
Russia in Context:   Russia 1894-1914 
 

Page | 1

Imperial Russia – Government and People 

 

The Russian Empire in 1894 

Land and Climate 

The Russian Empire was vast; it spanned two continents and was so big you could fit the 

British Isle into Russia ninety times.  

However, despite its large size most of the land was useless because of the climate. 

High mountains to the south stopped warm air from spreading into Russia keeping the 

temperatures low and arts of Russia were covered in huge pine forests. This meant that 

there was only a little land (5%) which could be used for farming.  

The cold climate affected Russia’s industry as well as farming. This is because it was 

difficult to transport goods across Russia as the rivers froze making it difficult for 

ships to get through. The trans-Siberian railway was built after 1890 and helped to 

improve communications with the eastern regions of Russia, but no national roads 

stretched right across the country.  

 

 

This map shows the size of Russia in 1914. It is 
curved to match the curve of the earth 
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People 

In 1894 the Russian Empire was ruled by a Tsar or Emperor called Nicholas II. Around 

125 million people lived in the Russian Empire. Not everyone was Russian. The table 

below, which has been taken from the 1897 census, shows the different Nationalities 

who lived in the Russian Empire.  

 

 

Having so many nationalities living together caused some problems. There were many 

different languages so it could be difficult for people from different nationalities to 

communicate. Some nationalities had distinct cultures and customs which could 

potentially clash.  

 

Russians 55,650,000 
Ukrainians 22,400,000 
Poles 7,900,000 
Byelorussians 5,900,000 
Jews 5,000,000
Kirghiz 4,000,000
Tartars 3,700,000
Finns 2,500,000
Germans 1,800,000
Lithuanians 1,650,000
Letts 1,400,000
Georgians 1,350,000 
Armenians 1,150,000 
Romanians 1,110,000 
Caucasians 1,000,000 
Iranians  1,000,000 
Other Asiatic peoples 5,750,000 
Mongols 500,000 
Others 200,000 

Complete Questions 1-3 on Page 7 
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The Tsarist Government 

Tsar Nicholas II was an autocrat which means he does not have to 

share power with a parliament. This meant Tsar Nicholas II could 

pass any law or change taxes (in short, do anything he liked) without 

consulting anyone. The Tsar was extremely powerful but he was not a 

very good leader. To help Nicholas run the huge Russian Empire he 

relied on the three “pillars” which supported his position: the 

bureaucracy, the army and the church. 

There were many civil servants in the Russian bureaucracy like government ministers, 

teachers and inspectors whose job it was to ensure that the country ran smoothly. 

Corruption was common in the bureaucracy with officials being bribed by people so they 

could get what they want. The Tsar’s secret police the Okhrana who ensured people 

followed the rules of Tsar’s regime and exiled opponents was part of this bureaucracy.  

The army was the second pillar which supported the Tsar. People 

outside Russia referred to the Russian army as “Steamroller” because 

the huge population made it the biggest in the world. Officers who were 

in charged came from the nobility while the ordinary soldiers came from 

the peasantry. Despite its large size the army was not very efficient as 

it lacked essential equipment and training. This meant that even though 

it was the biggest army in the world, it was not the strongest.  

The Russian Orthodox Church was the official church of the Empire. 

The Tsar was the head of this church and the priests told the people of Russia that 

the Tsar was appointed by God to rule over them. This helped ensure the people 

respected Nicholas’ reign and did not rebel. The Church actively persecuted people of 

other religions under a programme of Russification which tried to make every person in 

the Empire follow the faith of the Russian Orthodox Church. The Jews in particular 

suffered under Russification by a series of pogroms (planned campaign against a group 

of people which are planned by the government).  

Complete Questions 4-6 on Page 7 
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Russian Society 

Not only was Russia divided by the number of nationalities, it was also deeply divided 

socially. The nobility were the wealthiest people in Russia who owned most of the land 

and therefore controlled the peasants who worked the land.   Nobles made up less than 

2% of the population and the peasants made up 80%. This means the vast majority of 

the people in Russia were uneducated and lived in poverty.  

