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Evaluate Russia’s chances for peaceful development before World 

War I 
 
Academics writing about the Russia‟s prospects for peaceful development towards a 

liberal, democratic political system and a capitalist economy can be divided into two 

broad categories. Those who believe that Russia could have evolved peacefully in this 

way are known as „optimists‟. They argue that the February Revolution was largely the 

result of short-term causes. The themes they consider include: how distinctive tsarist 

Russia actually was in relation to its European neighbours; the role individuals played in 

political developments; the success of economic development; the durability of the 

tsarist regime; and the impact the First World War had in leading to the February 

Revolution. „Pessimists‟, proponents of the opposing school of thought, believe that the 

violent overthrow of tsarism was inevitable, and point to long-term causes to explain the 

downfall the tsarist system. In their analysis they consider: the needs of a more affluent 

society; politicisation of social groups; the problems inherent in the autocratic system of 

government; the extent of state oppression; and the alienation the autocracy 

experienced. 

 

Martin Malia (1999) challenges observations about Russia which see the country as 

distinctive and stress that Russia‟s political system in the nineteenth was fundamentally 

different from those elsewhere in Europe. Malia is a proponent of what has been 

identified as „lag theory‟. According to this theory Peter the Great initiated a process 

whereby Russia adopted political and socio-economic developments that took place in 

more politically enlightened and economically advanced European countries. Central 

Europe assimilated political developments that had taken place in Western Europe. 

Russia, in turn, is shown to have followed Prussia in certain developments with a lag of 

approximately 50 years. Malia argues that Russia was compelled to westernise in order 

to be able to compete effectively, economically and militarily, with its more developed 

European neighbours. There was a long tradition in modern Russian history of the 

country‟s assimilation with Western Europe. The establishment of the Duma in 1905 is 

seen by some to be “not a new beginning but the culmination of a long process” (Frankel 

1992: 8). Peter the Great in the early eighteenth century transformed the Muscovite 

service state into a political system resembling absolutist regimes elsewhere in Europe 

(Malia 1999: 163). The “liberation of the nobility” was brought about by the acts of 1762 

and 1785 (Frankel 1992: 8). An intelligentsia and a secular national culture emerged 

under Alexander I and Nicholas I (Malia 1999: 163). Peasant emancipation in 1861 was 

a significant step in this process of assimilation. Malia argues Russia acquired a “modern 

civil society” with the establishment of local elected assemblies and independent courts 



 

 

(163). Malia stresses that although the Great Reforms did not go as far as many would 

have hoped, “they at least indicated that civilized men with comprehensible human 

aspirations existed behind the hitherto opaque mask of autocracy” (Malia 1999: 168). 

The changes that are considered above, dating back to the reign of Peter the Great, 

were milestones in Russia‟s evolution towards acquiring a mature democratic system of 

government (Frankel 1992: 8). Hannah (1998: 32) believes the third Duma of 1907-12 

demonstrated the possibility of a credible constitutional system working in Russia. It was 

the only Duma between 1905 and 1917 to run for its full five-year term. The Duma‟s 

committees became increasingly important in the decision-making process. The influence 

of individual deputies, such as Guchkov, increased. The Duma also made use of its right 

of interpellation. It is suggested that the experience of participating in elections helped 

to develop a political culture for various social groups, including the peasantry (Chubarov 

1999: 163). 

 

Another challenge to the view that Russia‟s political system was distinctive is that liberal 

democracy was a fairly recent development in Western Europe. Britain and France are 

often identified as quintessential liberal democracies with long traditions of political and 

socio-economic modernisation. Yet, as Malia argues, it was not until the 1867 Reform Act 

in Britain and the establishment of the Third Republic in France that liberalism was 

permanently consolidated in these countries (Malia 1999: 163-4). Countries of Central 

Europe shared certain characteristics with Russia. The Great Reforms of Alexander II, 

according to Malia‟s lag theory, represent an assimilation of the Prussian reforms of 

1807-12 (167). In both countries these reform processes were responses to foreign 

challenges and the ruling elites did not have any intention of curbing absolutist rule or 

the privileged position of the aristocracy in society. In Central European countries there 

was a rejection in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century of values associated 

with modernity, such as democracy and free enterprise (164). Traditions of Romanticism 

and conservatism continued to influence politics in Central Europe and many in the 

region idealised Russia‟s rural society for its traditional spiritual culture (165). Yet 

Prussia or other Central European countries are not treated as distinctive civilisations by 

historians in the same way that Russia is. 

