

What was life like for a serf in 1800s Russia?
The agricultural economy of the Russian Empire was based on serfdom, as it had been for hundreds of years. Serfdom is when a peasant is bound to a lord’s land. Serfdom had been abolished in most of Europe by the mid-1800s, but in Russia, 40 million serfs lived just as they had during the Middle Ages. Serfs in Russia were permanently attached to their land or used as domestic servants. Owners could force them to work in factories, take their wages and beat them if they did not comply or attempted an escape. In essence, they were just like slaves. 

The system of serfdom was very inefficient for Russia. Poor ignorant serfs were unmotivated workers (what were they working for?). At the same time, many landowners were poor managers. As long as they had the serfs to do the work, they did not want to introduce new farming techniques. As a result, Russian agriculture suffered. 

Although the Russian Empire was an autocracy, that is, a government in which the ruler has unlimited power, they did not change life for the serfs. The Russian Czars and most aristocrats wanted to preserve the traditional order and did not want to make reforms which would enable people other than them to gain more power. 

The United States and Russia shared a common feature in the 1860s, both still had large enslaved populations (Russian serfs were virtually slaves). The leaders of both countries issued Emancipation Proclamations within a year of each other. Alexander II (Russian Czar) freed the serfs on March 3, 1861, but this action did little to end their poverty.

1. What is serfdom? Why was it the basis for the Russian economy?

2. Describe the conditions of the life of a serf.

3. Why did Russian agriculture suffer as a result of serfdom?

4. Did emancipation truly free the serfs? Why?


The men who ruled Russia during the nineteenth century were called czars, a Russian word that is derived from the Latin, Caesar. In effect, these czars were absolute emperors of the Russian Empire and their rule affected every aspect of Russian life.

Czar Alexander I (1801 -1825).  He was a great thinker and talker but a poor man of action. His major achievements were that he was a key figure at the Congress of Vienna in 1815. He granted Poland, already occupied by Russia at the time, a new more liberal constitution.

Because of some of Czar Alexander I’s liberal policies, there was dissent among the poor. But when Alexander was faced with real dissent, he quickly became a harsh and strict ruler and did away with all thought of liberal reforms.

Czar Nicholas I (1825-1855). Alexander’s successor. Czar Nicholas I, was a strict ruler who tolerated no liberal movements. He had all liberals arrested, many of whom were shot or hanged. His motto was “submit and obey.” He is primarily remembered for getting Russia into the Crimean War in 1854 by invading Turkey. The British and the French came to the aid of the Turks and Russia suffered a humiliating defeat. Nicholas was not remembered fondly. He died during the Crimean War.
Czar Alexander II (1855-1881). He came to power and had to face the defeat of the Crimean War. He was determined to improve Russia. He freed the serfs in 1861 and gave them limited rights. In addition he attempted other reforms. He had the same problem, however, that Alexander I had. When he gave freedom, people wanted more. He had to put down a Polish revolt for independence in 1863. From there on out he was a harsh, strict ruler because he felt it was the only way to control the empire. In 1881 he was assassinated by a terrorist group. 

Alexander III. In 1881, Alexander III succeeded his father to the throne and halted all reforms in Russia. He clung to the principles of autocracy, a government in which he had total power. To wipe out revolutionaries he used harsh measures. He imposed strict censorship codes on published materials. His secret police carefully watched school and universities for potential revolutionaries. Political prisoners were exiled to Siberia. To establish a uniform Russian culture, he oppressed other national groups within Russia. This is known as Russification. He forbade the use of other languages. He made Jews the target of persecution. A wave of pogroms – organized violence against Jews broke out in many parts of Russia. Police and soldiers stood by and watched Russian citizens destroy Jewish homes, stores and synagogues. 
Task: Select the Czar best suited to win the IVAN THE TERRIBLE award. 

1. Name of your Czar:__________________________

2. Describe the ways your Czar tried to stamp out opposition:

3. Which groups of people within Russia did he persecute most and why? Were any reforms made by him?

Time to pick the Czar most deserving of the Ivan the Terrible Award. Rate your Czar on a scale of 1-5. 1, being a sweetheart, to 5, which would make Hitler blush, and give this rating to the following categories:

Freedom of thought   _____

Freedom of political action   _____

Persecution of minorities   _____

Use of secret police   _____

Reforms to help his people   _____






Total ____________ (highest score gets the IVAN)







