a week. Further state rules on this subject 
did not appear until the years preceding emancipation. Yet this situa-
tion did not mean that estate organizations were placed entirely in the 
hands of noble landowners, free to engage in abusive practices toward 
peasants, as several historians have claimed.14 Although state law did not 
control relationships within estates directly, it nevertheless laid down a 
framework of operating rules. Seigniorial justice has often been taken 
to be a synonym for feudalism, the old order, and serfdom, in medieval 
and modern Europe and in modern Russia. More recent approaches 
have substantially modified this picture regarding modern Europe, as 
well as modern Prussia, Lithuania, and, last but not least, Russia.15 I 
shall follow this line of thought and demonstrate that instruktsiia and 
legal documents issued by the landlords cannot necessarily be taken as 
synonymous with peasants’ submission and enserfment or their coerced 
exploitation. In Russia at the end of the seventeenth century, several 
estates published instructions or edicts (nakazy, instruktsiia) that (along 
with a collection of national laws) sought to provide a list of the rules 
for a given estate. The state gave these regulations the force of law. This 
formal framework is important, because it testifies to the tsarist state’s 
determination not to abdicate its authority inside the estates but rather 
to decentralize the production and application of the pertinent rules. 
These rules therefore supplemented rules applicable throughout the 
country, which defined who was entitled to own and transfer inhabited 
estates. State order determined the institutional definition of the noble 
landowner and granted him the right to promulgate the rules of his 
estate. In other words, the tsar could withdraw a lord’s authority at any 
moment if he abused his power or if his entitlement to own land did not 
comply with the rules.
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Until about 1750, these instruktsiia concerned taxation and estate 
administration above all, and the organization of actual farmwork 
remained in the background.16 This was because at that time most noble 
landowners were required to justify their right to ownership, cope with 
the introduction of capitation, and integrate their various activities, 
whether related to farming or not, within the estate.

Significant changes took place in the 1760s, when the instruktsiia 
began to focus more on work organization and the role of bailiffs.17 This 
was the time when both the Free Imperial Economic Society and Western 
economists (Bentham above all) focused on the question of supervision 
in organizations. In the estates, this change was accompanied by a corre-
sponding modification in the form and dissemination of the documents 
employed. The number of instruktsiia increased, although they still 
affected only a minority of estates. Victor Aleksandrov, one of the lead-
ing Soviet specialists in these documents, found them mostly in estates 
belonging to the wealthiest nobles, those with more than five hundred 
male peasants under them. Although this group made up only 5 percent 
of the noble population, 55 percent of private peasants were on these 
estates. Potemkin, with his twenty thousand male peasants, was at the 
very top of this list.18

The dissemination of instruktsiia during the second half of the eigh-
teenth century has been commonly and relatively consistently interpreted 
as a confirmation of the “golden age of nobility” in Russia. It has been 
asserted that at the time of Catherine II, nobles benefited from consid-
erable privileges, including the right to freely exploit peasants based on 
specific rules validated by the state.19 But was this really the case?

No doubt Catherine herself encouraged the publication of these 
instructions, both at the time of her reforms in 1767 and in the Charter 
to the Nobility, in 1785, as it was in keeping with the logic of a “well-or-
dered state” typical of this autocracy and the Prussian regime of the same 
period.20 However, debates within the commissions set up by Catherine, 
as well as the official laws adopted at the time, emphasized the impor-
tance of having not only an administrative and police order, but an eco-
nomic order as well. The nobles were supposed to run their estates in 
a more rational way, both in the sense of using more advanced farming 
techniques and of laying down appropriate operating rules to govern the 
peasants as well as the bailiffs. At the same time, for enlightened seigniors, 
moral and economic issues were not separate categories; the problems of 
poverty and moral order were closely connected.21 This met the state’s 
interest in reducing social tensions (particularly after the Pugachev revolts 
in 1774–75) and in preserving its pool of soldiers.22
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For similar reasons, the instruktsiia granted considerable weight to vil-
lage communities and elders.23 State rules acknowledged and legitimized 
the instruktsiia and acknowledged the existence of peasant customary law 
and village communities. This hierarchy of legal rules aimed to promote 
mutual control by the actors and a certain amount of flexibility within the 
system. Although the traditional views of historians suggests otherwise, 
under serfdom both manors and commune were strong.24 Of course, this 
legal and social order did not exclude conflicts or even unrest. Petitions 
were sent to landowners25 and uprisings occurred, and in some cases there 
were acts of violence against the bailiff or the landowner.26 These actions 
were not always a reaction to the services demanded by the landowners 
but, on the contrary, often came in response to technical or organiza-
tional innovations.27

