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Keith Randell (1943–2002)

The Access to History series was conceived and developed by Keith, who created a series to ‘cater for students as they are, not as we might wish them to be’. He leaves a living legacy of a series that for over 20 years has provided a trusted, stimulating and well-loved accompaniment to post-16 study. Our aim with these new editions is to continue to offer students the best possible support for their studies.









CHAPTER 1

Late Imperial Russia 1894–1905




The Russian Empire of which Nicholas II became tsar in 1894 was beset by many long-standing difficulties that had prevented its achieving modernity. This chapter describes the basic features of the Russian Empire at the beginning of Nicholas II’s reign, and examines the opposition groups that had developed by 1905, the year which saw the greatest challenge tsardom had yet faced: the 1905 Revolution. The analysis falls under the following headings:


	★  The land, the people and tsardom


	★  The problem of reform in Imperial Russia


	★  Economic reform under Witte 1893–1903


	★  The opponents of tsardom


	★  The Russo-Japanese War 1904–5


	★  The 1905 Revolution





Key dates








	1894
	Start of Nicholas II’s reign



	1894–1906
	Sergei Witte’s economic reforms



	1897
	Jewish Bund formed



	1898
	Social Democratic Party formed



	1901
	Formation of the Social Revolutionary Party



	1903
	Social Democratic Party split into Bolsheviks and Mensheviks



	1904–5
	Russo-Japanese war



	1905
	Revolution



	  
	All-Russian Union of Peasants set up



	  
	October Manifesto created a duma (parliament)



	  
	Formation of the Kadet and Octobrist parties







1 The land, the people and tsardom


	▶  Why had Imperial Russia not modernised its governmental, political and economic systems?




The following sections describe the main characteristics of Imperial Russia.

Russia’s geography and peoples

In 1894 Imperial Russia covered over 8 million square miles (22 million square kilometres), an area equivalent to two and a half times the size of the USA today. At its widest, from west to east, it stretched for 5000 miles; at its longest, north to south, it measured 2000 miles. It covered a large part of two continents. European Russia extended eastward from the borders of Poland to the Urals mountain range. Asiatic Russia extended eastward from the Urals to the Pacific Ocean. The greater part of the population, which between 1815 and 1914 quadrupled from 40 million to 160 million, was concentrated in European Russia. It was in that part of the empire that the major historical developments had occurred and it was there that Russia’s principal cities, Moscow and St Petersburg, the capital, were situated.



[image: ]
Figure 1.1 Imperial Russia.


The sheer size of the Russian Empire tended to give an impression of great strength. This was misleading. The population contained a wide variety of peoples of different race, language, religion and culture. Controlling such a variety of peoples over such a vast territory had long been a major problem for Russian governments.

Table 1.1 The major nationalities of the Russian Empire according to the census of 1897 (in millions, defined according to mother tongue)












	Great Russian

	55.6

	German

	  1.8

	Mordvinian

	  1.0




	Ukrainian

	22.4

	Azerbaijani

	  1.7

	Georgian

	  0.8




	Turkic/Tatar

	13.4

	Latvian

	  1.4

	Tadzhik

	  0.3




	Polish

	  7.9

	Bashkir

	  1.3

	Turkmenian

	  0.3




	White Russian

	  5.8

	Lithuanian

	  1.2

	Greek

	  0.2




	Yiddish (Jewish)

	  5.0

	Armenian

	  1.2

	Bulgarian

	  0.2




	Kirgiz/Kaisats

	  4.0

	Romanian/Moldavian

	  1.1

	 
	 



	Finnic

	  3.1

	Estonian

	  1.0

	 
	 





The tsar (emperor)

The peoples of the Russian Empire were governed by one person: the tsar (emperor). Since 1613 the Russian tsars had been members of the Romanov dynasty. By law and tradition, the tsar was the absolute ruler. Article I of the ‘Fundamental Laws of the Empire’, issued by Nicholas I in 1832, declared: ‘The Emperor of all the Russias is an autocratic and unlimited monarch. God himself ordains that all must bow to his supreme power, not only out of fear but also out of conscience.’
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Romanov dynasty The royal house that ruled Russia between 1613 and 1917.



There were three official bodies through which the tsar exercised his authority:


	•  the Imperial Council, a group of honorary advisers directly responsible to the tsar


	•  the Cabinet of Ministers, which ran the various government departments


	•  the Senate, which supervised the operation of the law.




These bodies were much less powerful than their titles suggested. They were appointed, not elected, and they did not govern; their role was merely to give advice. They had no authority over the tsar, whose word was final in all governmental and legal matters.

Russia’s political backwardness

What the tsar’s power showed was how little Russia had advanced politically when compared with other European nations. By the beginning of the twentieth century all the major Western European countries had some form of democratic or representative government. Not so Russia; although it had been frequently involved in European diplomatic and military affairs, it had remained outside the mainstream of European political thought.

There had been reforming tsars, such as Peter I (1682–1725), Catherine II (1762–96) and Alexander II (1855–81), who had taken steps to modernise the country, one example being the emancipation of the serfs in 1861 (see page 7). But their achievements had not included the extension of political rights. In Russia in 1894, it was still a criminal offence to oppose the tsar or his government. There was no parliament, and although political parties had been formed they had no legal right to exist. There had never been a free press in Imperial Russia. Government censorship was imposed on published books and journals.

Such restriction had not prevented liberal ideas from seeping into Russia, but it did mean that they could not be openly expressed. The result was that supporters of reform or change had to go underground. In the nineteenth century there had grown up a wide variety of secret societies dedicated to political reform or revolution. These groups were frequently infiltrated by agents of the Okhrana. As a result, raids, arrests, imprisonment and general harassment were regular occurrences.
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Liberal ideas Notions that called for limitations on the power of rulers and greater freedom for the people.

Okhrana The tsarist secret police, whose special task was to hunt down subversives who challenged the tsarist regime.



Extremism

The denial of free speech tended to drive political activists towards extremism. The outstanding example of this occurred in 1881 when Tsar Alexander II was blown to bits by a bomb thrown by a terrorist group known as ‘The People’s Will’ (see page 19). In a society in which state oppression was met with revolutionary terrorism, there was no moderate middle ground on which a tradition of ordered political debate could develop.
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Political activists Those who believed that necessary change could be achieved only through direct action.



