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RUSSIAN 
INDUSTRIAL  REVOLUTION: 

 



Russia Before Industr ial ization  
 
 Russian leaders in the 18th century sought to isolate Russia from the waves of western Europe’s 
revolutions. The Napoleonic invasions of 1812 completed the shift toward conservatism. There was some 
liberal rhetoric, but tsars  favored conservatism. Tsar Alexander I sponsored the Holy Alliance, which 
linked conservative monarchies together in defense 
of the status quo. Russian intellectuals remained 
connected to western European trends, a connection 
that worried the elite. After the Decembrist uprising, 
in which Western-oriented military officers 
attempted a coup, Tsar Nicholas I turned to more 
repressive conservatism. Conservatism, plus the lack 
of substantial middle or artisan classes, helped 
Russia avoid the wave of mid-19th century 
revolutions. The tsar suppressed Polish nationalism 
in 1831 and pressed southward against the Ottoman 
Empire. Russia supported nationalist movements in 
the Balkans as a means of weakening the Turks.   
 

 
Economic and Social  Problems: The Peasant Quest ion  
 
 Russia's economy remained primarily agrarian and fell behind the West in terms of production 
and trade. To maintain the profitability of grain exports, tighter labor obligations were imposed on the 
peasantry. The Crimean War, 1854-1856, demonstrated how far Russia had fallen behind the West. 
British and French forces drove the Russians from the Crimea.  The loss convinced Tsar Alexander II 

that reform was badly needed. In 
order to establish a more vigorous 
economy, some attempt had to be 
made to resolve the peasant crisis. 
A freer labor force, it was 
believed, could increase 
profitability. Western criticism of 
Russian social injustice also stung 
Russian sensibilities. A series of 
minor peasant rebellions in the 
1850s also stimulated the 
movement for reform.  
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 The Reform Era 
 
 After Tsar Alexander II emancipated the serfs in 1861, the freed serfs got most of the land, but 
the aristocracy retained essential political and economic power. Serfs remained tied to their villages until 
they could pay for the land they received. High redemption payments and state taxation kept most 
peasants in an abject state of poverty. The emancipation produced a larger urban labor force but failed to 
stimulate agricultural production. The slow pace of change engendered social dissatisfaction and regional 
peasant uprisings.  
  
 In addition to freeing the serfs, Alexander II carried out other reforms. The tsar issued new law 
codes; established regional councils, or Zemstvoes, for input on local decision-making; and began military 
reforms. Literacy spread more widely in Russian society with the development of a mass market in 
popular literary forms. Women gained power slightly through greater access to education and somewhat 
loosened patriarchal authority. 
Industrialization was part of the 
pattern of change in reformed 
Russia. Lacking a substantial 
middle class, the state played a 
critical role in capital 
formation and investment. 
Russia created a substantial 
railroad network in the 1870s. 
Better transportation permitted 
more efficient use of Russia's 
abundant natural resources.  

 
 The railroad also facilitated shipment of grain to the West, 
which in turn helped finance industrialization. By the 1880s, modern factories had begun to develop in 
major Russian cities. Count Sergei Witte, the Russian minister of finance from 1892 to 1903, enacted 
high tariffs to protect the new industries. Witte also encouraged Western investment in Russian 
industrialization. As a result, nearly one half of Russia's industrial businesses were foreign-owned. By 
1900, Russia ranked fourth in steel production and second in petroleum production. Russian factories 
were typically enormous but technologically inferior. Agriculture also lagged behind Western standards 
of productivity. The masses of Russian citizens were only slightly affected by industrialization. Military 
reforms did not substantially alter the concept of peasant conscripts serving aristocratic landlords. Nor 
did Russian industrialization produce a substantial middle class.  
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Tsar Alexander III & 
Industr ial ization 
 
 Alexander III, heir to the thrown only 
because of his brother’s assasination, with a military 
background, and among influences, can be 
illustrated as a person who acted mainly upon 
instinct rather than intellect. The reactionary 
policies he undertook counteracted his father’s 
earlier "liberalizing" reforms. In addition, he believed 
liberal institutions had corrupted Slavic Russia with 
westernized ideals, which were in all ways 
incompatible with the very nature of the Russian 

character. Alexander III looked to strengthen the autocratic system of absolute government by enforcing 
a type of Russian purification (Russification) and by purging it from anarchical disorder and 
revolutionary agitation by means any necessary. 
 
 Yet, Alexander III reign’s was saw a period of enormous industrialization lasting from 1860 to 
1900. Steel production developed strongly, as well as textiles become a worthy competitor of Britain in 
Persia. Most industries were controlled directly by the government, which insured the Tsar’s absolute 
control of Russia. 
  
 At first it had been Germany who helped finance Russia’s substantial growth. Yet due to troubles 
resting in the Balkans, and Bismarck’s alliance manipulation, France assisted Russia in becoming more 
independent from its alliances and Bismarck by supporting Russia with loans for modernization (Franco-
Russian entente growing after 1891, Triple Entente by 1907).   
 
 As the industrializing of Russia 
waged on, the wage-earning classes 
increased and were restricted to oppose 
any controls the government hand upon 
them, yet their discontent was not 
alleviated. 
 