Most important to us, however, is the way conflicts were resolved; 
despite political importance of the instruktsiia, historians have given 
insufficient attention to the uses peasants made of village, estate, and 
state institutions, and instead overstress the role of conflict. Rather than 
opposed to one another, these institutions were in fact complementary. 
The instruktsiia designated legal proceedings to be undertaken by the 
appropriate judicial authorities (peasant court, estate litigation offices). 
Thus Roman Voronotsov, the owner of one of the largest estates and a 
member of the IVEO (the Free Imperial Economic Society), encour-
aged the introduction of peasant courts to settle disputes between peas-
ants themselves and between peasants and bailiffs.28 On large estates such 
as Sheremetev, conflicts were settled through a central office of all the 
estates, in accordance with clear-cut rules.29 Potemkin used the same sys-
tem in Krichev.

In other words, the tsarist elites’ demand for institutional order coin-
cided more with the strictly economic interests of the noble landowners 
and the need for economic and social stability within the peasant com-
mune. Landowners were less interested in using these instructions to 
control the peasants than in using them to control and regulate bailiff 
activity.30 The bailiffs were either nobles themselves (in which case they 
were called upravitely) or free or unfree peasants (called prikashchiki), 
and they were concerned with the organization of production, taxation, 
and the collection of any kind of economic and fiscal information. A com-
plex and hierarchical system of surveillance was in place: Bailiffs deployed 
agents among the peasants to watch them, and while bailiffs supervised 
such peasant agents, they were themselves viewed with great suspicion 
by landlords, who feared both fraud and overexploitation of peasants. 
To overcome this problem, landlords developed a complex system of 
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remuneration, bonuses, and fees for the bailiffs. Remuneration was usu-
ally paid in kind, as a fixed proportion of the harvest. Bonuses were of 
little importance, for innovations were rare. As a consequence, fees played 
a great role. Bailiffs were held responsible for harvest or quitrent failure, 
and this pushed them to transfer these losses on to the peasants and thus 
“squeeze” them further.

Indeed, in the 1760s and 1770s, in the eyes of noble landowners, 
tsarist leaders, and agronomists, bailiffs were usually corrupt individuals 
who appropriated a good portion of the lord’s revenues for themselves 
and exploited the peasants without encouraging them. All of this resulted 
in losses for the lord, because it led to a lack of incentive and motivation 
on the part of the peasants and could even spark riots. The aim of the 
instruktsiia during the second half of the eighteenth century, therefore, 
was quite the opposite of the one put forward by most historians— they 
were not primarily intended to further squeeze peasants, but to limit 
abuses by the bailiffs.

These dynamics were pushed forward by the Pugachev unrest and the 
influence of the Enlightenment and rational estate management.31 As 
agronomists, economists, and philosophers suggested, constraints alone 
were not enough to ensure efficient use of resources—and particularly 
labor. Enlightened landowners were especially sensitive to this argument, 
and, as a supporter of “rational” management and as Catherine’s advisor, 
Potemkin warmly supported it.32

Such was the situation when Samuel Bentham arrived in Russia. Bai-
liffs’ activities, on the one hand, and the estate’s multiple forms of activity 
(farming, manufacturing, proto-industry), on the other, were at the core 
of the ideas and practices on the estate level and within the cultural and 
political elites. Bentham suggested improving the system for controlling 
the bailiffs; he also suggested integrating and coordinating skilled and 
unskilled workers and peasants. At first glance, this solution considered 
people exclusively in their professional and functionalist aspects (as over-
seers and skilled or unskilled workers) and ignored the fact that Russian 
serfs were quite distinct from British free workers. We need to assess this 
consideration, not only because (as we will see in next chapters) the legal 
status of Russian peasants was more complex than has usually been stated, 
but also because British workers had a particular legal status too, and 
Bentham was fully aware of this.

