In what ways did the Russo-Japanese war precipitate revolution in 1905?

One of the main triggers of the revolution in 1905 was not the fact that Russia was at war with Japan in 1905, but the fact that Russia lost the war to what was a smaller, and supposedly therefore a more inferior country. The idea of going to war was for Russia to take over Japan’s ports, so therefore Russia could develop its navy, and also because Russian authorities rejected Japanese proposals for the settlement of the Korean question, in hope that Japan and its military will respond to it (i.e. Japan would go to war with Russia), and although this plan worked, Russia’s loss in the war had negative consequences on Russia and its people. However, this event was not the only factor leading to Bloody Sunday, the start of the Revolution, other factors such as the Great Spurt and Alexander III’s manifesto – ‘the reaction’ also led to the start of the revolution.

Firstly, the effects that the loss of the Russo-Japanese war had on the Government lead people to feel negatively towards the government and hence want to start a revolution. The humiliation that such a large, ‘strong’ country lost to a much smaller, inferior country was strongly felt by the government, as well as Russia as a whole. However, it was the government, and in particular, Witte and Plehves’ (minister of the interior’s) miscommunication which lead to the war in the first place. Because of this error, the whole country blamed the government for the loss of the war, which had caused many Russian citizens to feel insulted and resented. It was not only the government, but the Navy/Army too who were humiliated, and this lead the government to fear that Russian soldiers may try to overthrow the government. The fact that the government failed to prepare the army for the war successfully also, therefore made the incompetence of the government more apparent, so this also made people aware of the government’s weakness, and hence possibly encouraged them to try to take advantage of this by starting a revolution. The failure of the trans-Siberian railway (which was believed by many to improve communications across the Russian Empire) was unfinished at the time of the war, and therefore proved little value in the war, showing the ineffectiveness of the governments ideas, and hence giving a ground for change to need to take place (via a revolution).


The Russo-Japanese war also affected the Russian citizens’ attitudes towards the Tsar, and possibly, as a result, turned them towards revolution. The image of the Tsar being powerful and the protector of his Empire was severely affected, and people’s ideas about the Tsar changed, they thought he was powerful enough to bring them victory against Russia, the Russian people also thought (as they believed that the Tsar was specifically chosen by God) that he would protect his people, however incidents like the defeat of the Russian navy at Tsushima in May, 1905 showed that this was not true, therefore his image was severely affected.

However, the Russo-Japanese war was not the only factor that led to the revolution, but important factors, such as the emancipation of the serfs in 1861 (enforced by Tsar Alexander II) also led to the 1905 revolution. Although it granted the peasants freedom and provided them with their own plot of land, however the size of the land they were granted was small, therefore it did not provide enough money for them to live on, especially as the majority of Russia had inappropriate soil for crop growing, therefore as a result, it turned out that the peasants were earning more money when they were slaves. As a result, most peasants and therefore the majority of the population (approx. 88%) wanted change to happen and were angry at the government.

The Great Spurt of the 1890’s also encouraged the revolution of 1905. Although Russia’s industry was increasing and the unemployment rate was reduced, the working conditions for the working class in factories and in industrial towns were very poor. Russia’s industrial towns could not cope with the increase in population, consequently the working class had to suffer now from poorer working AND living conditions in order to get a higher pay. The lack of response to the working class after their attempts to encourage a reform to better their conditions caused many to decide to join the revolution. 

The influences and members of the four main political opponents, a.k.a; the Populists, the Social Revolutionaries, the Social Democrats and the Liberals insisted on putting pressure on the Tsar and the government for change and/or aimed to start a revolution, in particular the Bolshevik party in the Social Democrats. The aims of a revolution for the Populists and Social Revolutionaries (who developed from the Populists) were to get rid of the Tsar in order to give more power to the peasants, and also gain benefits for this class of people (i.e. get more land). The Social democrats believed that revolution was a major key in abolishing capitalism and introducing communism. This idea was gained from their belief in Karl Marx’s ‘communist manifesto’, which outlined stages required in order to achieve communism.

Another factor influencing revolution was the dislike of ‘The Reaction’, introduced by Alexander III. Alexander III introduced new rules and acts after believing that his rules were weak and ineffective. Some of the new rules introduced were the Statute of State Security Act, which entitled the Tsar and government to emergency powers and the Zemstva Act, which restricted the independence and opinions of the local councils and members of their towns/counties etc. This restricted many people’s freedom and meant that Alexander III wanted to ignore the country’s opinions and ideas as to what needed improving or changing, and this in turn meant that revolution was possibly their only way of portraying their ideas, and getting revenge on the government  and the Tsar’s ignorance.


In conclusion, I think that the consequences of the ‘great spurt’ precipitated a ‘supposed’ revolution in 1905 because it caused problems with the working class conditions, which were the main grounds of a revolution, and also the main aim of the political opposition groups, which further triggered a revolution, although it was a vital factor, it was not the only factor to have caused the revolution. I feel that the Russo-Japanese war was not the most important factor, but was an important factor which lead to what was meant to be a revolution. However, I believe that this was not a revolution as although promises were made by the Tsar (i.e. a ‘Duma’ to be set up in order to please the Liberals), it had little affect on the Tsar as he still had overruling power, making the Duma ineffective. Also, when the revolution began, many people were not ready, and many revolutionaries weren’t in Moscow or St. Petersburg at the time. The loyalty of the army to the government also meant that they could be used to stop the revolutionaries. Therefore, I believe that failure occurred, and hence a revolution did not occur. 