 From 1889 large amounts of the 
finance necessary for industrial 
investment had come from French 
investors, a factor that contributed to 
the alliance that developed between the 
two countries in 1894. British and 
German money was also significant. It 
was in these years that coal mining and 
great iron and steel plants developed in the Ukraine, oil around 
Baku (where the Nobel brothers were investors), textiles around Moscow and engineering in the capital 
St Petersburg.  

Russian production factory - 1880 



 
 Russia's coal, iron, steel, and oil production tripled between 1890 and 1900. Her GNP grew more 
quickly than any other major European power. Railroad mileage almost doubled, giving Russia the most 
track of any nation other than the United States. The greatest project of the period was the construction 
of the Trans Siberian Railway linking Moscow and Vladivostok. It was started in 1891 and completed in 
1905 and ran for 5,785 miles. 
 
 The urban labor force grew rapidly. For example the population of St Petersburg and Moscow 
increased by over 100%. Nearly 50% of workers worked in factories with over 1000 employees. Wages, 
hours of work and housing conditions were usually very poor. This was especially true in Moscow. 
Government attempts to improve conditions were resisted bitterly by employers there. The development 
of a large industrial working class created political problems for Tzar Nicholas II. 
 

 Protest  and Revolution in Russia & the Road to Revolution  
 
 During and after the 1880s, Russia became politically and socially unstable.  Ethnic minorities in 
Russia began to agitate for national recognition after the 1860s. Recurrent famines produced peasant 
unrest. At the same time two strands of 
intellectual protest began. Business and 
professional people sought further liberal 
reforms, while a more radical intelligentsia 
demanded revolution. Intellectual radicalism 
shaded off into terrorism and anarchism as a 
means of fundamentally restructuring Russian 
society. Initially, Russian radicals sought to 
spread their message among the peasants but 
they found the masses unreceptive. Given the 
lack of popular support, anarchists fell back on 
political assassination as a tool to unseat the 
government. Terrorism convinced the tsarist government to pull back 
from reform.  
  
  
 In the 1890s, intellectuals picked up Marxism  from the West as a means of organizing the 
revolution. Vladimir Ilyich Ulyanov, known as Lenin , introduced innovations in Marxist theory to 
accommodate the social theory to the Russian situation. Lenin's organization called for small disciplined 
cells of Marxists to organize the revolution. The Bolshevik faction of the Russian Marxists accepted 
Lenin’s approach. Radicalism spread rapidly among urban workers, who formed unions and engaged in 
strikes. Marxism was one of several doctrines that spread among the labor force. An intransigent 
government faced with mass protests in the cities and the countryside produced a situation that could 
not be adjusted by reform.   
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The Pol i t ical  
Revolution of  
1905  
 
 Russian military 
expansion came to an 
end in the first decade 
of the 20th century. 
Japan and Russia came 
into conflict over both 
nations' plans for 
expansion in northern 
China. To the surprise 
of almost all observers, 
the Japanese quickly 
defeated Russian forces 
in the Russo-Japanese 
War of 1904. Military 
defeat unleashed all of 
the dissenting forces in 
Russia. In the Russian Revolution of 1905, urban workers 
produced widespread strikes, while peasants erupted across Russia. After repression failed, the tsar's 
government offered reforms. The duma, or national parliament, was created. The Stolypin reforms 
offered lighter redemption burdens to the peasantry and a place in village councils. In response, peasant 
rebellions did die out, and some peasants began to accumulate substantial parcels of land. The reforms 
were rapidly undone. Tsar Nicholas II withdrew concessions to workers, setting off new rounds of strikes. 
The duma rapidly became a political nonentity. Forced to seek new arenas for military expansion after 
the door to Asia was closed, Russia fomented rebellion among the Slavic kingdoms of the Balkans.   
 
 Ultimately, the Revolution of 1905 was a wave of mass political and social unrest that spread 
through vast areas of the Russian Empire. Some of it was directed against the government, while some 
was undirected. It included worker strikes, peasant unrest, and military mutinies. It led to the 
establishment of limited constitutional monarchy, the State Duma of the Russian Empire, the multi-party 
system, and the Russian Constitution of 1906. 
 

Russia and Eastern Europe  
 
 Many of the new nations emerging in the Balkans replicated Russian patterns of political 
autocracy, although many did establish parliaments. Most eastern European nations abolished serfdom 
in 1848 or shortly thereafter. Industrialization was less thorough in the nations of eastern Europe, and 
landlords continued to wield the majority of economic and political power. The Slavic nations enjoyed 
an era of great cultural productivity during the 19th century.  

Revolution of 1905 illustration 



 
 Russia's already established role in the world expanded in the 19th century, as its cultural, 
diplomatic, and military power came to be felt in Europe, the Ottoman Empire, and Asia. The addition 
of Russia, Japan, and the United States to the world diplomatic picture increased competition. Colonial 
acquisitions by the new powers heightened the competitive atmosphere, particularly in the Far East. 
 

FURTHER READING ON RUSSIA’S 
INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION: 
 
“THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION: A HISTORY IN DOCUMENTS” 
- Laura L. Frader. pg.’s 14, 34-35, 43, 99, 107-110. **book located in class** 
 
“THE INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION IN WORLD HISTORY” 
- Peter Stearns. Book can be accessed via mrflynnhistoryclasslhs@gmail.com 
 
 

  

 

  

  

 