The peasants were given land to farm from the Mir (village commune) which was paid 

for each year for forty-nine years and only then did the peasants actually own the land. 

The size of the land given depended on the size of the family, as population increased 

the plots of land grew smaller and smaller which made it difficult for the peasants to 

support their families. As it became more difficult to sustain families on small plots of 

land, many peasants went to the cities to work in the factories.  Nearly a million people 

went to the capital of Russia St. Petersburg to search for work. Life in the towns was 

just as difficult as in the country as conditions were poor and wages were low and if you 
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complained you could easily be replaced.  Trade Unions were illegal making it difficult 

for improvements to be made. 

Rapid industrialisation created a new class of factory owners and bankers called the 

Capitalists who earned their riches from Russia’s industry. Another, very small middle 

class was emerging which included doctors and lawyers who were educated and knew 

about democratic ideas from Western Europe. 
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Complete Questions 7-8 on Page 7 
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Agriculture and Industry 

We know that the cold climate made it difficult to grow crops and sustain the people of 
the Russian Empire. Despite this, Russia’s economy was largely based on agriculture 
(farming) and it relied on the peasants working hard to get a harvest from the little 
suitable land there was.  This meant the Tsar had to keep the peasants on his side.  

From 1880 the Tsars had begun to encourage more industries to develop in Russia so 
they could compete with the European powers Germany and Britain. The result of this 
was rapid growth of cites in European (Western) Russia. For example the capital of 
Russia, St Petersburg grew from 900,000 to 1.5 million between 1880-1900. To pay for 
this industrialization Russia relied on investment from European countries like France, 
Belgium, Germany and Great Britain. As well as using Western money to pay for the 
growth of industry, Russia also used Western technicians and engineers so that Russia 
would have the best designs and would get maximum profit.  

 Peasants saw the opportunities available to work in the cities and moved in to work in 
the factories. In the cities overcrowded living conditions, low pay, twelve hour shifts, 
accidents in the work place created a tense atmosphere with very discontent workers. 
Workers’ diet consisted of black bread, cabbage soup and porridge and they were 
forced to live in cramped cheap lodgings with no privacy.  

 With more people living in cities and working closely together sharing their problems, 
it was feared that these ideas could grow and could result in revolution. Ideas like 
democracy threatened the Tsar’s power and control over his Empire; it was for 
discussing such ideas that the Okhrana arrested people.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Complete Questions 9-10 on Page 7 
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Tasks 

Answer the following questions.  

1. Describe the problems Russia’s climate caused in terms of farming and 

industry 

2. If the total population of the Russian Empire was 125 million people, how many 

people in the Empire were NOT Russian? (Use the table on page 2) 

3. What problems would the people of Russia face with so many different 

nationalities living together? 

4. What is an autocrat? 

5. Name and describe the function of each of the 3 “pillars” which supported Tsar 

Nicholas. 

6. Russification was designed to unite all people in the Russian Empire under the  

Russian Orthodox Church. Why do you think this was so important?  

7. Why did some peasants move to the cities? Was life any better there? 

8. Source A is from a book written in 1905 by Father Geogrei Gapon a priest in St 

Petersburg.  

They receive miserable wages and generally live in an overcrowded state... 

the normal working day is eleven and a half hours of work, exclusive of 

meal times...I often watch crowds of poorly clad and emaciated (very 

thin) figures of men and girls returning from the mills. 

a) Who wrote the source? In what ways are they likely to be biased? 

b) What information about conditions for factory workers can we find in this 

source? 

9. Why was Russia so keen to industrialize in the late 19th century? How did they 

achieve this? 

10.  How did the middle class and workers threaten the Tsar’s control of the 

Russian Empire?  
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The 1905 Revolution 

War against Japan 

In 1904 Russia went to war with Japan over Korea and Manchuria. Tsar Nicholas 

thought Russia would win the war quickly and that this would make him more popular 

with the people. From the beginning 

of the war Russia suffered defeat 

after defeat and this weakened his 

position. The war had caused 

conditions for the working people to 

get worse as food supplies to the 

cities stopped and factories ran out 

of materials and were forced to close. 