The Russian Orthodox Church

The tsars were fully supported in their claims to absolute authority by one of the great pillars of the Russian system, the Orthodox Church. This was a branch of Christianity which, since the fifteenth century, had been entirely independent of any outside authority, such as the papacy. Its detachment from foreign influence had given it an essentially Russian character. The great beauty of its liturgy and music had long been an outstanding expression of Russian culture. However, by the late nineteenth century it had become a deeply conservative body, opposed to political change and determined to preserve the tsarist system in its reactionary form. How detached the Orthodox Church was from Russia’s growing urban population was illustrated by the statistic that in 1900 a Moscow suburb with 40,000 people had only one church and one priest.
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Reactionary Resistant to any form of progressive change.



The Church did contain some priests who strongly sympathised with the political revolutionaries, but as an institution it used its spiritual authority to teach the Russian people that it was their duty to be totally obedient to the tsar as God’s anointed. The catechism of the Church included the statement that ‘God commands us to love and obey from the inmost recesses of our heart every authority, and particularly the tsar’.
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God’s anointed At their coronation tsars were anointed with holy oil to symbolise that they governed by divine will.

Catechism The manual used for instructing the people in the essential points of the faith.



The social structure of tsarist Russia

The striking features of the social structure were the comparatively small commercial, professional and working classes and the great preponderance of peasants in the population. This is illustrated in Figure 1.2, which shows the class distribution of the population, as measured by Russia’s 1897 census.


[image: ]
Figure 1.2 The class distribution of the Russian population in 1897.


The Russian economy

The remarkable difference in size between the urban professional and working classes and the rural peasants revealed a critical feature of Imperial Russia: its slow economic development. The low number of urban workers was a sign that Russia had not achieved the major industrial growth that had taken place in the nineteenth century in such countries as Germany, Britain and the USA.

This is not to say that Russia was entirely without industry. The Urals region produced considerable amounts of iron, and the chief western cities, Moscow and St Petersburg, had extensive textile factories. Most villages had a workshop for making iron tools, and most peasant homes engaged in some form of cottage industry, producing wooden, flaxen or woollen goods to supplement their income from farming. However, these activities were all relatively small scale. The sheer size of Russia and its undeveloped transport system had limited the chances for industrial expansion. A further restriction had been the absence of an effective banking system. Russia found it hard to raise capital on a large scale. It had not yet mastered the art of successful borrowing and investment, techniques which help to explain why expansion had been so rapid in Western countries. Russia’s financial sluggishness had discouraged the rise of entrepreneurialism.
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Capital The essential financial resource which provides the means for investment and expansion.

Entrepreneurialism The dynamic, expansionist attitude associated with Western commercial and industrial activity in this period.



Agriculture

Russia’s unenterprising industrial system was matched by its inefficient pattern of agriculture. Even though four-fifths of the population were peasants, a thriving agrarian economy had failed to develop. Indeed, the land in Russia was a source of national weakness rather than strength. The empire’s vast acres were not all good farming country. Much of Russia lay too far north to enjoy a climate or a soil suitable for crop-growing or cattle-rearing. Arable farming was restricted mainly to the Black Earth region, the area of European Russia stretching from Ukraine to Kazakhstan.
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Agrarian economy A system in which food is produced on the land by arable and dairy farming and then traded.




SOURCE A


[image: ] Study Source A. How effectively does it portray the relationship between the various social classes in tsarist Russia?
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A mocking socialist cartoon of 1900 showing the social pyramid in Imperial Russia. The Russian caption for each layer reads (in ascending order): ‘We work for them while they …’ ‘… shoot at us’ ‘… eat on our behalf’ ‘… pray on our behalf’ ‘… dispose of our money.’



The great number of peasants in the population added to the problem. There was simply not enough fertile land to go round. Under the terms of the Emancipation Decree of 1861, the ex-serfs were entitled to buy land, but they invariably found the price too high. This was caused both by a shortage of suitable farming territory and by the government’s taxation of land sales, imposed in order to raise the revenue needed to compensate the landowners for the losses caused by emancipation. The only way the peasants could raise the money to buy land was by borrowing from a special fund provided by the government. Consequently, those peasants who did manage to purchase property found themselves burdened with large mortgage repayments which would take them and their families generations to repay.
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Emancipation Decree of 1861 This reform had abolished serfdom – a Russian form of slavery in which the landowner had total control over the peasants who lived or worked on his land.



The peasant problem

Among Russia’s governing class, which was drawn from less than one per cent of the population, there was a deeply ingrained prejudice against granting rights to the mass of the people. Over 80 per cent of the population were peasants. They were predominantly illiterate and uneducated. Their sheer size as a social class and their coarse ways led to their being regarded with a mixture of fear and contempt by the governing elite, who believed that these dangerous ‘dark masses’ could be held in check only by severe repression. This was what Nicholas II’s wife, the Empress Alexandra, meant when she said that Russia needed always to be ‘under the whip’.
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‘Dark masses’ Used contemptuously in the imperial court and government circles to describe the peasants, who made up four-fifths of the population.



The existence in the second half of the nineteenth century of an uneducated peasantry suspicious of change, and living with large debts and in great poverty, pointed to the social, political and economic backwardness of Imperial Russia. Various attempts to educate the peasants had been made in the past, but such efforts had been undermined by the fear among the ruling class that any improvement in the conditions of the ‘dark masses’ might threaten its own privileges. It was commonplace for officials in Russia to speak of the ‘safe ignorance’ of the population, implying that any attempt to raise the educational standards of the masses would prove highly dangerous, socially and politically.

The Russian Army

One common method of keeping the peasants in check was to recruit them into the Russian armed services. The lower ranks of the army and navy were largely filled by enforced enlistment. Conscription was regularly used as a form of punishment for law-breakers. Ordinary Russians dreaded this sentence; they knew that life in the armed forces was a brutalising experience for the common soldier. The Russian Army was notorious in Europe for the severity of its discipline and the grimness of the conditions in which its soldiers lived. Special military camps had been set up in the remoter regions of the empire which operated as penal colonies rather than as training establishments. The rigours of service life had accounted for the deaths of over a million soldiers in peacetime during the reign of Nicholas I (1825–55).
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Conscription The forcing of large numbers of peasants into the army or navy.



