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EDO UNIVERSITY, IYAMHO 
Edo State, Nigeria 

Department of History and International Studies 

Courseware 

Course Code: HIS 312 
Course Title: From the Tsarist Russia to the Soviet Union 
Course Lecturer: Dr. FALEYE, Olukayode Abiodun 
Location of Class: LC2 
Time of Class: Wednesday, 1-3pm 

Brief Course Description 
This course examines socioeconomic and political development in Russia from the age of 
Tsarism to the establishment of the Soviet Union. It discusses the legacies of the various Tsars of 
Russia from Ivan the Terrible (1547-1584), the first Tsar to Nicholas II (1894-1917), the last 
Tsar. Further, it analyses the origin and implications of serfdom and its abolition, early Russian 
industrial processes as well as the October manifesto of 1905, the revolution of 1917 and its 
aftermath. 

Learning Outcomes 

At the end of this course, students should have a good knowledge of the practice of Tsarism in 
Russia; Serfdom and its abolition; Russian industrialization in the nineteenth century as well as 
the revolutions and civil war of the early twentieth century.  

Course Validation 
Quiz (10%) 
Assignment (10%) 
Test (10%) 
Final Examination (70%) 
Total (100%) 

 

Course Details 

Wk1:      Introduction 

Wk2-4:   Tsarism in Russia  

                (From Ivan the Terrible (1547-1584) to Nicholas II (1894-1917) 

Wk5-6:    Origin of Serfdom and its abolition  

Wk7:        Russian industrialization in the 19th century 

Wk 8-9:    The Revolution and the October Manifesto, 1905 

Wk 10-11: Revolution of 1917 and its aftermath 

Wk 12:       Revision 
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Introduction 

This course examines socioeconomic and political development in Russia from the age of 

Tsarism to the establishment of the Soviet Union. It particularly focuses on the nature and impact 

of Tsarism in Russia; Serfdom and its abolition; Russification; early industrial processes during 

the nineteenth century as well as the revolutions of the early twentieth century.  

The distribution of ethnic nationalities within Russia impacted public policies in the 

country with implications for human rights and development over time. The ethnic groups in 

Russia include Russians (80%), and non-Russians (20%) - the Tatars, Ukrainians, Chuvash, 

Belarusians, Germans, Bashkirs, and Jews. Indeed, the dominant position of ethnic Russians had 

found expression in policies such as Russification characterized by drastic social changes in the 

nineteenth century. Geographically, Russia is the largest country in the world with an area 

covering 17,075,200 sq km. bordering the Arctic region, Russia spread to the Baltic Sea. Its land 

area linked two continents - Europe and Asia. This spatial spread made Russia a major player in 

the socioeconomic and political history of Europe and Asia. Russia is located in a temperate 

region with average temperature reaching -51°C in January, -68°C in February, 13°C in July. 

The harsh Russian climatic condition made its society very volatile in the face of policy changes 

within and outside its boundaries. These historical dynamics form the time of the Tsars to the 

establishment of the Soviet Union is the subject of this course.  

Further Reading: 

D.J. Shaw, Russia in the modern world: A new geography. Oxford: Blackwell, 1999. 

C. Steinwedel, ‘To make a difference: The category of ethnicity in late Imperial Russian politics, 

1861–1917’. In Russian Modernity (pp. 67-86). Palgrave Macmillan, London, 2000. 

Engelmann, Kurt E., et al. "Russia." Microsoft® Student 2009 [DVD]. Redmond, WA: 

Microsoft Corporation, 2008.  
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Tsarism in Russia 

Tsarism refers to an autocratic political system peculiar to Russia from the 15th century to 

the early 20th century. In a Tsardom, the socioeconomic, legal, religious, and political functions 

of the state are exercised without any restriction by the Tsar / Tsar. Traditionally, Russian 

kingdoms were ruled by monarchs in cooperation with nobles. The term “nobles” is coined from 

“nobility” referring to people of the highest social class in the Russian society. In the discourse 

on Tsarism in Russia, the focus is on the legacies of the various Tsars that ruled Russia from the 

rein of the first formerly proclaimed Tsar Ivan the Terrible (1547-1584) to the last Tsar Nicholas 

II (1894-1917).  

