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Women in the Theatre of Law and Revolution:  

Sofiia Bardina and the 1877 “Trial of the 50” 

The 1870s saw the staging of a series of confrontations between the revolutionaries and the tsarist 

state in the new courts of the Russian Empire, which had been inaugurated with much fanfare in 

1864. The struggle waged in the courtroom for the hearts and minds of the reading public was not 

going well for the government. The authorities lamented the indulgence shown by many educated 

Russians to the young revolutionaries.  who were seen to be essentially well-meaning and guilty of 

little more than naivety. As the Committee of Ministers noted in March 1875, the radicals “say that 

torrents, rivers – a deluge of blood – are necessary to bring about their ends. The committee is 

convinced that these delirious ravings of a fanatical imagination cannot meet with any support. But 

for public opinion to break away from those who hold such doctrine, their principles must no longer 

remain unknown.”1 The authorities sought then to expose the violent fantasies of the radicals in 

order to isolate them from public opinion; they believed that the courtrooms of the capital would 

serve as the setting for this salutary lesson in public morality. One of the most significant of a 

succession of public trials, the “Trial of the 50”, opened in the State Senate in St. Petersburg on 21 

February 1877. The defendants were charged with “the rejection of religion, the family, private 

property, the destruction of all classes by means of the wholesale destruction of everything that is 

beyond the means of a simple and poor peasant.” They included 16 women, something which 

liberals such as Ivan Turgenev (apparently ignoring the example of the Paris Commune) hailed as, “a 

splendid fact, quite unimaginable in any other country.”2 All the women were in their twenties and 

all but two were aged between 20 and 24. The star defendant at the trial, swiftly canonised in the 

radical press both in Russia and abroad, turned out to be Sofiia Bardina, а twenty-three-year-old 

noblewoman from Tambov province in Central Russia.  

 
1 S. S. Tatishchev, Imperator Aleksandr II. Ego zhizn’ i tsarstvovanie, 2 vols. (St. Peterburg, 1911), vol. 2, 520-1. 
2 I. S. Turgenev, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii i pisem’ 28 vols. (Moscow, 1964), vol. 12, kn. 1, 103. 
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Keen to escape the control of a despotic father, Bardina had, after studying at the Tambov 

Institute for Noble Girls, travelled to Moscow to continue her education. There, she became 

exposed to the febrile student politics of the capital and saw her own educational advancement in 

increasingly political terms. By the end of the 1860s, frustrated by the limited opportunities 

available to women in the Russian Empire, some set off to pursue advanced education, usually in 

the natural and medical sciences, in European universities. Zurich in particular became a Mecca for 

ambitious young Russian noblewomen wishing to study the sciences and medicine. In 1871, Bardina 

left for Switzerland. A crossroads for European radical movements in the shadow of the defeat of 

the Paris Commune, Zurich became an incubator of revolution. Of the 93 Russian women in Zurich 

from 1871 to 1873, 43 were subsequently arrested in Russia for involvement in radical politics. 

Bardina studied medicine in Zurich and while there forged lifelong friendships with fellow radicals 

like Vera Figner, Dora Aptekman and Olga and Vera Liubatovich, together with whom she shared a 

boarding house run by a Frau Fritsch in the city. The Fritschi circle, as the radical women émigrés in 

Zurich became known, did not see themselves as feminists. Figner remembered that “as a whole, 

the students abroad were not proponents of the woman question… [which] didn’t seem to require a 

solution. It was passé: equality of men and women [among the radicals] already existed in the sixties 

and left to the next generation a precious heritage.”3  

Increasingly alarmed by the presence of the women in Zurich, the tsarist government 

decreed in May 1873 that if they did not return to Russia by the end of that year, they would not be 

allowed to study or to take any further examinations. The official government newspaper declared 

that the young women in Switzerland, “who are drawn into politics are falling under the influence of 

the leaders of the emigration and becoming their obedient tools… Others are attracted by the 

communist theories of free love, and under the cover of fictitious marriages, bury in oblivion basic 

 
3 Vera Figner, “Studencheskie gody (1872-1873)”, Golos minuvshego, vol. x, (October 1922), 181; Amy Knight, 
“The Fritschi: A Study of Female Radicalism”, Canadian-American Slavic Studies, vol. 9, no. 1 (Spring, 1975), 1-
17. 
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principles of morality and female chastity.”4 Sexual dissolution and sedition were thus entwined in 

this official version of the role of women in the political emigration.  

On her return to Russia by way of Paris, now as a fully-fledged revolutionary, at the end of 

1874, Bardina took up propaganda work in the textiles factories of Moscow. This was an activity 

with unavoidable risks of detection, and she was finally arrested only months later, in April 1875. 

Like hundreds of other radicals caught up in the police dragnet, she was remanded in the House of 

Preliminary Detention in St. Petersburg, where she was held for almost two years before she 

appeared in the dock at the Trial of the 50. The jail became, in the words of one of its prisoners, a 

“laboratory of sedition” in which the radicals discussed strategy and planned their moves at their 

impending trials.5  

No less than their captors, they understood the stakes involved in the public prosecution of 

revolutionaries and made their own preparations for trials that they knew would present a 

protected zone of free speech and the widest possible audience. They judged quite rightly that 

guilty verdicts were assured in most cases but resolved to convert their own defences into a 

prosecution of the state before the court of public opinion. 