Controlling Labor: Paupers and Servants in Britain

According to Bentham, the difference between a servant and a slave is 
that for the latter, the power of the master is unlimited and the slave 
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has no rights. As Jeremy Bentham wrote: “Slavery is susceptible of many 
modifications and alleviations. . . . There was a great difference between 
the condition of a slave at Athens and Lacedemon; there is still more 
between that of a Russian serf and a Negro in the southern states of 
America. But whatever may be the limits as to the modes of exercising 
authority, if the obligation of service be unlimited in point of duration, I 
always call it slavery.”33 According to Bentham, it was not the condition 
but rather the duration of the obligation that constituted the real differ-
ence between free and unfree labor. The living conditions of a free worker 
were not necessarily better than those of a slave or serf.

We have to avoid the temptation to translate this qualification into 
today’s categories. At the turn of the century, in Britain as in France 
and the United States, Adam Smith’s argument that free labor was more 
productive than unfree labor was not fully accepted, even among liberal 
milieus. Quite the contrary: if, according to the utilitarian principles, one 
could show that the enslavement of a minority group increased the sum 
of total happiness, then a rationale for slavery was acceptable.34 As we 
have seen, this argument was advanced among British as well French util-
itarians, Jean-Baptiste Say being one of the most important examples.35

Such an attitude was all the more widespread because at that time, the 
notion of “free” labor was not the one we are accustomed to now. As I 
discuss in detail in chapter 6, in Britain, until the mid-nineteenth century, 
most free labor was actually unfree. Servants, apprentices, laborers, and 
artificers could be imprisoned until they were willing to return to their 
employers to complete the service they had agreed upon. Wage earners 
were considered domestics and were above all supposed to provide a ser-
vice.36 The labor of servants was usually conceived as a master’s property, 
and property consisted in the service rather than in the body or person 
of the captive.

The Benthams fully adhered to this view. According to Jeremy, only 
by offering a service could a man find “happiness or security.”37 However, 
“The master alone is considered as possessing a property, of which the 
servant, in virtue of the service he is bound to render, is the object; but 
the servant, not less than the master, is spoken of possessing or being 
invested with a condition.” These relationships of dependence applied 
also to the superintendent, who was subordinate to the master but was 
controller of the servant .38 That is to say, master and servant did not 
enter a contract between formally equal persons, but instead each car-
ried a different legal status. Legally speaking, servants were considered 
much the same as children and married women: they were under the full 
authority of their master. Because of this, “The most flagrant species of 
breach of duty, and that which includes indeed every other, is that which 
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consists in the servant’s withdrawing himself from the place in which the 
duty should be performed.”39

The legal status of labor provided the common ground upon which 
the organizational concerns of the firm (or the estate) and the relief sys-
tem for the poor lay. In fact, insubordination or failure to comply with 
workshop production rules was presented as a breach of contract without 
notice, and as such was liable to sanctions under criminal law.40 Crim-
inal-law control over labor was aimed at reducing both turnover and 
supervision costs,41 and limiting turnover was also one of the main aims 
of the Poor Laws. This link is crucial in the broad history of labor and 
labor institutions in Britain, as well as in the particular history we are 
dealing with here, that is, the origin of the Panopticon. In both cases, 
labor surveillance was at center stage. The Old Poor Law (which evolved 
through a series of statutes, culminating in the Act of Elizabeth, in 1601) 
required individual parishes to relieve their own poor and set able-bodied 
paupers to work. By the mid-seventeenth century, many parishes were 
using the Poor Law to shelter both children and the aged in hospitals and 
to employ those capable of labor in workhouses or with local employers.42 
Around the end the seventeenth century, a number of urban workhouses 
were set up to train poor children while profiting from pauper labor. In 
this context, the distinction between vagrant and poor was crucial; a poor 
person without employment or residence became a vagrant and was sub-
mitted to penalties similar to those imposed on “ordinary workers” (that 
is, servants). “Vagrancy” described a condition in which an able-bodied 
person without work or other means of subsistence was to be submitted 
to corporal punishment and returned to his parish.