 

Economic development in tsarist Russia is believed to have been highly successful. 

Alexander III and Nicholas II embarked on a programme of industrialisation. Industrial 

output grew sevenfold between the time of serf emancipation in 1861 at the turn of the 

century (Chubarov 1997: 115). By 1900 Russia reached fifth place on the world 

industrial league table and had eight industrial regions. Russia experienced a rate of 

economic growth of about 8 percent a year in 1890-1900, an achievement which has 



 

 

“rarely been equalled in the industrial history of any country” (Chubarov 1997: 116). It 

is true that agriculture had largely been neglected during the push for industrialisation of 

the 1890s, with the village commune still in place. However Stolypin sought to 

modernise the agricultural economy. He aimed create a society of small, independent 

landowners and to ensure that they have the necessary incentives to “invest, expand 

and increase efficiency” (Hannah 1998: 32). The law of November 1906 enabled 

peasants to leave their commune and consolidate their land.  Other measures were 

implemented to encourage private ownership, such as reform of the Peasants‟ Land 

bank, enabling it to give low interest loans for the purchase of land, and making private 

land available for peasants who wished to expand. Resettlement was encouraged to 

address the shortages resulting from population growth. 3,500,000 people are estimated 

to have migrated to Serbia between 1906 and 1915 (Hannah 1998: 32). The amount of 

land owned by nobles was rapidly declining. It was reduced by over two-thirds between 

1861 and 1914 (Acton 1990: 53). Stolypin‟s reforms were slow to take effect, with 

peasant attachment to the commune remaining strong. Although in farms where 

peasants took advantage of Stolypin‟s reforms there is evidence that better methods 

were used and that higher yields were achieved. Russia‟s economic developments, the 

emergence of an urban middle class and the expansion of education are thought to have 

underpinned the gradual political democratisation described above (Frankel 1992: 8). 

 

There is a tendency for proponents of the optimist view to argue that reactionary policies 

were not necessarily a pervasive feature of government policy in tsarist Russia. The 

more reactionary policies, according to this view, were adopted as a result of the 

individuals in power at the time and the circumstances in Russia that influenced 

government policy. The reactionary approach of the tsarist government and the halt of 

reforms after 1881 might be seen as a response to the assassination of Alexander II 

(Malia 1999: 171). Alexander II‟s predecessors are seen to have taken a reactionary 

approach, in contrast to his more enlightened one.  It is believed that during the reigns 

of Alexander III and Nicholas II enlightened policies that were adopted were the result of 

the inclinations of ministers in office, such as Sergei Witte and Peter Stolypin. Liberal 

scholars tend to lay much of the blame for the revolution on the intransigence of 

Nicholas II, arguing that a more enlightened and competent tsar may have been more 

successful in avoiding the violent overthrow of the autocracy (Acton 1990: 55). Hannah 

(1998) believes that had Stolypin been given the opportunity to implement his plans for 

reform Russia would have developed in a more peaceful way than it did and the tsarist 

regime could have survived. Stolypin stated in 1909 that 20 years of peace were 

necessary for his reforms to take root and become successful. His assassination in 1911 

however brought this process to a halt. The prime minister did adopt controversial 



 

 

draconian measures to deal with security threats after 1905, such as suspending normal 

judicial practices and widespread use of the death penalty. But Stolypin recognised the 

need to placate reactionaries in the face of the perpetual and significant threat of 

assassination from terrorist groups ruling elites were under, and his endorsement of 

oppressive measures needs to be seen in this context (Hannah 1998: 31-2). The 

electoral law of 1907 is criticised for having reduced the already very limited franchise, 

further reducing the representation of workers and benefiting landed interests. Hannah 

argues however that the measure was necessary to make the Duma function more 

effectively. The second Duma of February 1907 was dominated by left-wing deputies. 

Some of these deputies were only there to cause disruption to the legislative process. 

This situation proved unworkable. The third Duma, which was elected after the new 

electoral law was introduced, proved more effective. Stolypin hoped that his land 

reforms would create a society of independent landowners who would be hostile to 

revolutionary movements, by instilling respect for private property (32). This approach 

might have been effective. Hannah points out that “Lenin was certainly alarmed by the 

potential stabilising effects of these reforms” (32). Stolypin‟s plans included local 

government reform, devolution of political power, compulsory elementary education, the 

introduction of a ministry of nationalities and bringing about greater respect for the rule 

of law by political and judicial authorities. 