A significant episode of the Russian History illuminates the approaches of the Tsars to 

governance. For instance, Ivan the Terrible (1547-1584) promoted an expansionist policy into 

Siberia, developed a trading network with the West and encouraged technological transfer from 

the West. His over expansionist policy in the Baltic region strained the Russian resources. 

Finally, Ivan’s mental challenges witnessed the massacre of many members of the ruling family 

and threatened peace and harmony in Russia. 

Michael Romanov became the Tsar of Russia in 1613. Romanov laid the foundation for 

the Romanov dynasty that ruled Russia until the Revolutions of 1917. He continued the 

expansionist policy of his predecessors and extended Russian land borders into Ukrainian area as 

well as Asia. Under Romanov Russia became an important European power. He promulgated the 

law code of 1649 that divided the society along rigid ranks and occupational classes thereby 

instituting a brutal form of Serfdom and despotism.  

A significant episode in Russian history was witnessed during the reign of Tsar Peter the 

Great. Indeed, the power of the nobility in Russia was reduced under his reign (1682-1725), who 
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created a bureaucratic civil service (Table of Ranks) to support the Tsar and undermine the 

nobles. Peter the Great instituted a westernization/modernization policy in the armed forces as 

well as in the industrial sector. The reforms were extended to the civil society with the objective 

of stimulating economic development, bureaucratic modernization, intellectual revolution and 

social reconstruction. The modernization approach of Tsar Peter the Great seems to have been 

inspired by his earlier exposure to Western culture. Hence, his administration implemented a top-

down pattern of modernization based on the ideas of the Renaissance and the Scientific 

Revolution.  Peter separated the roles of the Tsar as a religious as well as a political leader. This 

marked a turning point in the history of Tsarism. Indeed, the nobles were incorporated into a new 

official bureaucratic structure responsible to the Tsar. The role of the church in Russian politics 

was weakened under Peter’s administration. The nobility responded with coups, counter-coups 

and assassination attempts on the Tsar. However, after his death in 1725, his predecessors built 

on his achievements.  

Tsar Catherine the Great (1762-1796) consolidated the Russian expansionist policy, 

strengthened Serfdom, encouraged westernization and faced peasant resentment. Nicholas I 

(1825-1855) came into power in an age of European revolutions. Hence, his enthronement was 

threatened by the unsuccessful Decembrist mutiny of December 1825. His reign witnessed 

unprecedented censorship of the educational sector, corrupt bureaucracy and a loss in the 

Crimean War. In desperation to avert a revolution from below officialdom, Alexander II (1818-

1881) abolished serfdom, attempted to westernize the legal system, introduced local government 

councils (Zemstovs) and modernized the military. His successor, Nicholas II (1894-1917) 

implemented a policy of Russification and ignited local demand for civil rights. The events of its 

regime show that Russia could not be isolated from the trend of events in wider Europe. 
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Tsardom/ Tsardom was abolished following the Revolution of 1917 that witnessed the abdication 

of Nicholas II (the last Tsar), who was later murdered with his family.  

 

Self-Test Questions: 

1. Examine the nature of Tsarism in Russia 

2. Compare and contrast the legacies of Tsar Peter the Great and Catherine the Great of 

Russia. 

 

Further Reading: 

Dukes, Paul. A History of Russia: Medieval, Modern, Contemporary c-882–1996. Macmillan 

International Higher Education, 1997. 

Perrie, Maureen, Dominic Lieven, and Ronald Grigor Suny, eds. The Cambridge History of 

Russia: Volume 2, Imperial Russia, 1689-1917. Vol. 2. Cambridge University Press, 2006. 