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the English Poor Law sys-
tem was distinctive in Europe to the extent that it embodied a nationally 
organized, comprehensive, and publicly regulated approach to relief.43 
However, in the mid-eighteenth century, the workhouses and Poor Laws 
began to be disparaged as inefficient and expensive. A parliamentary 
enquiry of 1776 revealed the existence of 1,970 workhouses holding a 
total of 90,000 paupers. In most cases, pauper labor did not meet the 
general running costs of a workhouse. This situation became all the more 
alarming when the estimated poor rates increased sharply from £700,000 
in 1700 to £1,500,000 in 1776.44 Increasing enclosure of the countryside 
greatly contributed to this rise by cutting off access to the land.45

In 1782, a bill known as Gilbert’s Act was adopted that allowed neigh-
boring parishes to group together for Poor Law purposes and set up poor-
houses under a board of guardians. This occurred just around the time 
when Samuel and Jeremy Bentham moved to Russia, and they closely 
followed this debate. The Krichev experience confirmed for Jeremy the 
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necessity of reforming both the workhouses and the Poor Laws. The pas-
sage of this bill also explains why critiques of poor laws and the Panop-
ticon project emerged concurrently in public debates of the mid-1780s. 
Only the “indigent” and disabled were supposed to receive relief, Jeremy 
Bentham argued, while the “ordinary poor” had to settle down and find 
an employment.46

At the same time, attempts were made to increase the efficiency of 
the entire system by rational organization, that is, by supervision of the 
workhouses. This made the boundary between free and unfree labor even 
more tenuous. Servants, wage earners, the poor, criminals, slaves, and 
serfs all had to respond to common general principles of utility and effi-
ciency, “no matter how different, or even opposite the purpose: whether 
it be that of punishing the incorrigible, guarding the insane, reforming 
the vicious, confining the suspected, employing the idle, maintaining the 
helpless, curing the sick, instructing the willing in any branch of indus-
try, or training the race in the path of education: In a word, whether it 
be applied to the purposes of perpetual prisons in the room of death, or 
prisons for confinement before trial, or penitentiary houses, or houses of 
correction, or work-houses, or manufactories, or mad-house, or hospital, 
or schools.”47

During the 1770s and the 1780s, anti-slavery activity intensified at 
the same time as a profound transformation in English attitudes toward 
the poor was taking place. These issues remained connected until, under 
pressures of widespread hostility toward both coerced labor and public 
relief, the apprenticeship system of slavery was introduced in the colonies 
in 1833–34 and a new Poor Law was passed in 1834.48 Following the 
suggestions of Bentham and others since the 1780s, reformers made a 
sharp distinction between the “natural poor” and the indigent (unable to 
work), and only the latter were permitted to benefit from poor relief. The 
same principles were applied to former slaves, who qualified as vagrants if 
they were not settled and employed.

To sum up, in turn-of-the-century Britain, the barrier between free and 
unfree labor was movable and negotiable, and it was conceived through 
categories quite different from those of today. In intellectual and public 
debates of the time, poor relief, the general condition of labor, and the 
question of slavery and serfdom were tightly linked. More than just “effi-
ciency” was at stake (hence Adam Smith’s and others’ assertions that wage 
labor was more productive and efficient that forced labor); public order, 
vagrancy, and social welfare were equally important. It was not only slaves 
or the indentured who could have been the “runaways,” but also serfs, 
servants, and apprentices. All of these groups were subject to sanctions of 
criminal law, in addition to civil law. The material and living conditions of 
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free workers and servants were not necessarily better than those of serfs. 
From this viewpoint, therefore, differences in labor control and labor 
rights in Britain and Russia were a matter not of opposite notions, but of 
degree. Russia remained at one extreme of a common spectrum and not 
“beyond the line.” With this in mind, I now turn to explain the fate of 
Jeremy Bentham’s ideas on labor organization in the two countries.