 

Richard Pipes (1995) believes that the tsarist regime could easily have survived had it 

not been for the circumstances in 1917. He argues that in the years leading up to 1917 

the tendency among contemporaries was to anticipate that it last a long time (Pipes 

1995: 11). The Russian and foreign press and memoirs before 1917 revealed little 

anticipation for overthrow of tsarism. According to Pipes, radical revolutionaries and 

liberals brought forth their challenges to the regime believing they could do so without 

endangering it. The regime had proved itself to be “virtually indestructible”, having 

survived various challenges and crises in the past. Lenin predicted in January 1917, 7 

weeks before the regime collapsed, that there would be no revolution in his generation 

(12). This is particularly significant, as Pipes stresses: “If there is anyone who 

understood the weaknesses of tsarist Russia it was Lenin, and yet even he did not see its 

imminent demise, so obvious to revisionist historians viewing the event ex post facto” 

(Pipes 1995: 12). The willingness of foreign countries to invest in tsarist Russia might be 

seen to suggest that they did not foresee the regime‟s collapse. Pipes argues that while 

it is true that the country experienced strikes before 1914, it is also the case that 

countries like Britain and the USA encountered the same difficulties. There were 

industrial stoppages in these countries, but there was no revolution. He argues that 

workers taking action were not motivated by political aspirations and therefore their 



 

 

activities were “hardly a reliable symptom of a regime‟s imminent collapse” (12). 

Russia‟s rural community remained peaceful shortly before and during the First World 

War. As three-quarters of the population worked in agriculture this made stability easier 

to maintain (13). Good harvests and the high price of agricultural products sustained 

peace in the village in this period. Pipes believes that the lack of political awareness 

workers and peasants enabled authorities to address their grievances without altering 

the structure of the political system (15). Peasants‟ demands included lower taxes and 

more land. Workers wanted higher wages and shorter working hours. According to Pipes 

it was only the intellectuals who sought transformation of the political system. Acton 

summarises the liberal view of the regime‟s prospects for survival: “[T]he military power 

of the State remained sufficient to maintain order while the beneficial medicine of socio-

economic development consolidated the bases or a western-style pluralist democracy” 

(Acton 1990: 55). 

 

There is a case to be made that the Russian Revolution could have been avoided had it 

not been for the destabilising effects of the First World War. Advocates of all the major 

schools of thought on the Russian Revolution acknowledge the strains the war placed on 

the country‟s economy and its population. Morgan Price in a memorandum of 1916 

illustrates some of the problems (Price 1997: 19). There was a lack of capital in the 

country, necessitating the printing of paper money, leading to inflation. The cost of living 

had risen by 75 percent. Wages increased very little for workers and not at all for 

peasants. Malia sees the Soviet period as an interruption in Russia‟s process of 

convergence with European countries to its west. It was under Communism that Russia 

was “least distinctively Russian” (Malia 1999: 12). The war interrupted the process of 

westernisation not just in Russia but in “all of Europe to the East of the Rhine” (418). It 

was partly as a consequence of the war that totalitarian systems of government emerged 

in Central and Eastern Europe during the inter-war period. This presents a challenge to 

the view held by some that the Soviet takeover represents a continuation of Russia‟s 

distinctive political system. Pipes (1995: 15) draws parallels between February 1917 and 

August 1991, claiming that the downfall of tsarism was a result of political decisions 

made by those in authority rather than popular pressure. According to this view it was 

made clear to Nicholas if Russia were to remain in the war he would have to abdicate 

(28). He was motivated by his patriotism to abdicate so that Russia would be successful 

in the war. 

 

However the pessimist interpretation, which sees the downfall tsarism to have been 

likely even had it not been for the First World War, seems to offer the most appropriate 

explanation for the downfall of tsarism. The tsarist political system in Russia was an 



 

 

anachronism which did not adapt to suit the needs of a country undergoing social and 

economic developments. The author Count Leo Tolstoy, in a letter to the tsar in 1902, 

wrote that the autocratic system was “superannuated” and that it “may suit the needs of 

a central African tribe, but not those of the Russian people who are assimilating the 

culture of the rest of the world” (Cawood and Bell 1998: 28). Pessimists tend to 

acknowledge socio-economic progress in Russia prior to 1917 but argue that this was 

inadequate in itself to have prevented revolution. Economic development brought about 

the emergence of social groups whose levels of education, aspirations and new political 

consciousness “outgrew the old regime” (Acton 2001: 57).  

