
The nature of the 
Tsarist regime

Difficult to inherit

Empire

Ethnicities

Only 45% ethnic Russians Cultural diversity 

Others
Armenians, Germans, Poles, Ukranians, 
Asiatic people... 'Russification'

Enforced Russian language and 
Orthodox Christianity

Religion

70% orthodox christians

Others Catholic, Muslim, Jewish 5 million Jewish 

Frequent persecution

Blamed for Russia's troubles

Subjected to periodic pogroms
Outbreaks of mob violence against Jews

Often approved by authorities

Geography

By end of 19th century
123 million square kms

130 million population

Very big Not good communications

Difference in development
East of Urals very underdeveloped Harsh climate and infertile land in Siberia

West is developping

Only 2 industrial cities
St Petersburg (capital until 1918) 

Moscow

Difficult neighbours

Aggressive Japan

China unstable

Germany looking to expand

Instability at borders!

Social hierarchy

Social class distribution 1900

Ruling class (tsar, court, gov.) 0.5%

Upper class (nobility, higher clergy, 
military officers)

12.0%

Middle classes (merchants, factory 
owners, bankers)

1.5%

Working classes (factory workers, small 
traders)

4.0%

Peasants (agricultural workers) 82.0%

Tsar and gov.

Governed with support of the 
landowning aristocracy

Nobility did not act as check on the 
power of monarchy Unlike Western countries

Aristocracy owed their position to 
military and civil service to state

No independant institutions
Leaders of Orthodox church appointed 
by the Tsar

Peasants

Emancipation of the serfs 1861

Peasants not bound to a landowner 
anymore (free to change) Free on paper

Belonged to communes (mirs)
Agricultural cooperatives which organised the 
distribution of land between households

Redemption payments 
Rent / payments for land they recieved

Made them bound by debt

Loyal to Tsar Disliked the officials who demanded taxes

Condition
Frequent famines Poor transport

Could not move food to where it was 
lacking

Poverty Low production levels Encouraged to move to Siberia

Land Bank 1882
Provided money for local communities 
and peasants to buy land

Political system
AutocracyTsar

"I shall maintain the principle of autocracy 
just as firmly as did my unforgettable father" 

His father was Alexander III 
(Romanov dynasty)

Opposed reform
Considerred western innovations not 
suitable for Russia

Ruled firmly

Out of touch

His reign depended on relations with 
each of his subjects

Khodynka tragedy 

May 1896Coronation

At the celebration, there was a rumour that there 
was not enough food so the crowd stampeded

Authorities not able to control the situation

More than 1300 people crushed to death 
+ more injured

Nicholas attended a celebratory ball that 
same evening 

No parliament to limit his power

In charge of appointing and dismissing

Government ministers

Chosen because of social position rather 
than abilities

Competed for Tsar's attention
Did not co-operate

Did not offer objective advice

State Council

Senior advisers to the Tsar

Had no powers

Most members old men appointed 
because of long service to the stateRather than skill

Gave the Tsar advice they know would 
be welcomed (to not be dismissed)Rather than what could truly help Russia

Army leaders

Army put down violent unrest

Okhrana (secret police) kept political 
dissidents under observationNetwork of informers

Regional governors

Local officials

Uncertain responsibilitiesMuch less efficient than Western countries

97 administrative regionsToo many

Bureaucratic 

Inefficient

Expensive

Could overrule the zemstvos

Zemstvos system was not adopted in 
areas populated by ethnic minorities!

Limited powersGovernors generally opposed reform

Zemstvos = local councils for villages 
set up after emancipation of the serfs

Cities and large towns governed by 
officials appointed rather than elected

Senate
Oversee operation of the law

Confused system, powers unclear

Church patriarchy

Leading official Konstantin Pobedonostsev

Fully supported Tsar's rule

Tsar and church saw other religions as 
subversive and enemy of RussiaWas very antisemitic

Not interested in government

Family man

Preferred hunting to attending meetings

Isolated at court

Found it hard to delegate even 
unimportant tasks

Did not have the necessary personality

No clear heirAlexei was his only son
Suffered from haemophilia (blood 
disorder), likely not to survive to adulthood

Economic structure

Development stunted

Agricultural methods

Underdeveloped
Neither peasantry nor landowners 
interested in modernisation

Peasants had no incentive an no 
autonomy

Even with higher efficiency, they would 
still be in debt

Landowners were getting rich either way

Note: Russia wheat grain 
exports second to AmericaBut profits did not benefit peasantry

Taxation

Taxation

Unfair

Little tax on ruling class (dominated by 
landowners)Money not equally shared

Relied on indirect tax
Income and land taxed less than indirect 
taxes on commodities and food

Inefficient, corruptable
Most tax money "disappearing" into pockets of 
tax collectors before reaching central government

Government revenue and expenditure

Revenue limited by taxation system

Money spent unwisely

Funds allocated to army and police 
generously

Very little spent on economy
Nicholas II not interested in 
modernisation + committed to autocracy

Transport
Caught up with Britain and Germany in 
terms of total length of rail network by 1900Russia too bigNot enough, thinly spread

Helped wheat exports

Russian population increasingly alienated 
from government and landlords

But most believed in the Tsar