It was a persistent belief in Russia that, as a large empire, it needed a large army. Throughout the nineteenth century the Imperial forces were kept at a strength of around one and a half million men. The cost of maintaining the army and the navy accounted on average for 45 per cent of the government’s annual expenditure. This was by far the largest single item of state spending, and, when compared with the four per cent devoted to education, showed how unbalanced government priorities were.

The higher ranks of the army were the preserve of the aristocracy. Commissions were bought and sold, and there was little room for promotion on merit. This weakened it as a fighting force, but the truth of this tended to remain hidden because, with the exception of the Crimean War (1854–6), Russia was not engaged in a major conflict with a Western European power for a whole century after 1815. The army’s active service was essentially a matter of putting down national risings or serious disturbances within the empire or on its frontiers. There were frequent border clashes with Turkey throughout the nineteenth century, and at various times Russian forces saw action in Poland, Armenia and Persia.
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Commissions The holding of officer rank.



The bureaucracy (civil service)

Ironically, it was in the area where there had been the largest attempted reform that the greatest corruption had developed. At the beginning of the eighteenth century, Peter I had attempted to modernise Russia by establishing a full-scale civil service with the aim of maintaining central government control throughout the empire. However, by the middle of the nineteenth century, many Russian critics had begun to condemn this civil service as a corrupt bureaucracy whose nepotism and incompetence were the principal reasons for Russia’s backwardness. Writing in 1868, Alexander Herzen claimed that the bureaucracy had become ‘a kind of civilian priesthood’, a money-grasping elite, which used its power to tax people and direct their behaviour for its own ends. Herzen accused the bureaucrats who ran Russia of ‘sucking the blood of the people with thousands of greedy, unclean mouths’.
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Nepotism A system in which positions are gained through family connections rather than on merit.
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Alexander Herzen (1812–70)

A leading revolutionary thinker and critic of the Russian government.



By the middle of the nineteenth century, Herzen asserted, tsarist Russia was run by a bureaucratic class which, for all its incompetence, still possessed the power to control the lives of the Russian masses. At local and national levels, the law, the government, the police and the militia were in the hands of a set of men whose first thought was their own convenience and advantage. Against this injustice the ordinary citizen had no redress, since any challenge to the system was lost in bureaucratic procedures.


[image: ] KEY TERM

Militia Local citizens called together and granted arms to deal with a crisis requiring force.



Herzen’s savage attack provided powerful ammunition for those in Russia who wished to ridicule and undermine the tsarist system itself. However, it is important to remember that Herzen was a revolutionary propagandist intent on painting the blackest picture he could of tsardom.

Efforts were made in the nineteenth century to reform the administration and limit its abuses. Nevertheless, the fact remained that the corruption and efficiency which Herzen described was still operating when Nicholas came to the throne in 1894.


Summary diagram: The land, the people and tsardom
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2 The problem of reform in Imperial Russia


	▶  Why did Imperial Russia find it difficult to modernise?




Many members of the ruling class accepted that major reforms were needed if Russia was to modernise its social and economic structure. However, there were barriers in the way.

Obstacles to reform

One major barrier to reform was a basic disagreement within the government elite over Russia’s true character as a nation. Since the days of Peter the Great there had been serious differences between ‘Westerners’ and ‘Slavophiles’. Their dispute made it difficult to achieve reform in an ordered and acceptable way.
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‘Westerners’ Those who believed that to remain a great nation Russia would have to adopt the best features of the advanced countries of Western Europe.

‘Slavophiles’ Those who regarded Western values as corrupting and urged that the nation should preserve itself as ‘holy Russia’, glorying in its Slav culture and traditions.



Another barrier to planned reform was the autocratic structure of Russia itself. Change could only come from the top. There were no representative institutions, such as a parliament, with the power to alter things. The only possible source of change was the tsar. From time to time, there were progressive tsars who accepted the need for reform. Yet it was hardly to be expected that any tsar, no matter how enlightened, would go so far as to introduce measures that might weaken his authority.
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Autocratic The absolute rule of one person – in Russia this meant the tsar.

Progressive Promoting necessary change.



The result was that reform in Russia had been piecemeal, depending on the inclinations of the individual tsar, rather than a systematic programme of change. It is notable that the significant periods of reform in Russia were invariably a response to some form of national crisis or humiliation. This was certainly true of the reforms introduced in Alexander II’s reign (1855–81). His accession coincided with the defeat of Russia at the hands of France and Britain in the Crimean War (1854–6). The shock of this reverse prompted the new tsar into adopting a reform programme.

Local government reform

Alexander II’s reforms began with the emancipation of the serfs in 1861, followed three years later by the setting up of a network of elected rural councils, known as zemstva. Although these were not truly democratic, they did provide Russia with a form of representative government, no matter how limited, which offered some hope to those who longed for an extension of political rights. The authorities also emphasised the valuable role played in the countryside by the mir, which they saw as a local organisation which would help to keep order and provide a cheap means of collecting taxes and mortgage repayments.
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Zemstva These local councils were elected bodies, but the voting regulations left them very much in the hands of the landowners.

Mir The traditional village community.



Legal reforms

In addition, a number of legal reforms were introduced with the aim of simplifying the notoriously cumbersome court procedures whose delays had led to corruption and injustice. Of even greater importance was Alexander II’s relaxation of the controls over the press and the universities. Greater freedom of expression encouraged the development of an intelligentsia.


[image: ] KEY TERM

Intelligentsia A cross-section of the educated and more enlightened members of Russian society who wanted to see their nation adopt progressive changes along Western lines.



Limited nature of the reforms

Alexander II was not a supporter of reform simply for its own sake. He saw it as a way of lessening opposition to the tsarist system. He said that his intention was to introduce reform from above in order to prevent revolution from below. His hope was that his reforms would attract the support of the intelligentsia. In this he was largely successful. Emancipation, greater press and university freedoms, and the administrative and legal changes were greeted with enthusiasm by progressives.