 

Historians in recent decades have begun to challenge theses that focus on forces in 

operation at the top of the political hierarchy, such as the tsar, his ministers and political 

parties. It has become more common to examine developments in society and the 

impact social groups had on politics in Russia (Channon 1993: 985). According to Acton, 

it was not merely material needs which inspired workers whose activities posed a threat 

to the regime. The greatest threat came from workers who were most skilled, best 

educated and who were paid the most (Acton 2001:57). It was they who had the level of 

education necessary to articulate their demands and organise effectively. Acton also 

identified changes in peasant society in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. 

There was a “significant measure of change in terms of literacy rates, of contact with the 

outside world beyond the village, of consciousness” (58). There is evidence that among 

the peasantry new aspirations developed and that their support for institutions like the 

Orthodox Church was in decline. They organised protests for more land and against poor 

treatment by their social superiors. Chubarov (1997: 162) believes that Stolypin‟s 

progressive reforms would not have been able to prevent revolution, even had it not 

been for the outbreak of war in 1914. The workers‟ strike movement was revived in 

1910 and subsequently grew in strength. University students among the intelligentsia 

seeking democratisation were becoming increasingly restless. The atrocities the tsarist 

regime committed, such as „Bloody Sunday‟ in 1905, were responded to with sympathy 

strikes across the country (162-3). According to Cubarov “[t]he revolutionary mood in 

the country continued to rise unabated up to the outbreak of the Great War” (Chubarov 

1997: 163). 

 

Cawood and Bell (1998) argue that focusing on the role of individuals in power in 

explaining the causes of the February Revolution is misleading.  Liberal scholars tend to 

argue that the role of reactionary individuals brought about many problems in a country 

which should have been increasingly stable and prosperous (Cawood and Bell 1998: 28). 

Cawood and Bell illustrate certain examples of how the division between enlightened and 



 

 

reactionary individuals is blurred. It was Pobedonostsev, who is seen as a reactionary 

minister, who implemented the judicial reforms of 1864. Sergei Witte, who designed the 

October Manifesto, said of this reform “I have a constitution in my head, but in my heart 

I spit on it” (Cawood and Bell 1998: 28). Alexander II, Sergei Witte and Peter Stolypin 

have all been identified as reformers. Cawood and Bell observe that they, “in common 

with many others, believed absolutely in the viability and the desirability of a near-feudal 

autocracy” (1998: 28). It might be seen therefore that those who have been identified 

as „reactionaries‟ and those who are seen as „reformers‟ sought the same ends, and that 

it was their means of achieving these ends which differed. This might be seen in the shift 

in attitudes towards Stolypin‟s policies among ruling elites. His modernising reforms 

acquired support from them when it was believed the reforms were necessary to 

maintain order and stability. When these goals had been achieved their support for 

Stolypin‟s reforms died down (Hannah 1998: 33). It seems credible to argue therefore 

that it was the system of government itself, rather than individuals within it, in which the 

causes of the revolution lay. 

 

Acton (2001) compares the revolution of 1917 with that of 1991, in which the 

Communist regime was brought down. He believes that the Soviet political system better 

suited the needs of modern society than the tsarist regime did, providing “less 

inhospitable soil for democracy” (Acton 2001: 62). He argues that the tsarist regime was 

brought down in 1917 in spite of material the benefits it still had to offer the population. 

The tsarist regime faced protest even during periods of reasonable economic growth and 

improvements in living standards (60). In the Soviet Union groups benefitting from 

social mobility were enabled to play a role in politics, and support for the regime only 

diminished when rates of economic growth fell. Foreign policy also stands out in a 

comparison between the two regimes. The tsarist regime was underpinned by its claim 

to be the defender of Russians and their values against foreign enemies (61). The 

February Revolution occurred when the foreign threat was at its greatest, as the German 

army had penetrated a great deal of Russian territory. This was at a time when appeals 

to Russian patriotism should have been most effective. According to this view, therefore, 

rather than accelerating the decline of the tsarist government, Russia‟s involvement in 

the First World War should have perpetuated the regime‟s existence. 

