ORR Notes - Russia

KQ: Why did Russia go to war with Japan?
Background

Between 1858 and 1860 Russia acquired 400,000 square miles of Chinese territory, and followed this up with developing the port of Vladivostok. Initially Russia came into conflict wih Japan over the island of Sakhalin but this was resolved when Japan renounced her rights over Sakhalin as Russia gave her the Kurile Islands instead.

Russia came into conflict with Japan again following the Sino-Japanese war of 1894-5. Japan, resentful of Russia’s success in China invaded China and defeated her. She was then given several concessions including the valuable warm water Port Arthur. 


Russia and other European powers claimed this broke the balance of power in the Far East and Japan, willing to negotiate, handed over Port Arthur to Russia. This pleased the Russians as it extended their sphere of influence and trading capability as Vladivostok was ice-locked for part of the year.


Russian troops now occupied Manchuria and moved into Korea, traditionally a Japanese area of influence. A Japanese trade mission was sent to St Petersburg to try to calm the situation but was rudely received and sent home. As a result on 8 February 1904 the Japanese attacked Port Arthur. They appeared to be the aggressors but in fact had been provoked into war.

Why was Port Arthur so important to Russia?

Why did the Russian government go to war?

1) To pursue an expansionist policy in the Far East to make up for their lack of progress in Europe. Nicholas II saw himself saving the Far East from the ‘yellow peril’.
2) To obtain an ice-free port and the sphere of influence to make full use of it.

3) To distract attention from Russia’s internal struggles by rallying the nation in a patriotic struggle. Traditionally we have heard Plehve, the Interior Minister, saying that ‘We need a small victorious war to avert a revolution’. We now know he was misquoted by his political opponent, Witte, and that Plehve was in fact reluctant to go to war, whilst Witte was keen to see Russia expanding economically. 

Draw a spider-diagram of Russian motives for going to war.

Japanese motives

1) She had been excluded from a strategically vital area which she wanted to acquire as a destination for her surplus population, coal and cotton exports in return for providing her with wheat, rice and beans. 

2) She was excluded from Port Arthur while Russia was expanding her influence through constructing banks, provision of credit and experts.

Draw a spider-diagram of Japanese motives for going to war.
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