No matter how progressive Alexander II himself may have appeared, he was still an autocrat. It was unthinkable that he would continue with a process that might compromise his power as tsar. Fearful that he had gone too far, he abandoned his reformist policies and returned to the tsarist tradition of oppression. His successor, Alexander III (1881–94), continued this, becoming notorious for the severity of his rule. During his reign a series of very restrictive measures known as ‘the Reaction’ had been imposed on the Russian people.



Key measures of ‘the Reaction’

The Statute of State Security 1881


	•  Special government-controlled courts were set up, which operated outside the existing legal system.


	•  Judges, magistrates and officials who were sympathetic towards liberal ideas were removed from office.


	•  The powers of the Okhrana, the tsarist secret police, were extended, and censorship of the press was tightened.




At its introduction in 1881, this Statute was described as a temporary measure brought in to deal with an emergency, but in essentials it remained in place until 1917.

The University Statute 1887


	•  Brought the universities under strict government control.




The Zemstva Act 1890


	•  Decreased the independence of the local councils and empowered government officials to interfere in their decision-making.






Policies of Nicholas II

It was one of the ironies of Russian history that at a time when the nation most needed a tsar of strength and imagination, it was a man of weakness and limited outlook who reigned. The evidence suggests that Nicholas II was far from being as unintelligent as his detractors asserted. Nevertheless, his limited imagination was evident in the reactionary policies he followed. He seemed not to understand the real nature of the problems his nation and his dynasty faced.

The most pressing question was whether Imperial Russia could modernise itself sufficiently to be able to compete with the other European nations. Would the new tsar be a reformer or a reactionary? There was little doubt what the answer would be. Reform had a bad name by the time Nicholas became tsar. Furthermore, his upbringing and education made him suspicious of change. It was no surprise that he continued the repressive policies he had inherited. This further angered the intelligentsia and the critics of the tsarist regime; they began to prepare to challenge tsardom.

The role of Pobedonostsev

As a young man, Nicholas had been tutored at court by Konstantin Pobedonostsev, a man of enormous influence in late Imperial Russia. Pobedonostsev was the chief minister in the Russian government from 1881 to 1905. His thin frame and pale skin stretched almost transparently across his bony features, giving him the appearance of a living corpse. In a macabre way this was wholly fitting since his fearful appearance was matched by the frightening nature of his ideas.


[image: ] KEY FIGURE

Konstantin Pobedonostsev (1827–1907)

In addition to being chief minister, he was the Procurator (lay head) of the Synod, the governing body of the Russian Orthodox Church.



Known as ‘the Grand Inquisitor’ because of his repressive attitudes, Pobedonostsev was an arch-conservative who had a deep distaste for all forms of liberalism and democracy. He dismissed the idea of representative government as ‘the great lie of our time’. To his mind, autocracy was the only possible government for Imperial Russia. The Russians en masse were too uneducated, vulgar and uninformed to be able to govern themselves. They had to be controlled and directed. For the same reason, he rejected the notions of trial by jury and a free press. Such concessions would simply allow the ignorant and the troublemakers to cause disruption. Russia’s rulers had a duty to govern with vigour and harshness, using the legal, religious and educational institutions to inculcate obedience in the people. Pobedonostsev was behind many of the pogroms, part of the organised attempt to enforce religious conformity in Russia. Nicholas took to heart the lessons he learned from Pobedonostsev.
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Representative government A form of rule in which ordinary people choose their government and have the power to replace it if it does not serve their interests.

Pogroms Fierce persecutions which often involved the wounding or killing of Jewish people and the destruction of their property.



Russification

A policy of particular note that had begun under Alexander III and which Nicholas II carried on was Russification. This was a severely enforced method of restricting the influence of the non-Russian national minorities within the empire by emphasising the superiority of all things Russian. Russian was declared to be the official first language; this meant that all legal proceedings, such as trials, and all administration had to be conducted in Russian. Public office was closed to those not fluent in the language. The aim was to impose Russian ways and values on all the peoples within the nation.

Officials everywhere in the empire now had a vested interest in maintaining the dominance of Russian values at the expense of the other national cultures. Discrimination against non-Russians, which had previously been a hidden feature of Russian public life, became more open and vindictive in the 1890s. The nationalities that suffered most from this were the Baltic Germans, the Poles, the Finns, the Armenians and the Ukrainians. State interference in their education, religion and culture became widespread and systematic.

Antisemitism

Undoubtedly, the greatest victims of Russification were the Jewish people. Over 600 new measures were introduced, imposing heavy social, political and economic restrictions on the Jewish population. The most onerous of these was the requirement that Jewish people live in discrete districts or ghettoes. This rendered them immediately identifiable and made it easy to characterise them as scapegoats who could be blamed for Russia’s difficulties. Antisemitism was deeply ingrained in tsarist Russia. Pogroms had long disfigured Russian history. A group of ultra-conservative Russian nationalists, known as the ‘Black Hundreds’, were notorious for their attacks on Jewish people and establishments. During the reign of Nicholas II, the number of pogroms increased sharply. This was proof of the tsarist regime’s active encouragement of the terrorising of Jewish people. But what was disturbingly noticeable was the eagerness with which local communities followed the lead from above in organising the blood-lettings.
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Ghettoes Particular areas where Jewish communities were concentrated and to which they were restricted.



The response to Nicholas II’s policies

The tight controls that Nicholas II tried to impose did not lessen opposition to tsardom. The reverse happened; despite greater police interference, opposition became more organised. A number of political parties, ranging from moderate reformers to violent revolutionaries, came into being (see page 18). The government’s policies of reaction and Russification produced a situation in which many political and national groups grew increasingly frustrated by the mixture of coercion and incompetence that characterised the tsarist system. As a policy, therefore, Russification proved remarkably ill-judged. At a critical stage in its development, when cohesion and unity were needed, Russia chose to treat half its population as inferiors or potential enemies. The persecution of the Jewish people was especially crass. It alienated the majority of the 5 million Jewish people in the Russian population, large numbers of whom fled in desperation to Western Europe or North America, carrying with them an abiding hatred of tsardom. Those who could not escape stayed to form a large and disaffected community within the empire. It was no coincidence that the 1890s witnessed a large influx of Jewish people into the various anti-tsarist movements in Russia. In 1897, Jewish workers formed their own revolutionary ‘Bund’ or union. Such developments suggested that troubles lay ahead for the tsarist government.