C. Reed, From Tsar to Soviets. Routledge, 2005. 

Suny, Ronald Grigor. The Cambridge History of Russia. 20th Century. Cambridge University 

Press, 2006. 

Engelmann, Kurt E., et al. "Russia." Microsoft® Student 2009 [DVD]. Redmond, WA: 

Microsoft Corporation, 2008.  
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Origin of Serfdom and its Abolition  

Serfdom and slavery refer to dependence and lack of personal freedom. Slaves were 

included in the process of material production as instruments of labour.  Serfs comprised of rural 

population which had been free before the middle ages. They tended to become the main labour 

force in the manorial production, where they were subject to the imposition of labour rent, 

natural or pecuniary. It was a quasi-slavery, especially when serfs were sold with their land. 

 It was the captives and Slavic villeins who became slaves in Russia in the 9th and the 

10th centuries. Genetically, they continued the category of patriarchal slaves. They were sold to 

Byzantium, in the Muslim Middle East, and in Central Europe. Within the Russian territory, the 

patriarchal slaves population were incorporated into the manorial system. In Russia during the 

11th and 12th centuries, menials were sold and bought, their property belonged to the master. 

This was an important system of production in the Medieval era. In the 14th and16th centuries 

they were free to settle on the property of a landlord. 

By the 16th and the 17th centuries, the active state-sponsored process of enslaving of 

various categories of peasants started, based on fixed year edicts ranging from 5 to 15 years due 

to the labour shortage. The institution of serfdom was consolidated in the 1649 Code of Law. 

Peter the Great abolished villeinage by his edict, joining villains and serfs into a single serf 

estate. 

At the onset of the European Industrial Revolution, Russia was preoccupied with  

the medieval system of serfdom, which impeded the progress of capitalism, and modernization. 

In Russia, the gradual emancipation of peasants began at the turn of the 18th century. A peasant 

who had been freed by their masters were allowed to enter the estate of the petty bourgeoisie, or 

that of merchants, by manifesto issued by Catherine II in 1775.  The setback in the creation of 
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modern industry and communications weakened the Russian military capacity. This was obvious 

in its defeat in the Crimean war of 1853–1856. Hence, the abolition of serfdom became an issue 

of national importance in the second half of the 19th century. Consequently, Russian serfdom 

was abolished through the emancipation reform of 1861. 

 

Self-Test Questions: 

1. Examine the origin and nature of Serfdom in Russia. 

2. Highlight and discuss the factors that led to the abolition of Serfdom in Russia. 

 

Further Reading: 

Hoch, Steven L. Serfdom and social control in Russia: Petrovskoe, a village in Tambov. 

University of Chicago Press, 1989. 

Dukes, Paul. A History of Russia: Medieval, Modern, Contemporary c-882–1996. Macmillan 

International Higher Education, 1997. 

Perrie, Maureen, Dominic Lieven, and Ronald Grigor Suny, eds. The Cambridge History of 

Russia: Volume 2, Imperial Russia, 1689-1917. Vol. 2. Cambridge University Press, 2006. 

Suny, Ronald Grigor. The Cambridge History of Russia. 20th Century. Cambridge University 

Press, 2006. 

Engelmann, Kurt E., et al. "Russia." Microsoft® Student 2009 [DVD]. Redmond, WA: 

Microsoft Corporation, 2008.  
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Russian industrialization in the 19th century 

In the early decades of the 19th century, industrialization was rudimentary in Russia. In 

this era, about 50% of the industrial labour was derived from the institution of serfdom. Internal 

pressure from revolutionary movements and the lessons of the French revolution led to the 

abolition of Serfdom in 1861. The close of the 19th century witnessed a rapid drive towards 

industrialization under the leadership of Alexander III (1881-1894) and Nicholas II (1894-1917) 

of Russia. This phenomenon was facilitated by an improved transportation network such as the 

railway system. The development of factories in the cities witnessed rural-urban migration. The 

impetus for industrialization was further enhanced by loans obtained from French banks in 1893. 

