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‘

Workers of the world 

unite. You have nothing 

to lose but your chains!

 

Communist Manifesto, 1848 

Karl Marx and 

Friedrich Engels
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INTRODUCTION 

The greatest event to shape world politics 

in the 20th century was the Russian 

Revolution of 1917. For the fi rst time in 

history, a movement in the name of the 

working classes took control of government. 

Soviet communism was the starting point 

for many world events in a century of great 

upheaval. It inspired people to fi ght for 

socialism in places as diverse as South America, 

China, Vietnam, Korea and parts of Africa. 

But while many people around the world were 

attracted to the communist ideal, capitalist 

governments everywhere – fearing the end 

of capitalism – tried to stop the spread of 

communist inﬂ uence.

A

SOVIET flag

This ﬂ ag became a symbol of communism 

throughout the world. The hammer and sickle 

represent workers and peasants, and the red 

star the rule of the Communist Party.
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Pre-revolutionary Russia

At the turn of the 20th century, 130 million people lived 

in Russia, the largest country in the world. The majority 

were Russian (Slav), but there were over twenty other 

nationalities, including Ukrainians, Poles, Latvians and 

many others – all governed by Russia’s ruler, the tsar.

Eighty per cent of the population lived west of the Ural 

Mountains, where the main cities of Moscow and St 

Petersburg lie. The harsh climate to the east makes 

farming difficult and in the Arctic tundra, little survives 

in temperatures that can fall to -70°C. 

Four-fifths of the population were peasants and until 1861 

most were serfs – bound to the land of their birth, serving 

the landowners or the state. Sometimes people were treated little 

better than animals, yoked together to pull barges along the river. 

When the crops failed due to bad climate or management, many 

died of illness and starvation. Serfdom was officially abolished in 

1861. The intelligentsia hoped this would make life better for the 

peasants, but for most people life remained much the same.

Nevertheless, Russia was beginning to industrialise. Factories 

were growing up in the towns and cities, and the trans-Siberian 

railway, the most ambitious engineering project of the age, ran 

from one end of Russia to the other.

PRE-REVOLUTIONARY RUSSIA 

A

Trans-Siberian Railway

The trans-Siberian railway, begun in 1891, 

covered 8,000 km and nine time zones.

A

The barge Haulers

Barge Haulers on the Volga,   

Ilya Repin, 1873. 
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1917

A

2017

A divided society

The aristocracy lived lives of luxury in opulent palaces and 

mansions, with up to 500 servants. Their sons were privately 

educated by tutors, then sent abroad to study. Their daughters 

were sent to boarding schools, where they learned to play musical 

instruments and speak several languages. 

For the workers in the towns, life was hard. A 1904 survey 

revealed that workers lived in crowded conditions, with roughly 

six to a room, or slept on wooden planks in factories beside 

their machines. 

THE TsAR

Nicholas II came to power in 1894 at the age of 26. The last 

tsar of the Romanov Dynasty, which had ruled Russia for over 

300 years, he was naturally shy and unwilling to rule the largest 

empire in the world. But he believed he had been chosen by God 

to do so, and promised: ‘ … in devoting all my strength on behalf of the people, 

I shall defend the principle of autocracy as unswervingly as my dead father.’

Anyone who questioned his power was treated as a traitor. They 

could be arrested and imprisoned, sent to Siberia or forced to do 

hard labour in the frozen wastelands of eastern Russia.

Nicholas was a weak tsar, greatly inﬂ uenced by his German wife, 

Empress Alexandra. They had four daughters and one son, 

Alexei, who suffered from life-threatening haemophilia – the 

failure of blood to clot.

A

TSAR

The last of the Romanovs: 

Tsar Nicholas II (left), 

Empress Alexandra (seated) 

and their ﬁ ve children.

‘

My poor Nicky’s 

[Nicholas’] cross is heavy, 

all the more so as he has 

nobody on whom he can 

thoroughly rely.

 

Empress Alexandra

IN THEIR OWN WORDS
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RASPUTIN

Gregory Rasputin was a holy man, who came 

to the Russian court in 1907. He was the only 

person able to ease Prince Alexei’s pain from 

internal bleeding and keep him calm. 

Empress Alexandra believed Rasputin was sent 

to her by God. His enemies called him ‘the mad monk’, but to her 

he was a ‘dear friend’. He came to have so much inﬂ uence at court 

that he even had a say in the choice of government ministers. 

He said of the tsar: ‘He’s a sad man; he lacks guts’.

Religion

Alongside the tsar, the Russian Orthodox Church was 

extremely powerful and had great control over the peasantry. 

There were religious rituals for almost every day. Children 

were baptised at birth and given a saint’s name; saints’ 

days were as important as birthdays. Most big events in life 

received the priest’s blessing. 

The State provided money to support the clergy and their 

families, and the Church was expected to carry out the tsar’s 

orders. This included informing on criminals and dissenters, 

and passing on information about treason, even when this 

came through confessions. An old saying went: ‘Nobody can 

judge the tsar or the priest.’ 

A

Peterhof (Petrodvorets)

Fountains and golden statues sparkle in the 

sunshine at the Grand Palace, outside St Petersburg.

A

rasputin

Despite the fact he rarely washed, 

society women, seen here surrounding a 

seated Rasputin, loved his company and 

many claimed to have slept with him.

A

icon

Icons (religious 

images) were kept 

at home or carried 

around for prayer 

and protection 

against misfortune.
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