Summary diagram: The problem of reform in Imperial Russia
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3 Economic reform under Witte 1893–1903


	▶  What methods did Witte use to develop the Russian economy?




For all the bitterness created by the government’s repressive policies, the early years of Nicholas II’s reign were a period of rapid economic expansion. For a time it seemed that Russia might become a modern industrial nation. This was largely due to the work of two outstanding ministers: Sergei Witte, who served during the early part of Nicholas II’s reign, and Peter Stolypin, who held office during the middle years (see page 42). In the face of resistance from the very regime they were trying to serve, Witte and Stolypin sought to modernise Russia.
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Sergei Witte (1849–1915)

Minister of finance (equivalent to the British chancellor of the exchequer) 1893–1903 and chief minister 1903–6.

Peter Stolypin (1862–1911)

A political conservative but a progressive in agricultural matters, chief minister 1906–11.



The great spurt

In the 1890s, Russian industry grew so rapidly that the term the ‘great spurt’ was used to describe the period. A major reason for the exceptional growth was the increase in the output of coal in Ukraine and of oil in the Caucasus. Economic historians are agreed that, although this sudden acceleration was the result of private enterprise, it was sustained by deliberate government policy.
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‘Great spurt’ The spread of industry and the increase in production that occurred in the 1890s.

Private enterprise Economic activity organised by individuals or companies, not the government.



The motives of the tsarist government were military rather than economic. It is true that the capitalists did well out of the spurt, but it was not the government’s primary intention to help them. Economic expansion attracted the tsar and his ministers because it was a means of improving the strength of the Russian armed forces. A growing industry would produce more and better guns, equipment and ships.
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Capitalists Russia’s financiers and industrialists.



As minister of finance and the outstanding individual involved in Russia’s development at this time, Witte set himself the huge task of modernising the Russian economy to a level where it could compete with the advanced nations of the West. To help bring this about, he invited foreign experts and workers to Russia to advise on industrial planning. Engineers and managers from France, Belgium, Britain, Germany and Sweden played a vital role in the ‘great spurt’.

State capitalism

While not opposed to private enterprise, Witte considered that modernisation could be achieved only through state capitalism. He was impressed by the results of the industrial revolutions in Western Europe and the USA, and argued that Russia could successfully modernise by planning along the same lines. He admitted that, given the backwardness of Russia, this presented particular difficulties.
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State capitalism The direction and control of the economy by the government, using its central power and authority.




SOURCE B


[image: ] According to Witte in Source B, what is the relationship between Russia and the advanced industrial nations?



From Witte’s memorandum to the tsar in 1899, quoted in T. Riha, editor, Readings in Russian Civilization, University of Chicago Press, 1964, volume 2, p. 431.

The economic relations of Russia to Western Europe are fully comparable to the relations of colonial countries with their metropolises [mother countries]. The latter consider their colonies as advantageous markets in which they can freely sell the products of their labour and of their industry, and from which they can draw with a powerful hand the raw materials necessary for them. Russia was, and to a certain extent still is, such a hospitable colony for all industrially developed states, generously providing them with the cheap products of her soil and buying dearly the products of their labour. But there is a radical difference between Russia and a colony: Russia is an independent and strong power. She has the right and the strength not to want to be the handmaiden of states which are more developed economically.



Witte judged that, for Russia to avoid remaining the ‘handmaiden’ of the advanced industrial states, its greatest need was to acquire capital for investment in industry. To raise this, he negotiated large loans and investments from abroad, while imposing heavy taxes and high interest rates at home. At the same time as he encouraged the inflow of foreign capital, Witte limited the import of foreign goods. Protective tariffs were set up as a means of safeguarding Russia’s young domestic industries, such as steel production. In 1897, the Russian currency was put on the gold standard. The hope was that this would create financial stability and so encourage international investment in Russia. The aim was largely successful but it penalised the consumers at home since they had to pay the higher prices that traders introduced to keep pace with the increased value of the rouble. Furthermore, prices tended to rise as a result of tariffs making goods scarcer.
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Tariffs Duties imposed on foreign goods to keep their prices high and, therefore, discourage importers from bringing them into the country.

Gold standard The system in which a nation’s basic unit of currency, in Russia’s case the rouble, had a fixed gold content, thus giving it strength when exchanged against other currencies.



The importance of the railways

Much of the foreign capital that Witte was successful in raising was directly invested in railways. He believed that the modernisation of the Russian economy ultimately depended on developing an effective railway system. His enthusiasm was an important factor in the extraordinary increase in lines and rolling stock that took place between 1881 and 1914. It would not be an exaggeration to describe this as a transport revolution.


[image: ]
Figure 1.3 The growth of Russian railways.


Witte’s special prestige project was the Trans-Siberian Railway, which was constructed between 1891 and 1916. The line stretched for 5770 miles from Moscow to Vladivostok (see the map on page 2) and was intended to connect the remoter regions of the central and eastern empire with the industrial west, and so encourage the migration of workers to the areas where they were most needed. However, it promised more than it delivered. Sections of it were still incomplete in 1916 and it did not greatly improve east–west migration. The Trans-Siberian Railway proved more impressive as a symbol of Russian enterprise than as a project of real economic worth.

One of Witte’s main hopes was that the major improvements in transport would boost exports and foreign trade. The trade figures suggest that his hopes were largely fulfilled. However, these figures of increased production are not so impressive when it is remembered that Russia was experiencing a massive growth in population. Production per head of population was lower than the aggregate figures suggested.

Table 1.2 The Russian economy: annual production (in millions of tonnes)











	Year

	Coal

	Pig iron

	Oil

	Grain*




	1890

	  5.9

	0.89

	  3.9

	36




	1900

	16.1

	2.66

	10.2

	56




	1910

	26.8

	2.99

	  9.4

	74




	1913

	35.4

	4.10

	  9.1

	90




	1916

	33.8

	3.72

	  9.7

	64






* European Russia only.
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Figure 1.4 Industrial output in the Russian Empire (base unit of 100 in 1900).