Bardina began her own testimony – which she had, like the other defendants, written down, 

committed to memory and rehearsed – with a forensic rebuttal of the evidence upon which the 

prosecution’s case was based. She then hurled the charges back at the state itself. She “defended 

property”, she declared, “as every person has the right to property, which has been accumulated by 

their own productive labour.” It was the state, she argued, that assaulted that right to property by 

denying workers the profits of their own work. Neither was she opposed to the institution of the 

family. It was rather the current social order that destroyed families, “by forcing women to leave 

their families and go to work in a factory for a pittance, where both she and her children are 

 
4 V. Ia. Bogucharskii, Aktivnoe narodnichestvo semidesiatykh godov (Moscow, 1912), 213. 
5 I. S. Dzhabadari, “Protsess piatidesiati”, in V. N. Ginev and S. S. Volk (eds.), Revoliutsionery 1870-kh godov: 
Vospominaniia uchastnikov narodnicheskogo dvizheniia v Peterburge (Leningrad: Lenizdat, 1986), p. 214. 
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inevitably debauched; it forced women, as a consequence of their poverty, to cast themselves into 

prostitution and then even sanctioned that prostitution as a legal and inescapable phenomenon in 

any civilised state.”6  Here, Bardina played down the more radical emancipatory impulses of the 

revolutionary movement as it had emerged in the 1860s – replete with calls for the abolition of 

marriage, and a celebration of free love – and cast herself as a defender of more traditional values. 

This discursive move challenged the state’s representation of the role of women within the 

revolutionary movement as the debauched instruments of the men. It also arguably reflected the 

added burden borne by female radicals in rejecting prevailing moral norms and gender roles. More 

broadly, Bardina’s courtroom testimony, constructed as it was around the defence of individual 

rights, exemplifies the revolutionary movement’s shift in the 1870s to a legal project. 

The revolutionaries only threatened the state, Bardina argued, because the autocracy “held 

its people in political, economic and intellectual slavery.” “Like the ancient states which vanished 

from the face of the earth because they were built on slavery”, the autocracy was “doomed” not 

because of the actions of a handful of revolutionaries but because of the disintegrating foundations 

on which it stood.7 No robust state could be threatened by pamphlets and speeches; the charges 

the state brought against the defendants were themselves an admission of its weakness. Far from 

plotting the overthrow of the tsarist regime, Bardina declared, she and the other accused were 

guilty of nothing more than peaceful propaganda intended to “introduce into the consciousness of 

the people the ideals of a future just social order”, an activity entirely acceptable in the West. Given 

her innocence, she declared, “I will not ask you for mercy and neither do I wish for it.”8 This pre-

emptive refusal of clemency took aim at the paternalist foundations tsarist legal culture in which 

the formal legal penalties were subject to the discretionary powers of the (male) judges, governors 

and, ultimately, of the tsar himself. It was a discursive move that would be made by both women 

and men in the years that followed.  

 
6 B. S. Itenberg (ed.), Revoliutsionnoe narodnichestvo 70-kh godov xix veka. Tom 1: 1870-1875), 354 
7 Ibid., 355. 
8 Ibid., 357. 
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In her closing remarks, Bardina lifted her gaze beyond the judges and invoked a genealogy 

of female radicals – “sisters and daughters”, alongside “brothers” – stretching into the future and 

pitting the sacral power of the revolutionaries against the temporal power of the state: 

I am convinced that a day will come when even our sleepy and lazy society will awaken and be 

ashamed that it allowed [the government] to trample all over it, to tear away its brothers, 

sisters and daughters and destroy them for doing nothing more than freely expressing their 

convictions. And then it will avenge our deaths… Persecute us, for in the time being you have 

greater material strength, but we have greater moral strength and the strength of historical 

progress, the strength of ideas and – alas! – you cannot catch ideas with bayonets!9 

Trials of revolutionaries frequently witnessed this wider collision of competing legal orders: the 

tsarist penal code, the court of public opinion and the court of history. The question, by turns 

explicit and implicit, was which of these settings should enjoy primacy and what judgments would 

be discarded as they were passed from one set of judges to the next. In these terms, legality was, 

quite literally, a matter of time. 

But in 1877 it was still for the tsarist courts to decide. Bardina was sentenced to ten years of 

penal labour, subsequently commuted – her protestations notwithstanding – to a term of exile to 

settlement in Western Siberia. She lived in penury in a small village in Tobolsk province for three 

years before escaping in December 1880 to Kazan and from there to Switzerland, where, suffering 

from depression, she eventually took her own life in 1883. 

Bardina made no explicit attempt to frame her defence in terms of her own gender, but her 

courtroom testimony was inescapably that of an emancipated woman. Her performance in the dock 

highlighted a genealogy of women revolutionaries as political actors in their own right, rather than 

as mere accessories to men. And, as a woman, her repudiation of the paternalistic power of the 

sovereign to show clemency pointedly subverted established gender norms of male protections 

extended to females. In my own work, I want to explore how women revolutionaries like Bardina 

may have weaponised their own disempowerment as a specifically feminine discursive strategy. 

 
9 Ibid., 357 
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Bardina’s example accordingly suggests a crisis of masculinity that lay at the heart of the wider 

revolutionary movement – one which led men as well as women to weaponise their own sense of 

disempowerment at the hands of a paternalistic state.   

 