 

Ruling elites were intransigent and reluctant to grant political concessions. Peter Bark, 

Nicholas II‟s Minister of Finance, said that “The Russian Empire was to him [the Tsar] a 

sort of family estate, private property” (Cawood and Bell 1998: 29). The tsars were 

therefore hostile to the idea that they should share political power. The state was seen 

to be family property, inherited by the tsar from his parents and to be inherited by his 



 

 

children. Political power was therefore not his to give away. This attitude brought about 

a mistrust of bureaucrats. The reactionary approach of the last two tsars is reflected in 

their choice of Ministers of the Interior. Individuals in this post had far-reaching powers 

such as appointing provincial governors, controlling the police, censoring the press and 

monitoring local government. The tsars tended to place such powers in the hands of 

individuals who advocated an uncompromising defence of the autocratic system. Tolstoy, 

Durnovo, Sipiagin and Plehve can all be described in this way (29). Those with political 

goals came to conclude that changes they sought could not be brought about through 

peaceful means. Orderly protest was brutally suppressed in 1905, leading “the Russian 

nation to turn to the only alternative that remained- insurrection” (Cawood and Bell 

1998: 30). In more democratic societies people found outlets for their grievances in the 

form of instruments like political parties and the press (Shukman 1995: 2). Before 1905, 

because of the tsar‟s attitude to the idea of sharing political power, not even local 

political groups were allowed to form. Even after the establishment of the Duma there 

was little government accountability, since the tsar and his ministers were not 

responsible to the Duma (Chubarov 1997: 164). Many Russians increasingly began to 

question the legitimacy of the tsar‟s rule. The relaxation of censorship laws in 1905 gave 

the press greater freedom and it came to be critical of the Nicholas II his family. There 

was reporting of speeches in the Duma which criticised the tsar. There were some 

scandals, such as the perceived influence Rasputin had over the royal family and 

government policy. Hearing such open criticism of the royal family was new to the 

Russian population. These revelations led Russians to see the tsar as “less divine and 

more fallible” (Shukman 1995: 3). 

 

The tsar‟s insistence on maintaining archaic political structures which had changed little 

since the eighteenth century did not suit the needs of the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth century was a cause of inefficiency. This management of politics, Cawood and 

Bell stress, was “not merely anachronistic, it was disastrous” (1998: 29). The tsar was 

burdened with duties that would have been better handled by a secretary with the 

necessary skills. As a result of this, he did not have much time to consider long-term 

policy decisions. According to Cawood and Bell he did not have anyone outside his family 

to discuss policy with, and depended on ministers for information (29). He did not have 

the expertise to question ministers‟ judgements and therefore tended to accept their 

views and decisions. This made it difficult to organise a balanced and coordinated 

government policy. There was constant rivalry and mistrust between ministers. This was 

not helped by the fact that ministers met with the tsar individually, one-to-one, and no 

records were kept of meetings. Rivalry between Witte and Plehve led to Witte being 

dismissed from the Ministry of Finance in 1903. What exacerbated this situation further 



 

 

was that Nicholas II was one of the less competent tsars (Shukman 1995: 3). He had 

inadequate intelligence and training for the role he took on when he became tsar in 

1894. Russia‟s bureaucracy was also inefficient (Cawood and Bell 1998: 29). Higher 

ranking public officials were well-paid, educated and honest, but this was not the case at 

local level. They tended to lack adequate education, were badly paid and were corrupt. 

They supplemented their incomes through bribery and extortion. In the last pre-

revolutionary decade such officials were among the targets of violent revolutionaries. 

Ministers and bureaucrats were reluctant to allow outside experts and private-interest 

groups participate in the decision-making process, fearing that this might curb their own 

power and influence. Most senior civil servants had aristocratic backgrounds. They were 

fearful of the prospect of experts like academics and engineers from the middle class 

being incorporated into their ranks (Cawood and Bell 1998: 29-30). This uncoordinated 

management of government affairs had severe consequences for the country. Lack of 

policy coordination during the push for industrialisation brought about a famine in 

1891and neglect of the issue of the exploitation of workers (30). It is suggested that the 

process of industrialisation represented not a coherent policy but a response to the need 

for rearmament (Read 2002: 201). The attitudes of those in power to private enterprise 

were ambivalent. 

 

The extent of state oppression in tsarist Russia is seen by many to be alarming and 

unjustifiable. Read (2002: 195) points out some examples such as the massacre of 

Siberian gold miners and their family members in 1912 and the response to the 1905 

Revolution, in which thousands of people were killed. A police state was in operation 

under the last two tsars (Cawood and Bell 1998: 30). It was possible to be dismissed 

from zemstva, the government or the courts because of the accusation of 

“untrustworthiness”. Governors were empowered to arrest, fine, imprison and exile as 

well as impose censorship and ban public meetings. Police were given the power to 

convict without taking cases to court. Secret police were used to infiltrate revolutionary 

organisations, although the activities of the secret police were not adequately 

supervised. The maintenance of a police state had the effect of alienating the regime‟s 

potential supporters. Liberals who were in support of the tsarist system were spied on. 