The result was angry, hungry and 

unemployed workers out on the 

streets were they could share their 

anger. 

 

Bloody Sunday 

As conditions became worse for the Russian people more began to demand a change. On 

Sunday 22nd January 1905 a crowd of 200,000 workers led by a priest called Father 

Gapon marched through St Petersburg to the Winter Palace. This was a peaceful 

protest with the workers dressed in their best clothes, carrying a petition addressed 

to the Tsar. The petition asked for better working and living conditions, a shorter 

working day, an end to the war with Japan and other reforms. When they reached the  



Russia in Context:   Russia 1894-1914 
 

Page | 9

Causes of 
the 1905 
revolution 

palace the guards opened 

fire killing 96 people and 

wounding 333 (approx). The 

massacre became known as 

“Bloody Sunday” and as 

news of the events spread 

riots and strikes erupted. 
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Complete Questions 1-2 on page 11 
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The 1905 Revolution 

In June 1905 the crew of the Potemkin battleship mutinied. This showed that Tsar 

Nicholas could not trust his military to stay loyal to him. Furthermore after Bloody 

Sunday the peasants in the countryside rebelled against their landlords and non-

Russians in the Empire declared their 

independence. By September the 

situation had gotten worse and a general 

strike began with shops, factories, 

railways, hospitals and schools closing.  

To help run the cities in the chaos of the 

strike, Soviets were established and 

they soon gained the respect of the 

workers.  

The October Manifesto 

Tsar Nicholas was forced to address the problems of his people. In October he issued 

document which said Russia would have an elected government called the Duma to help 

run the country. This document became known as the October Manifesto and it was 

important as it promised the Russian people basic freedoms (e.g. freedom of speech 

and to form political parties) and the opportunity to elect representatives to the Duma.  

By December Tsar Nicholas had gone back on his word and arrested members of the St 

Petersburg Soviet along with sending the army to Moscow to crush its Soviet. To fully 

end the revolution thugs known as the “Black Hundreds” organised massacres of 

revolutionaries which the police and army did not prevent.  

When the Duma met for the first time in May Tsar Nicholas issued a set of 

Fundamental Laws. The first law stated “To the Emperor of all the Russias belongs the 

supreme autocratic power”. This meant that although the Duma existed, Nicholas was 

still the one with the power and as such little had changed for the Russian people.  

Complete Questions 3-5 on page 11  
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Tasks 

Answer the following questions.  

1. Why did the war with Japan make the Tsar unpopular? 

2. Do you think the decision to open fire on protestors during Bloody Sunday a 

sensible one? 

3. Create a timeline of the events of the 1905 Revolution 

4. What did the October Manifesto promise? 

5. How successful was the 1905 Revolution?  

6. How fully does Source A describe the reasons for the 1905 Revolution?  

Source A is an extract from the petition that Father George Gapon hoped to 
present to Nicholas II on 22nd January, 1905. 

We workers, our children, our wives and our old, helpless parents have 
come, Lord, to seek truth and protection from you. We are impoverished 
and oppressed, unbearable work is imposed on us, we are despised and not 
recognized as human beings. We are treated as slaves, who must bear 
their fate and be silent. We have suffered terrible things, but we are 
pressed ever deeper into the abyss of poverty, ignorance and lack of 
rights. 
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Cartoon showing the idea of “carrot and stick”

Aftermath of 1905 Revolution 

The Dumas 

The Fundamental laws had made it clear that Tsar Nicholas controlled the Duma. 

The first Duma met in May 1906 and was dominated by Liberals but had 200 

peasant representatives. It only lasted seventy-five days before Tsar Nicholas 

surrounded it with troops and broke it up. The second Duma was elected in 1907and 

contained liberals, social Revolutionaries and Social Democrats. It liked even less by 

Nicholas and was broken up after three months. Nicholas changed the voting system 

and the 1907 which resulted in the final Duma lasting five years as it was mainly 

made up of conservatives who did not threaten Nicholas’ power greatly. 

Stolypin’s Reforms 

In 1906 Nicholas appointed a new Prime Minister, Peter Stolypin, to make sure 

there were no further outbreaks of revolution. Stolypin clamped down on terrorism 

by arresting and executing revolutionaries to the extent that Russian’s gave the 

gallows the nickname “Stolypin’s necktie”. 