Thus, by 1914 the number of factory workers in Russia rose to 3 million. In this vein, Russia 

became an important industrial nation.  

Under the administration of Sergei Witte (the minister for finance and commerce), Russia 

transformed from an agrarian country into an industrial one. The principal industries in the 1890s 

include cotton, wool, coal, iron and steel. Hence, cities developed with industrial workers who 

demand better conditions of service through trade union organizations. The ensued struggle 

between the rising working class and the Russian capitalists on the one hand, as well as the 

capitalists and the state on the other, led to a demand for political reforms. These reforms include 

yearnings for political participation in a state dominated by a bureaucracy of civil servants and 

the nobility.  

The new industrial estate in Russia stimulated the development of workers’ party such as 

the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party (RSDLP) (1898) founded by Lenin (Vladimir 

Ulianov) and Leon Trotsky. The approach was a modified variant of Karl Marx Communist 

Manifesto. The state responded through the widespread arrests of leaders of this revolutionary 

movement. A split of the RSDLP in 1903 separated the more radical Bolsheviks from 
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Mensheviks. The Bolsheviks encouraged strike actions among industrial workers as a negotiating 

weapon for better wages. This incessant strike action in Russia was further complicated by the 

aftermath of the Russo-Japanese War of 1904 – 1905. 

In sum, the Tsarist isolation movement of the 19th century was an attempt to isolate 

Russia from Western influence and the Revolutions. The Russian economy was based on 

Serfdom and agrarian mode of production up to the first half of the 19th century. Russian 

technological backwardness was displayed in the Crimean war (1853-1856). Public Reforms 

characterized by the abolition of Serfdom and a drive towards industrial capitalism under Tsar 

Alexander II / III. High rent on land turned freed Serfs and peasants into industrial workers 

in towns and cities. Political reform involved the establishment of regional councils (Zemstvos) 

to facilitate bottom-up communication and improved access to education.  In the absence of a 

teaming middle class, the state played a critical role in capital formation, infrastructural 

development and investment. Also, Russian industrialization was partly financed by Germany 

and France. Subsequently, Russia constructed a substantial railroad network in the 1870s linking 

markets and sources of raw materials (shipment of grains to the west). Improved infrastructure 

and industrial inclined policies led to the emergence of modern factories in the 1880s (steel; 

petrochemicals; textile). Consequently, protective import measures were introduced between 

1892 and 1902 to safeguard Russian industries. The 1890s marked a massive improvement in 

infrastructure and industry. The productivity of the Russian natural resource sector tripled 

between 1890 and 1900. Her GNP grew more quickly than any other major European power, 

railroad mileage almost doubled, foreign direct investment was up to 50% of the economy by 

1902 and rural-urban migration led to the population explosion. Indeed, the population of St 

Petersburg and Moscow Increased by over 100%. Nearly half of the labour force worked in 
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industries with over 1000 employees. The rise in the wage-earning class led to the clamour for 

improved welfare and later revolution. 

 

Self-Test Questions: 

1. Examine the factors that led to the industrialization in Russia during the nineteenth 

century. 

2. Discuss the external influences on Russian industrialization of the nineteenth century. 

 

Further Reading: 

Melton, Edgar. "Proto-industrialization, serf agriculture and agrarian social structure: two estates 

in nineteenth-century Russia." Past & Present, 115 (1987): 69-106. 

Dukes, Paul. A History of Russia: Medieval, Modern, Contemporary c-882–1996. Macmillan 

International Higher Education, 1997. 

Perrie, Maureen, Dominic Lieven, and Ronald Grigor Suny, eds. The Cambridge History of 

Russia: Volume 2, Imperial Russia, 1689-1917. Vol. 2. Cambridge University Press, 2006. 

Suny, Ronald Grigor. The Cambridge History of Russia. 20th Century. Cambridge University 

Press, 2006. 

