Assess the reasons for the development of opposition and revolutionary groups in the reign of Nicholas II

Introduction: brief outline of groups in question:

· Revolutionaries – Populists (1870’s +), SD’s (1898), SR’s (1901)

· Reformers – Liberals (1905)

· This essay will argue that key reasons …… are

Reasons

· Russia’s economic, social and political backwardness embarrassed and concerned many and led to debates between Westerners & Slavophiles: should Russia follow a Western path or her traditional Slavic heritage?

· Reforms of Alex II led to more reformist and revolutionary demands. E.g.:  

· Emancipation led to greater poverty and calls for social change 

· Zemstvos – a limited opportunity for political participation

· Universities (1860 – 1914 students grew from 5,000 to 69,000) , press (newspapers grew from 13 – 856), growth of public bodies (250 – 16,000) all led to growth of civil society and an intelligentsia

· Reaction: Alex II still an autocrat and reaction set in later in his reign and, after his assass’n, under Alex III – which N II would continue

· Influence of 1891 famine (“the defining event of the decade” (John Hutchinson) ) in raising people’s awareness of social conditions amongst the peasantry and of the regime’s incompetence and hostility to those who tried to help. “Even the young Lenin only became converted to the Marxist mainstream in the wake of the famine crisis” (Figes, p.162)

· Development of Marxism as a science that:

· Helped people understand Russia’s backwardness 

· Provided a roadmap for a bright future – revolution and social justice! 

But NB also Russia’s own Populist revolutionary tradition was also a key influence on early 20th C revolutionaries

· “Nicholas the Unready” (Hutchinson):

· mindset: referred to zemstvo requests to be heard as “senseless dreams”

· influence of Pobedonostsev (democracy: “the greatest lie of our time”). 

· Nicholas ‘s early policies: impact of Russification and anti-Semitism

· Economic growth under Witte and his own repressive style (he was known as ‘the hangman’) contributed to culture of political assassination and led to conditions in the cities in which unrest, strikes and revolution would flourish. His reforms highlight contradiction of economic modernisation going hand in hand with political repression.

· Government incompetence and humiliation: 1904 – 05 Russo-Japanese War leads to 1905 Revolution

· 1905 Revolution, October Manifesto and NII’s concessions creates Duma and splits opposition. 1905 later referred to as ‘dress rehearsal’ for 1917, but at the time Trotsky concluded that the regime came out of it ‘alive and strong’ and revolutionaries played very little role. Importance of St. Petersburg Soviet as a model for the Bolsheviks (April Theses)

· Stolypin’s reforms:

· uneven impact of his agrarian reforms creates peasant underclass

· high-handed treatment of Duma antagonises liberal opposition

· Growth of tensions after Stolypin (Lena Goldfields 1912 etc) leads in part to 

· revival of Bolsheviks 

· despair of moderates (Guchkov etc)

· Impact of World War One

· Prolonged military failure, economic dislocation and incompetence of the Tsar and his government (+ influence of Tsarina & Rasputin) leads to February Revolution

NB: opposition and revolutionary groups do not experience steady development – fortunes rise and fall (e.g. 1907 – 1912 the Bolsheviks are in limbo; Dec 1916 Lenin says he will not see revolution in his lifetime etc)

Conclusion

The most significant reasons for the development of opposition and revolutionary groups are ……