Table 1.3 Population of Imperial Russia 1885–1913











	Region

	1885

	1897

	1913




	European Russia

	81,725,200

	  93,442,900

	121,780,000




	Caucasus

	  7,284,500

	    9,289,400

	   12,717,200




	Siberia

	  4,313,700

	    5,758,800

	    9,894,500




	Steppes and Urals

	  1,588,500

	    2,465,700

	    3,929,500




	Central Asia

	  3,738,600

	    5,281,000

	    7,106,000




	Total

	98,650,500

	116,237,800

	155,427,200
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Figure 1.5 Growth in national product 1898–1913.


Nevertheless, Russia was enjoying real economic growth. Figure 1.5 shows how favourably its industrial output compared with other European countries. Again, one has to be cautious in interpreting the data. Given its underdeveloment, Russia was starting from a much lower level of production. For example, although its 96.8% growth looks to be over twice that of Britain’s, it was playing catch-up and had a long way to go.

Witte’s problems

There is no doubt that Witte’s policies had a major impact on the expansion of the Russian economy. However, what can be questioned is whether the results were wholly beneficial. Critics have pointed to three drawbacks in his economic reforms:


	•  He made Russia too dependent on foreign loans and investments.


	•  In giving priority to heavy industry, he neglected vital areas such as light engineering.


	•  He paid no attention to Russia’s agricultural needs.




Yet, any criticism of Witte should be balanced by reference to the problems he faced. The demands of the military commanders too often interfered with his plans for railway construction and the building of new industrial plant. Moreover, his freedom of action was restricted by the resistance to change which he met from the court and the government. The main purpose of his economic policies was to make the nation strong and thus protect tsardom against the disruptive forces in Russian society, but he was disliked by the royal court and the government, which seldom gave him the support he needed.

Witte was not an easy man to get on with and he made enemies easily, but in ability he towered above all the other ministers and officials in the government. His tragedy was that despite his great talents, which, if properly recognised, might have led Russia towards peaceful modernisation, he was never fully trusted by the people of the tsarist system he was trying to save.


Summary diagram: Economic reform under Witte 1893–1903
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4 The opponents of tsardom


	▶  What forms did opposition to tsardom take?




Two main groups opposed to tsardom can be identified in Nicholas II’s reign: revolutionaries and reformers (liberals).


[image: ] KEY TERMS

Revolutionaries Those who believed that Russia could not progress unless the tsarist system was destroyed.

Reformers Strong critics of the tsarist system who believed it could be changed for the better by pressure from without and reform from within.



Revolutionaries

The revolutionaries comprised three major forces:


	•  Populists.


	•  Social Revolutionaries (SRs).


	•  Social Democrats (SDs).
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Populists Narodniks, from the Russian word for ‘the people’.



The Populists (Narodniks)

This group regarded the future of Russia as being in the hands of the peasants who made up the overwhelming mass of the population. They argued that the peasants must take the lead in transforming Russia, beginning with the overthrow of the tsarist system itself.

Populism dated from the 1870s. As with all the significant political movements that came into being in this period, the Populist leaders were drawn, not from the peasants, but from the middle and upper classes. These leaders regarded it as their duty to educate the uninformed peasantry into an awareness of its revolutionary role. This involved ‘going to the people’, a policy by which the educated Populists went from the universities into the countryside to live for a period with the peasants in an attempt to turn them into revolutionaries.

The policy was seldom a success. The peasants tended to regard the students as airy-fairy thinkers and prattlers who had no knowledge of real life. In desperation, some Populists turned to terrorism, as the only way of achieving their aims. In 1879, a group calling itself ‘The People’s Will’ was founded with the declared intention of murdering members of the ruling class. This group, which was reckoned to be no more than 400 strong, gained notoriety two years later when it successfully planned the assassination of Alexander II, who was blown to pieces by a bomb. However, this act weakened rather than strengthened the Populist movement. The murder of a tsar who had initiated many reforms seemed to discredit the idea of reform itself and so justified the repression imposed in the wake of the assassination.

The importance of populism lay in its methods rather than in its ideas. Its concept of a peasant-based revolution was unrealistic; the Russian peasantry were simply not interested in political revolution. What was lasting about populism was the part it played in establishing a violent anti-tsarist tradition. All the revolutionaries in Russia after 1870 were influenced, if not inspired, by the example of the Populist challenge to tsardom.

The Social Revolutionaries (SRs)

The Social Revolutionary Party grew directly out of the Populist movement. The economic spurt of the 1890s had produced a quickening of interest in political and social issues. Seeing this as an opportunity to gain recruits from the rapidly growing urban workforce, the Populists began to agitate among the workers. The intention was to widen the concept of the ‘people’, so that it encompassed not simply the peasants but all those in society who had reasons for wishing to see the end of tsardom.
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The ‘people’ The part of the population that the SRs believed truly represented the character and will of the Russian nation.



An important figure in the reshaping of Populist strategy was Victor Chernov, who played a key part in the formation of the Social Revolutionary Party in 1901 and became its leader. He was a member of the intelligentsia, and sought to provide a firmer base for populism than its previous passionate but vague ideas had produced. However, as with all the revolutionary groups in tsarist Russia, the SRs were weakened by disagreements among themselves. Leon Trotsky, who was later to play a major role as a revolutionary, pointed to this division when he described the SRs as being made up of two competing groups: ‘Left Social Revolutionaries’ and ‘Right Social Revolutionaries’.

In distinguishing between the left and the right elements, Trotsky was referring to the division of the SR Party into anarchists and revolutionaries. The Left SRs were the faction who wanted to continue the policy of terrorism inherited from ‘The People’s Will’. The Right SRs were the more moderate element, who, while believing in revolution as their ultimate goal, were prepared to co-operate with other parties in working for an immediate improvement in the conditions of the workers and peasants. Between 1901 and 1905, it was the terrorist faction that dominated. During those years the SRs were responsible for over 2000 political assassinations, including Vyacheslav Plehve, the interior minister, and the tsar’s uncle, the Grand Duke Sergei. These were spectacular successes but they did little to bring about the desired link with the urban workers.
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Interior minister Equivalent to Britain’s home secretary.