The Fate of Bentham’s Panopticon: Labor Organization  
in Nineteenth-century Britain and Russia

The Bentham brothers’ plan to build a Panopticon in Krichev was met 
with favor by Potemkin, who was himself an enthusiast for ideas of labor 
optimization through the division of labor and enhanced supervision. 
This kind of Westernizing utopia, born from a mixture of coercion, sci-
ence, and control, was a cornerstone of the reform plans of Catherine and 
her close collaborators. One of those collaborators was Potemkin, and 
another, Mikhail Tatishchev, had been in close contact with the Bentham 
brothers in London during the late 1760s, when he was involved in draft-
ing Catherine’s Nakaz (“Instruction”) for the Legislative Commission 
and her new legal code.49 But while Bentham and his brother were origi-
nally motivated by a goal of controlling English foremen, Potemkin and 
the other Russian reformers came to see the project as a way to control 
serfs. The ambition to combine the division of labor with surveillance 
had a profound influence on one of the Bentham brothers’ intimates in 
Russia, Nikolai Mordvinov.50

Nonetheless, the shared project of the Bentham brothers and Potem-
kin—to build a Panopticon on Potemkin’s estate—fell through, because he 
sold the estate in 1787, which led Jeremy Bentham to return to England. 
Jeremy’s contribution was to generalize his brother’s project,51 making it 
applicable outside of Russia and incorporating it into his general approach 
to the organization of labor. He first extended the idea of an office of labor 
surveillance to prisons, then to schools, and finally to hospitals—and to all 
situations in which the problem of supervision arose.52

Jeremy Bentham’s starting point, to be sure, was an idea that resonated 
powerfully with his sense of morality: that it was better to put prisoners 
to work than let them vegetate and that such an approach would facilitate 
prisoners’ progressive reintegration into society. Yet he could not resist 
straying from this rationale and returning to the utilitarian calculation 
that new forms of surveillance and organization could and should make 
prison labor profitable.53 From there it was but a short step to start think-
ing about ways to maximize prisoner productivity. At first he proposed to 
rationalize prisoners’ diet: they should not become malnourished or else 
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their productivity would diminish. Yet Bentham thought mostly in terms 
of amounts and was not embarrassed to suggest that prisoners be given 
spoiled food mixed with fresh food (within reasonable limits, to avoid 
abrupt drops in labor productivity).54 He seemed excited at the thought 
that prisoners could be made to work fifteen hours and more without 
their wanting to leave their jobs, as wage laborers did.

Bentham was not exceptional in advancing these ideas. For example, 
his friend Admiral Jonas Hanway, founder of the Magdalen Hospital, 
applied the same principles to the Navy and workhouses. He trans-
formed the prison into a place of highly productive forced labor and then 
exported that model to the working world at large. .55 To discipline wage 
labor in ways similar to forced labor was thus a widespread goal in nine-
teenth-century Britain, and the Panopticon was only one of many pro-
posed methods.