Engelmann, Kurt E., et al. "Russia." Microsoft® Student 2009 [DVD]. Redmond, WA: 

Microsoft Corporation, 2008.  
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The Revolution and the October Manifesto, 1905 

The Russian revolution of 1905 was a local response to Russian engagement in both the 

international and local environment. In the international scene, the Russo-Japanese War is 

significant in this respect. The Russo-Japanese War of 1904-1905 emanated from the Russian 

and Japanese struggle for imperial acquisition in Korea and China (Manchuria). Whereas the 

Japanese had annexed Korea and the Naval base of Port Arthur in 1894, Russian diplomatic 

alliance with France and Germany forced Japan to abandon its imperial asset in Korea and 

China. The Japanese retaliated in a military campaign at Port Arthur in 1904. It re-annexed Port 

Arthur by 1905 killing 90,000 Russians and imprisoned another 40,000. In the Treaty of 

Portsmouth, Russia conceded Port Arthur and Korea to Japan. The Russian humiliation in the 

hand Japan led to public irritation among the Russians.  

In response to the perceived weak leadership provided by Nicholas II (1894-1917), the 

Labour parties and Unions demanded more reforms which included the election of a Russian 

Parliament (Duma). These demands were accompanied by civil disorder characterized by riots 

and murder of government officials. On January 22 1905, a peaceful demonstration at the Winter 

Palace was greeted by a massacre committed by the Tsar’s security guards (about 1000 deaths) 

(Red Sunday). This scenario encouraged revolutionary movements and radical actions against 

the government.  

The Tsar responded by introducing a constitution with provision for a consultative Duma. 

Hence, the revolutionary movements (Soviets/ Workers’ Councils) initiated a general strike 

coupled with an armed uprising in 1905. By the October Manifesto of 1905, the Tsar made more 

fraudulent concessions including an indirectly elected Duma in favour of the elites of society. 
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Self-Test Questions 

1. “The Russian revolution of 1905 was a local response to Russian engagement in both 

the international and local environment.” Discuss. 

2. Examine the factors that led to the revolution and October Manifesto of 1905.  

 

Further Reading: 

Luxemburg, Rosa. "‘The russian revolution’(20 December 1905)." In Witnesses to Permanent 

Revolution: The Documentary Record, pp. 521-528. Brill, 2009. 

Dukes, Paul. A History of Russia: Medieval, Modern, Contemporary c-882–1996. Macmillan 

International Higher Education, 1997. 

Perrie, Maureen, Dominic Lieven, and Ronald Grigor Suny, eds. The Cambridge History of 

Russia: Volume 2, Imperial Russia, 1689-1917. Vol. 2. Cambridge University Press, 2006. 

Suny, Ronald Grigor. The Cambridge History of Russia. 20th Century. Cambridge University 

Press, 2006. 

Engelmann, Kurt E., et al. "Russia." Microsoft® Student 2009 [DVD]. Redmond, WA: 

Microsoft Corporation, 2008.  
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Russian Revolution of 1917 and its aftermath 

The Russian Revolution of 1917 was a strategic instrument and phase in the 

implementation of communism in Eastern Europe. The concept of socialism first emerged in the 

thinking of the nineteenth-century scholars such as Robert Owen who argued for an idealist 

society based on the equal distribution of resources. The writing of Karl Marx and Friedrich 

Engels in the Communist Manifesto published in 1848 was a radical version of the concept of 

socialism. Thus, Socialism is a theory and practice that emphasized state ownership of major 

industries and services in a democratic and equitable political system.  According to the adherent 

of this theory, the centralization of the means of production and distribution would ensure a 

potent mechanism for the fair allocation of public resources between the elites and commoners of 

society.  

The earliest attempt at socialism in Russia was led by Lavroff who campaigned 

peacefully among the Russian peasants in the nineteenth century.  This was the earliest 

movement of young socialists who preached across Russia to indoctrinate the peasants. The 

failure of this peaceful propaganda witnessed the emergence of violent movements such as the 

“The will of the People” led by Mikhailoff. “The will of the people” adopted terrorist tools 

against government officials and the Tsar in the 1870s. The Tsar’s responded with brutal force. 