 To control the peasants Stolypin introduced land reform like abolishing redemption 

payments for the peasants and the Mirs. The idea was hard working peasants would 

own their own farms so increase production. This would make them rich and they 

would want peace. By 1914 over two million peasants owned their land. Industrial 

reform under Stolypin increased production of 

coal, iron, steel and cotton. However only the 

richer peasants (Kulaks) could afford to buy 

enough land to support their family and Russia’s 

industrial input was still behind that of other 

European countries 
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Stolypin’s policies can be described as “carrot and stick” as it is both harsh and fair 

and designed to keep people placated by reform and scared to rebel.  

 

Opponents of the Tsar  

Constitutional Democrats (Kadets) 

The most moderate party was the Constitutional 

Democrats (Kadets for short).  They were a middle 

class party that wanted political reform.  In particular 

they w anted the Duma to be given greater power at 

the expense of the Tsar.  Because their support came 

from the better off section of the population they rejected violence in favour of 

peaceful protest. 

 Social Revolutionaries  

The largest opposition group was the Social Revolutionaries.  They had the support of 

the peasants because they demanded more land for those that worked the land, and 

they wanted that land to come from those who owned it and grew rich from the sweat 

of the peasants.  They had developed the use of terror as a political weapon and still 

employed it when necessary. 

Social Democrats  

 

The smallest opposition group was the most radical, the Social Democrats.  They were a 

Socialist party that wanted the wealth of the few to be redistributed amongst the 

poverty-stricken masses of Russia.  They followed the teaching of the German 

Communist thinker, Karl Marx who believed that history was the story of class 

struggle.  In the late 19th century, according to Marx, the classes contesting for power 

were the Bourgeoisie (middle class) and the Proletariat (working class).  Revolution, 

Meeting of the Kadets

Complete Questions 1-2 on page 15 
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Karl Marx in 1875 

Marx taught, was inevitable because of the behaviour of the 

middle class Capitalists (those with money to invest).  They 

exploited their workers mercilessly.  This was bound to make 

them revolt.  The tasks of the Party were to prepare for the 

revolution and to educate the workers so that they could take 

part in it.  Once the revolution occurred, the Means of 

Production (factories, mines, land, and banks) would be taken 

over by the state and run for the benefit of the people.  

There would be no more rich and poor; everyone would be equal. 

Bolsheviks and Mensheviks  

Most Social Democrat leaders lived abroad because they risked arrest by the Okhrana 

for their views.  The Party had split in two in 1903 at a Party Congress in London and 

had remained split ever since.  One wing of 

the party, the Bolsheviks (the majority) 

was led by Vladimir Ulyanov, son of a school 

inspector, better known as Lenin.  The 

other wing was called the Mensheviks 

(minority).  Lenin had wanted the party 

kept small and secret, with only dedicated 

Marxists allowed to join.  In that way it 

would be hard to infiltrate by the Okhrana, easier to control and its political views 

could be kept pure and uncorrupted.  The Mensheviks disagreed.  They wanted a mass 

party to compete for votes at elections.  They also wanted to campaign for reforms 

now and not just wait like the Bolsheviks for the revolution which might be decades 

away.  Since 1903, despite their name, the Menshevik group had grown to considerable 

size, while the Bolsheviks had remained as Lenin wanted them, a small tightly knit group 

under his authoritarian leadership.  

 

A painting of Lenin 

Complete Questions 3-5 on page 15 
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 Tasks 

1. How successful were the Dumas in introducing democracy? 

2. Describe Stolypin’s time as Prime Minister. 

3. Create a table which shows the differences and similarities between the different 

opponents to the Tsar. 

Include information on: 

 Tactics (e.g. use of violence) 

 Beliefs 

 Supporters 

 Famous members 

4. Why did Karl Marx think revolution was inevitable? 

5. a) What does the word “Bolshevik” mean? 

     b) What does the word “Menshevik” mean? 

     c) In 1903 which group had the largest membership and why?  

 

 