The 1905 Revolution, which saw the first serious open challenge to tsardom in Nicholas II’s reign, brought more gains to the liberals than to the revolutionaries (see page 36). One effect of this was that the more moderate Right SRs gained greater influence over party policy. This began to show dividends. From 1906, the SRs experienced growing support from the professional classes, from the trade unions and from the All-Russian Union of Peasants, which had been set up in 1905. At its first Congress in 1906, the SR Party committed itself to ‘revolutionary socialism’ and gave a special pledge to the peasants that it would end ‘private ownership by returning the land to those who worked it’.
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Revolutionary socialism The belief that change could be achieved only through the overthrow of the tsarist system.



It was their land policy that largely explains why the SRs remained the most popular party with the peasants. However, at the time, the Congress decisions brought disruption rather than unity. The left wing protested that the party’s programme ignored the industrial workers, while the right asserted that Congress policy was unworkable in current Russian conditions. Chernov tried to hold the factions together, but from 1906 onwards the SRs were a collection of radical groups rather than a united party. Nevertheless, until they were outlawed by the Bolsheviks after the 1917 Revolution (see page 139), the SRs remained the party with the largest popular following in Russia.

The Social Democrats (SDs)

The Social Democrats came into being in 1898; their aim was to achieve revolution in Russia by following the ideas of Karl Marx (1818–83), a German revolutionary, who had advanced the idea that human society operated according to scientific principles. Just as the physical universe was governed by the laws of chemistry and physics, so too, the behaviour of human beings was determined by social laws. These could be studied scientifically and implemented politically as communism. Marx claimed that the critical determinant of human behaviour was class struggle, a process that operated throughout history. He referred to this process as the dialectic.
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Social Democrats The All-Russian Social Democratic Workers’ Party.

Class struggle A continuing conflict at every stage of history between those who possess economic and political power and those who do not – in simple terms ‘the haves’ and ‘the havenots’.

Dialectic The violent struggle which takes place in nature and in human society between opposites.



For revolutionaries in the nineteenth century, the most exciting aspect of Marx’s analysis was his conviction that the contemporary industrial era marked the final stage of the dialectical class struggle. Human history was about to reach its culmination in the revolutionary victory of the proletariat over the bourgeoisie, which would usher in ‘the dictatorship of the proletariat’. This dictatorship would be the last but one stage of history in which the workers, having overthrown the bourgeoisie in revolution and taken power, would hunt down and destroy all the surviving reactionaries. It would be a violent and bloody affair but, once these final class enemies had been obliterated, all conflict would end and the perfect, harmonious society would emerge.
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Proletariat The exploited industrial workers who would triumph in the last great class struggle.

Bourgeoisie The owners of capital, the boss class, who exploited the workers but who would be overthrown by them in the revolution to come.
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Figure 1.6 A visual representation of the Marxist notion of the workings of the dialectic.


The attraction of Marx for Russian revolutionaries is easy to understand. His ideas had been known in Russia for some time, but what gave them particular relevance was the ‘great spurt’ of the 1890s. This promised to create the industrial conditions in Russia that would produce a politically conscious work force and thus make a successful revolution possible. The previously unfocused hopes for revolution could now be directed on the industrial working class.

The first Marxist revolutionary of note in Russia was George Plekhanov. He had translated Marx’s writings into Russian and had worked to promote the idea of proletarian revolution. Despite his pioneering work, and his foundation of the SD party, a number of the members soon became impatient with Plekhanov’s leadership. They found him too theoretical in his approach; they wanted a much more active revolutionary programme. The outstanding spokesman for this viewpoint was Vladimir Ulyanov, better known as Lenin (see profile on page 103).
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George Plekhanov (1856–1918)

Often referred to as ‘the father of Russian Marxism’; it was under his leadership that the SD Party was formed in 1898.



Lenin’s impact on the SDs

When Lenin returned from exile to western Russia in 1900, he set about turning the SDs into his idea of what a truly revolutionary party must be. With a colleague, Julius Martov, he founded a party newspaper, Iskra (The Spark), which he used as the chief means of putting his case to the party members. Lenin criticised Plekhanov for being more interested in reform than revolution. He said that, under Plekhanov, the SDs, instead of transforming the workers into a revolutionary force for the overthrow of capitalism, were following a policy of ‘economism’. Lenin wanted living and working conditions to get worse, not better. In that way the bitterness of the workers would increase, and so drive the Russian proletariat to revolution.
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Economism Putting the improvement of the workers’ conditions before the need for revolution.



In 1902, Lenin wrote his strongest attack yet on Plekhanov in a pamphlet called, What Is To Be Done? In it he berated him for continuing to seek allies among as broad a group of anti-tsarist elements as possible. Lenin insisted that this would lead nowhere. Revolution in Russia was possible only if it was organised and led by a party of dedicated, professional revolutionaries.

For Lenin, revolution was not a haphazard affair; it was a matter of applied science. He regarded the teachings of Karl Marx as having already provided the key to understanding how revolutions operated. It was the task of those select members of the SD party who understood scientific Marxism to lead the way in Russia. The workers could not be left to themselves; they did not know enough. They had to be directed. It was the historical role of the informed members of the SD party to provide that direction. Only they could rescue the Russian working class and convert it to true socialism.

The Bolshevik–Menshevik split

The dispute between Lenin and Plekhanov came to a head during the second congress of the SD Party in 1903. Plekhanov tried to avoid confrontation, but Lenin deliberately made an issue of who had the right to belong to the Social Democratic Party. His aim was to force members to choose between Plekhanov’s idea of a broad-based party, open to all revolutionaries, and his own concept of a small, tightly knit and exclusive party. The congress that met in a number of different places, including Brussels and London, was a heated affair, which frequently descended into a series of slanging matches over points of procedure. The London police, who had been asked by the Russian authorities to keep an eye on proceedings, tended to find the SDs a comical bunch. Their reports spoke of funny foreign gentlemen all speaking at the same time and trying to out-shout each other.

No matter how much the SDs may have amused the London bobbies, they took themselves very seriously. A deep divide developed between Lenin and one of his Iskra co-editors, Julius Martov, who shared Plekhanov’s viewpoint about membership. Their quarrel was as much to do with personality as with politics. Martov believed that behind Lenin’s tactics was a fierce determination to become dictator of the party. Martov’s view was supported by Alexander Potresov, another co-editor of Iskra, who wrote the following description of Lenin:


SOURCE C


[image: ] According to Source C, why was Lenin unwilling to join a common front against the tsarist government?



