How far was the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-05 responsible for the outbreak of the 1905 Revolution?

The 1905 Revolution consisted of a series of strikes which took place all over Russia. Even the universities closed down after the whole student body complained about the lack of civil liberties by staging a walkout. Engineers, lawyers, doctors and other middle-class workers established the Union of Unions and demanded a constituent assembly in order to draft and eventually adopt a constitution. Unlike the Bolshevik Revolution of October 1917, the 1905 Revolution was spontaneous and took place as a result of considerable resentment about the social, economic and political situation in Russia. The factors responsible were both short-term and long-term and include the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-05.

The Russo-Japanese War of 1904-05 clearly contributed towards the outbreak of the 1905 Revolution as a short-term factor. Russia wanted to expand its empire in the late nineteenth century: it attempted to gain more control over the Far East, coming into direct conflict with another expansionist power, Japan. From 1904-05, Russia and Japan went to war over the control of northern China and Korea. Although the Russians saw themselves as far superior in terms of military power, they suffered a humiliating defeat. In January 1905, they were forced to surrender their Port Arthur naval base in north China, and over the following months, the Japanese defeated the Russians in Manchuria. The greatest military humiliation took place at the Battle of Tsushima on 27 May 1905. The Russian Baltic fleet had sailed almost halfway round the world, only to lose 25 of its 35 warships in a crushing defeat by the Japanese navy. In Russia, these defeats helped to create unrest against the government and undermine support for the Tsar, who had advocated the conflict – some have suggested that this was due to an assassination attempt at Otsu in Japan in 1890. Therefore, the discontent caused by the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-05 contributed towards the outbreak of the 1905 Revolution.

Another short-term factor that contributed towards the outbreak of the 1905 Revolution was Bloody Sunday: this occurrence unleashed a wave of unrest and violence that had been gradually building up in Russia for several years. Bloody Sunday was a disaster for the Tsar and the government. The demonstration over working conditions had been peaceful and was being led by a priest, Father Gapon, leading to widespread outrage from many sections of society, not just revolutionaries, at 200 protestors being killed and 800 wounded. Many of those that survived were expelled from St Petersburg. However, this only served to spread the news of the massacre further and spark sympathy strikes in other parts of the Russian empire. It also seriously damaged the popularity of the Tsar: prior to 1905, many Russians thought of the Tsar as a ‘Little Father’ who was fundamentally on their side and who would listen if they petitioned him. Bloody Sunday destroyed this trust. Therefore, the public outrage that it caused contributed towards the outbreak of the 1905 Revolution.

However, there were also long-term factors that contributed towards the outbreak of the 1905 Revolution, for example social and economic problems. Before 1905, 80% of the Russian population were peasants and most were living in poverty. This was not helped by the rapid population growth: from 98 million in 1885 to 125 million in 1905. The size of peasant landholdings fell in an attempt to provide individual plots for each peasant family. However, peasants were able to survive as long as the harvests were good. But in 1892, 1898 and 1901, there were harvest failures, causing widespread famine. Peasants reacted with violence, for example attacking government officials and destroying government records on landholdings through the jacqueries. In addition, under Finance Minister Witte, Russia began to industrialise fast, leading to a rapid population growth in towns and cities, evident through the slums, as peasants moved from the land to find jobs in factories. Their living and working conditions were extremely poor, and it was this group who demonstrated on Bloody Sunday. Peasants and workers facing the uncertainty of poor living conditions and poverty meant that demands for political change had a willing audience. Therefore, social and economic problems contributed towards the outbreak of the 1905 Revolution by forcing the peasants and the workers to consider alternatives that may give them a better quality of life.

The final factor that contributed towards the outbreak of the 1905 Revolution is also long-term: lack of political reform. In January 1905, the Tsar still possessed complete power under the autocratic system of government. Russia did not have an elected national parliament, the only elected bodies being the zemstva. By 1905, the demand for political reform was growing, but the reformers were a mixed group with little in common other than their opposition to the Tsarist authority. The most moderate reformers were liberals, who wanted the Tsar to share political power with a parliament elected by the wealthier members of the population. A more extreme group was the Social Revolutionaries, who wanted to give political power to the peasants and who were willing to use violence to achieve their aims. In the years 1901-05, they were responsible for over 2,000 assassinations, including those of Interior Minister Plehve and the Tsar’s uncle, Grand Duke Sergei, governor-general of Moscow. The most extreme reformers were the Social Democrats (from 1905, these were the Bolsheviks and the Mensheviks), who were also willing to use violence to achieve their aims. They wanted to create a new type of society which gave power to the peasants and the workers, but most of the Social Democrat leaders were in prison or in exile. Therefore, the demand for political reform contributed towards the outbreak of the 1905 Revolution because it was present in many different sections of society. The situation was exacerbated by many of the exiled reformers returning to Russia after Bloody Sunday in an attempt to use the widespread unrest to force political change.

In conclusion, the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-05 was certainly responsible for the outbreak of the 1905 Revolution to a certain extent, because of the unrest that resulted from it. However, there were many other factors that contributed towards its outbreak: Bloody Sunday, which caused public outrage; social and economic causes, which resulted in peasants and workers facing the uncertainty of poor living conditions and poverty; and political causes, because many different sections of society were demanding political reform. However, in my opinion, Bloody Sunday was the most significant, because it was the accumulation of all social and economic problems, and the way in which the government dealt with it caused huge public outrage. The events following Bloody Sunday, for example the widespread strikes, the peasant revolts and the assassination of Grand Duke Sergei, make it clear that Bloody Sunday was the catalyst, and therefore the most important factor, for the outbreak of the 1905 Revolution.