It is here that the gap between Britain and Russia narrows. When Sam-
uel and then Jeremy went to Russia, the question of labor surveillance was 
being discussed in relation to rural estates, but also, as in Britain in these 
same years, to poor relief. Before the reign of Catherine the Great, the aged 
and infirm were supported in parish almshouses, and able-bodied vagrants 
were frequently conscripted to factories, mines, or the military. In 1775 
an edict created the Offices of Public Welfare (Prikazy obshchestvennogo 
prizreniia) and proposed establishing workhouses under the authority of 
local police to punish the lazy and enable the needy to support them-
selves. The first workhouse (Rabotnyi dom) was built in Moscow in 1782, 
the same year Samuel Bentham moved to Siberia and that Gilbert’s Act 
was adopted in Britain. This was the culmination of a broader movement 
started in Russia in the mid-1770s, which coupled Catherine’s ambition of 
urbanization and modernization of the country with police control over 
migrants and with “Russian pity.”56 This movement received a boost from 
Bentham’s Panopticon theory. In 1806, Samuel Bentham returned to 
Russia and convinced Alexander I to build a “Panopticon School of Arts” 
in Saint Petersburg.57 During the years that followed, the tsar ordered the 
construction of a number of such buildings devoted to administration and 
education.58 At the same time—and with the tsar’s encouragement—more 
and more of Bentham’s works were translated into Russian. However, in 
Russia as in Europe, the end of the Napoleonic Wars brought a backlash 
against the reformers. Various Russian authors denounced the conditions 
of the workers in Europe and showed that the landowners treated and fed 
their serfs much as they did their horses.59

At least at this level of generality, the Russian leaders’ sense of dis-
tance from Bentham was shared by almost all nineteenth-century Russian 
intellectuals and economists, who relentlessly criticized a utilitarianism 

This open access library edition is supported by Knowledge Unlatched. Not for resale.



54	 Bondage

that they contrasted with Russian empathy and communal principles. The 
interests of the intellectuals and the autocracy converged in affirming a 
Russian uniqueness that they identified with both the spirit of community 
and the rejection of consumerism and hedonism.

While Bentham’s utilitarian ideas were met with a mixed reception, 
his theories on prisons and labor discipline found enthusiastic adher-
ents among some “reformers,” including Nikolai Mordvinov, a friend of 
Samuel Bentham and president of the Free Imperial Economic Society 
between 1823 and 1840. Mordvinov was one of the noble landowners 
who—starting in the 1780s—had issued more and more written instrukt-
sii designed to improve the nobles’ control over their estates and espe-
cially over the labor of their serfs. He had known the Bentham brothers 
since the 1780s, and his aims and opinions were influential on Jeremy 
Bentham’s thought. Conversely, Mordvinov was deeply influenced by 
Bentham’s ideas and his system of modeling the division of labor on a 
well-organized prison. In 1807 Samuel Bentham was back in Russia, and 
he brought Mordvinov writings by his brother, who at that time con-
sidered Samuel one of his best disciples.60 After the Napoleonic Wars, in 
1818–19, it was Mordvinov’s turn to go to England and present Jeremy 
with his draft project for a representative assembly in Russia.61 At this 
time, Mordvinov insisted, like Bentham, that more surveillance and con-
trol over the serfs was necessary to boost productivity.62

Finally, Mordvinov intervened in the reforms of the exile system, which 
were implemented in 1822. As Andrew Gent has recently shown, there 
was an intersection of the system of punishment, exile to Siberia, and 
colonization.63 However, following my argument—and as the involve-
ment of Mordvinov testifies—these reforms would have not become 
prominent were it not for the experiences of Samuel Bentham in Siberia, 
the increased circulation of Western ideas on colonization, and their link 
with Benthams’ utopia. It is therefore interesting from a historiographical 
perspective and ultimately surprising to hear the enthusiastic praise later 
expressed for the liberal spirit of Mordvinov, that “great liberal” who has 
supposedly been unjustly forgotten.64

This approach was the opposite of what Russian reformers and econo-
mists had advocated at the beginning of the century, having been inspired 
by Smith and his invisible hand to show that free labor was more prof-
itable than serfdom. According to Mordvinov, productivity gains were 
unlikely to be achieved by granting greater freedoms, for which he said 
the serfs were not ready. But gains could be made, he claimed, through 
stricter supervision and organization of their work. The inspiration came 
from Bentham rather than Jean-Baptiste Say. This was the context in 
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which the new military colonies attempted to reconcile serfdom with 
new agricultural methods, and military management with settlement on 
the land. From the end of the Napoleonic Wars to the mid-1830s, top 
leaders, as well as many Russian economists and agronomists, supported 
the colonies, which they believed were capable of reconciling order and 
productivity, liberty and coercion. This experiment, at once economic, 
political, and social, affected 750,000 people, but the results were mea-
ger, and the military colonies were abandoned after being shaken by riots 
in the early 1830s.65