Worker cooperatives were accused of encouraging revolutionary activity and banned. 

Peasants were spied on. Students were unable to establish innocuous clubs. In spite of 

these measures the regime was not effective at curbing revolutionary activity. There is 

evidence to suggest only a minority of revolutionaries were found out and punished and 

that it was mainly ordinary citizen who had to endure the intrusion in their lives by 

authorities. Shukman (1995: 2) points out the tsar‟s policy of placing restrictions on 

admissions to high schools and universities. A number of young people therefore either 



 

 

went abroad for their education or were disappointed by their inability to realise their 

aspirations resulting from the restrictions. Shukman argues that this policy had the 

effect of “politicising successive generations” (2). These young people were among the 

groups which gathered to form Russia‟s revolutionary movement. National and religious 

minorities were also the victims of persecution. Morgan Price observes in a memorandum 

of 1916 the “religious persecution in Galicia, the cruel oppression of the Jews, [and] the 

failure to carry out any reforms long promised in Poland” (Price 1997: 18). 

 

It is not necessarily the case that those who believe Russia would develop into a 

democratic, capitalist country were optimistic about the prospects for the survival of 

tsarism. Even if one takes a non-determinist view of the Bolshevik Revolution in October, 

it does not follow that the autocratic system is likely to have survived. The process of 

socio-economic modernisation made it inevitable that the autocracy would have been 

overthrown or at least “transformed beyond recognition into a constitutional monarchy” 

(Read 2002: 197). As Read points out early optimists believed that tsarist regime was a 

barrier to political and socio-economic modernisation. According to Read writing about 

the possibility of tsarist survival is a new development, coming about mainly in the three 

decades preceding his article‟s publication, and inspired by political motivations, such as 

the desire of the new right to attack all forms of leftist ideas. (196). Early optimists saw 

the possibility of a bourgeois-democratic revolution in which exclusive power was forced 

from the hands of the tsar. Read asserts that proponents of bourgeois modernity were 

not supporters of the tsarist system, but opponents of it (2002: 203). It is believed there 

was a possibility that upper classes would reluctantly support working-class 

revolutionary movements (Chubarov 1997: 165). The tsarist regime demonstrated 

intransigence towards not just radical movements, but also opposed moderate reforms 

proposed by Stolypin (195). Shukman argues that in 1905 “[p]ractically the whole of 

society came on to the streets to demand political reform” (Shukman 1995: 2). 

According to Read “[o]ne did not have to be on the left to despise the appalling 

repressiveness of the late tsarist regime” (Read 2002:196). The regime‟s most reliable 

social base for support, the landed nobility, experienced a decline in its relative size and 

wealth, as well as its “cohesion and confidence” (Acton 2001: 58). Acton (2001: 58) 

illustrates why attention has been drawn to the “middle strata” of society by historians. 

This category includes professionals, businessmen and white-collar workers. These 

groups influenced the commercial press, which was enjoying increasing efficacy. They 

established societies and associations. They demanded civil rights and sought greater 

participation in political decision-making. 

 



 

 

In conclusion it does not seem likely that the tsarist regime would have survived for long 

in Russia. Ruling elites in the royal family, the government and the bureaucracy were 

reluctant to concede political reforms and therefore excluded increasingly affluent and 

effectively organised social groups from participating in the political system. These 

groups developed political agendas and became involved in revolutionary movements.  

Improvements in economic prosperity alone were inadequate to satisfy the needs of such 

groups. The insistence on maintaining eighteenth century political structures made the 

business of government inefficient and the lack of coordination in government policy had 

harsh consequences for sections of the Russian population. The monarchy found itself 

increasingly isolated, with the landed nobility, its traditional support base, declining in 

size and influence and the regime‟s exclusion from political power of even its potential 

supporters in other social groups, such as the liberals and bourgeoisie. Even if a socialist 

revolution could have been avoided, it seems less likely that the collapse of autocracy 

could have been averted. The choice therefore was not whether or not revolution came 

about, but what type of revolution came about. It seems that the flaws of the tsarist 

government in the early twentieth century were not merely the result of individuals in 

power, but were inherent in the autocratic system itself.  
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