Adapted from the papers of Alexander Potresov, writing in 1903, quoted in David Shub, Lenin, Penguin, 1976, p. 76.

Lenin showed great cunning and a readiness to do anything to make his opinion prevail. Frequently my colleagues and I felt out of place in our own newspaper office. Lenin divided the world sharply between those who were with him and those who were against him. For him there existed no personal or social relationship outside of the two classes. When the political principle was enunciated that in the fight against the common enemy – the Tsarist government – it was desirable to present a common front by combining with other groups and parties, Lenin accepted it reluctantly and only in theory. In practice, it remained an idle phrase. He could not have acted on that principle even if he had wanted to, because he was incapable of co-operating with other people. It went against his grain.



In a series of votes, the SD congress showed itself to be evenly divided between Lenin and Martov. However, after a particular set of divisions had gone in his favour, Lenin claimed that he and his supporters were the majority. This led to their being called Bolsheviks while Martov’s group became known as Mensheviks. Initially, the main point dividing Bolsheviks and Mensheviks was simply one of procedure. However, following the split in 1903 the differences between them hardened into a set of opposed attitudes. These are shown in Figure 1.7.
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Bolsheviks From bolshinstvo, Russian for majority.

Mensheviks From menshinstvo, Russian for minority.
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Figure 1.7 Main differences between the Mensheviks and the Bolsheviks.




‘Democratic centralism’

This was Lenin’s central notion that true democracy in the Bolshevik Party lay in the obedience of the members to the authority and instructions of the leaders. The justification for this was that while, as representatives of the workers, all Bolsheviks were genuine revolutionaries, only the leaders were sufficiently educated in the science of revolution to understand what needed to be done. In practice, democratic centralism meant that the Bolsheviks did what Lenin told them to do.



By 1912, Bolsheviks and Mensheviks had become two distinct, conflicting Marxist parties. Lenin deliberately emphasised the difference between himself and Martov by resigning from the editorial board of Iskra and starting his own journal, Vyperod (Forward), as an instrument for Bolshevik attacks on the Mensheviks. A Bolshevik daily paper, Pravda (The Truth), was first published in 1912.

Lenin and the Bolsheviks before 1917

An important point to note is that the later success of Bolshevism in the October Revolution has tempted writers to overstate the importance of Lenin in the period before 1917. For example, Trotsky, who joined Lenin in 1917 after having been a Menshevik, argued in his later writings that the Bolsheviks had been systematically preparing the ground for revolution since 1903. But the fact was that during the years 1904–17 Lenin was largely absent from Russia. He lived variously in Finland, France, Switzerland and Austria, and his visits to Russia were rare and fleeting. Although he continued from exile to issue a constant stream of instructions to his followers, he and they played only a minor role in events in Russia before 1917.

Bolshevik tactics

Lenin and his fellow exiles set up training schools for revolutionaries, who were then smuggled back into Russia to infiltrate worker organisations such as the trade unions. The Bolsheviks who remained in Russia spent their time trying to raise money for their party. This frequently involved direct terrorism and violence; post offices were favourite targets for Bolshevik attack. In one notorious episode in Tiflis in Georgia, a Bolshevik gang bomb-blasted their way into a post office, killed some twenty people before making off with a quarter of a million roubles. The money stolen in such raids was used to finance the printing of masses of handbills, leaflets and newspapers attacking the tsarist regime and calling for revolution.

Yet, the truth was that, despite such activities, Lenin’s revolutionaries were regarded by the authorities during this period as merely a fringe group of extremists. Interestingly, the Bolsheviks were not listed by the police as a major challenge to the tsarist system. In the pre-1914 period, the numerical strength of the Bolsheviks varied between 5000 and 10,000; even in February 1917 it was no more than 25,000. Before 1917, the Mensheviks invariably outnumbered them. Numbers, of course, are not everything. Determination is arguably more important. Whatever the apparent lack of influence of Lenin’s Bolsheviks before 1917, the fact is that when a revolutionary situation developed in 1917 it was they who proved the best prepared to seize the opportunity to take over government (see page 117). The Bolsheviks’ readiness was one of Lenin’s major political achievements.

Reformers and Liberals

Apart from the revolutionaries, there were a number of reforming groups seeking non-violent change. These are usually referred to as liberals, although they never came together to form a common front.

Until the issuing of the October Manifesto in 1905 (see page 36) political parties had been illegal in Russia. This had not actually prevented their formation, but it had made it very difficult for them to develop as genuinely democratic bodies. There was no tradition of open debate. Since they were denied legal recognition, they often resorted to extreme methods in order to spread their ideas. As a result, during the brief period of their permitted existence from 1905 to 1921, before they were again outlawed, the Russian political parties proved to be suspicious and intolerant of each other. This made co-operation and collective action difficult to organise. Yet, although they were to have a short and inglorious life, the Russian liberal parties should not be ignored. In historical study, losers deserve as much attention as winners.

The economic boom of the 1890s saw the rapid development of a small but ambitious class of industrialists, lawyers and financiers. It was among such social groups that liberal ideas for the modernising of Russia began to take hold. There was also often a strong nationalist element in Russian liberalism. The national minorities viewed the liberal movement as a means of advancing their claim to be independent of Russian Imperial control. Three principal liberal parties came to prominence in the pre-1914 period: the Union of Liberation, the Octobrists and the Constitutional Democrats (Kadets).

Union of Liberation

The first significant reforming movement to emerge was the Union (League) of Liberation. Its principal leaders were academics Paul Milyukov and Peter Struve. Formed in 1904, the Union drew up a programme which expressed its basic aim (Source D on the next page).
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5 The Russo-Japanese War 1904–5


	




The path to war



	

	

	





The course of the conflict




[image: ]



Russia’s defeat
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6 The 1905 Revolution
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Father Georgy Gapon








	1876
	Born in Ukraine



	1903
	Helped to found the Assembly of Russian Workers



	1904
	Involved in organising a mass strike



	1905
	Led workers’ march to present a petition to the tsar



	  
	Fled to Geneva after Bloody Sunday massacre



	  
	Returned to St Petersburg



	1906
	Murdered
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The tsar’s response
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