Meager results did not stop noble proprietors from implementing 
measures advocated by agronomists, albeit with coercive methods. We 
have already seen the example of Mordvinov. A similar case was that 
of Pavel Kiselev, the minister of state domains, who imposed corporal 
punishments and fines on peasants who resisted changes in the organi-
zation of labor or the extension of the potato fields that were figured 
into Kiselev’s plans as a protection against future bad harvests. The new 
measures he introduced sparked peasant riots that destroyed the potato 
fields.66 However, though this approach of forcibly introducing changes 
into the organization of agricultural labor was dominant, it was not uni-
versal, and scholars have shown that landowners in fact achieved vary-
ing degrees of success in introducing new agricultural methods.67 Many 
of their findings on both the microeconomic level of the estate and the 
regional level highlight the rising productivity of noble estates in the first 
half of the nineteenth century.68 In general, the “instructions” issued by 
noble landlords with increasing frequency from the last quarter of the 
eighteenth century addressed the same concern as did Bentham: how to 
improve labor organization by giving greater responsibility to supervisors 
rather than peasants.69

We can thus conclude that the relationship between coercion and 
reform, free labor and forced labor, was no less complex in Russia than in 
the West. In Europe, Bentham inspired those who wished to rationalize 
society through supervised labor, but in Russia not everyone followed 
his approach, for negotiated reforms did indeed take place, most notably 
at some noble estates. This helps to explain the conclusion drawn by 
recent economic historiographers: whether in agriculture, proto-industry, 
or industry proper, the data shows that serfdom was not synonymous 
with either demographic decline70 or arrested economic or technologi-
cal development.71 Economic growth in the first half of the nineteenth 
century—its momentum as well as its limitations—rested on the laws of 
serfdom, an institutional structure that formed not only a system of con-
straint, but a basis for mutual negotiation.72
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Conclusion

Notions and practices of labor vary over time and can hardly be compared 
in terms of universal and ahistorical notions of free and unfree labor. 
Otherwise we would find it very difficult to explain why Bentham’s Pan-
opticon was conceived on the basis of his experiences in Russia. Ben-
tham’s utopias were embedded in the context of the late eighteenth to 
early nineteenth centuries, and the clear-cut opposition it drew between 
the free labor of the servant and the unfree labor of the slave was an 
attempt—one made by several “liberal” British intellectuals of that time—
to halt slavery while at the same time preserving the statuses of servant 
and master. The poor were in turn redefined in accordance with whether 
or not they were willing to work, and, if they were, they entered the cat-
egory of servants. Bentham’s Panopticon project reveals his ambition to 
apply the order and social control of labor conceived for Russian estates 
and British prisons to the “free” labor of skilled wage earners, precisely at 
the moment when the latter were escaping their former status as servants 
or apprentices. The Poor Laws, the Master and Servant Acts, slavery, and 
the legal status of the Russian peasantry all came under attack during the 
last quarter of the eighteenth century. In Britain, this culminated in the 
1830s reforms that clearly distinguished the “real poor” from vagrants, 
put slaves under apprenticeship, and introduced new vagrancy laws. At 
the same time, in Russia, tsarist elites encouraged changes in the legal 
status of the peasantry through reforms that, although partial, initiated a 
general process of peasant emancipation.

Both systems declined along similar paths. Serfdom collapsed at the 
same time that the Master and Servant Acts began to face increasing 
criticism in Britain and the colonies.73 And even though the Poor Laws 
system was abandoned in 1844, it was not until 1875 that criminal-law 
sanctions backing labor contracts were done away with. Genuine mea-
sures to protect laborers, including measures pertaining to occupational, 
industrial accidents, were not adopted until the twentieth century. How 
can we explain these similarities? Beyond the circulation of ideas we have 
just discussed, were there common institutional and economic paths in 
both Europe and Russia?

The next chapters will address these questions.
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