Alexander II, Tsar of Russia was assassinated on the streets of St. Petersburg in 1881 by the 

socialist terrorists. His predecessors, Alexander III (1881-1894) and Nicholas II (1894-1917) 

intensified military action against the insurgents. Other measures adopted included educational 

censorship and suppression of the press. Hence, it became obvious to the socialists that terrorism 

was not effective against autocratic rule. The hope of socialism was traced to the development of 

an educated middle class under an industrial capitalist state who would bring down Tsarism. In 
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Russia, the capitalist industrial sector eventually matured at the close of the 19th century with 

serious implications for Tsarism. 

Socialism arose first as opposition to capitalism, and secondly as a reformation 

movement. The radical form of socialism, that is, communism, was the theoretical basis of the 

Russian Revolution of 1917 led by Vladimir Lenin who projects the new order as a movement of 

workers’ liberation from capitalist subjugation and exploitation. The Russian Revolution of 1917 

refers to dual civil and military uprisings organized by the council of the soviet in 1917. While 

the February revolution of 1917 liquidated the monarchical system of government headed by 

Nicholas II, the October revolution led to the Russian experimentation with communism. 

Following the first revolution in February, a coalition of political groups with the support of the 

soviet created a government. The October Revolution was military intervention by the 

Bolsheviks who suspended the provisional government and instituted a centralized dictatorship 

in Russia. The revolution gained momentum in the face of Russian involvement in World War I 

(1914-1918). Indeed, during the war, Russian civilians and military personnel suffered from a 

scarcity of food and material resources. The high rate fatalities among the military and the 

devastating famine in rural and urban areas created discontent for the political authority. Indeed, 

the Russian alliance with the allied forces overstretched the military and state resources. The 

Bolsheviks stroked at a strategic time and suppressed the moderate socialists (Mensheviks) and 

the capitalists (Whites) to create a new political order. 

In February 1917, mass demonstrations were organised in Petrograd. A rally of women in 

the International Women’s Day of February 23, clamouring for “bread, peace, and liberty” was 

hijacked by male workers. The failure of the police and the military to control the militant 

protesters soon turned into a revolution. The Tsar’s government functionaries were arrested. 

Some military personnel willingly surrendered and Tsar Nicolas II abdicated.  
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The new provisional council in affirming the fundamental human rights of Russians 

released political prisoners and created the platform for a more radicalized society. 

Revolutionaries like Lenin and Trotsky returned from exile in Switzerland and Petrograd 

respectively. The aftermath of the October Russian Revolution of 1917 witnessed armed 

insurgencies and external military attacks against the Bolsheviks. The Bolsheviks responded by 

institutionalizing the Red Terror to eliminate political oppositions. By 1922, the Bolsheviks had 

consolidated their victory by defending the territorial integrity of Russia from within and out. 

Hence, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) was founded in 1922. 

 

Self-Test Questions 

1. Examine the nature of the development of socialism and communism in Russia. 

2. Highlight and discuss the issues that led to the Russian Revolution of 1917. 

 

Further Reading: 

Dukes, Paul. A History of Russia: Medieval, Modern, Contemporary c-882–1996. Macmillan 

International Higher Education, 1997. 

Perrie, Maureen, Dominic Lieven, and Ronald Grigor Suny, eds. The Cambridge History of 

Russia: Volume 2, Imperial Russia, 1689-1917. Vol. 2. Cambridge University Press, 2006. 

Suny, Ronald Grigor. The Cambridge History of Russia. 20th Century. Cambridge University 

Press, 2006. 

Engelmann, Kurt E., et al. "Russia." Microsoft® Student 2009 [DVD]. Redmond, WA: 

Microsoft Corporation, 2008.  

 


