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PETER N. STEARNS
The Industrial Revolution Qutside the West

Stearns, a modern historian, discusses the export of industrial machin-
ery and techniques outside the West (Europe and North America} in
the nineteenth century. Again and again, he finds that injtial attempts
at industrialization —in Russia, India, Egypt, and South America —
led to increased production of export crops and resources but failed to
stimulate true industrial revolutions. Consequently, as producers of
raw materials, these countries became more deeply dependent on
Western markets for their products, while at the same tire importing
from the West more valuable manufactured products like machinéry.
What common reasons can you find for these failures?

Thinking Historically

Did nineteenth-century efforts to ignite industrial revolutions outside
the West fail because these societies neglected to develop capitalism
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or did they fail because their local needs were subordinated to thos
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Western capitalists? Explain. '

Before the 1870 no industrial revolution occurred outside Western so-
ciety. The spread of industrialization within western Europe, while by
no means automatic, followed from a host of shared economic. cui-
tural, and political features. The quick ascension of the United:S,tates
was somewhat more surprising — the area was not Euaropean and had
been far less developed economically during the eighteenth céntury.
Nevertheless, extensive commercial experience in the northern states
and the close mercantile and cultural ties with Britain gave the néw na-
tion advantages for its rapid imitation of the British lead. Abundant
natural resources and extensive investments from Europe kept the
process going, joining the United States to the wider dynamic of indus-
trialization in the nineteenth-century West.

_ Elsewhere, conditions did not permit an industrial revolution, an
issue that must be explored in dealing with the international context for
this first phase of the world’s industrial experience. Yet the West’s in-
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dustrial revolution did have substantial impact. It led to a number of
pilot projects whereby initial machinery and factories were established
under Western guidance. More important, it led to new Western de-
mands on the world’s economies that instigated significant change
without industrialization; indeed, these demands in several cases made
industrialization more difficult.

Pilot Projects

Russia’s contact with the West’s industrial revolution before the 1870s
offers an important case study that explains why many societies could
not follow the lead of nations like France or the United States in imitat-
ing Britain. Yet Russia did introduce some new equipment for eco-
nomic and military-political reasons, and these initiatives did generate
change — they were not mere window dressing.

More than most societies not directly part of Western civilization,
Russia had special advantages in reacting to the West’s industrial lead
and special motivation for paying attention to this lead. Russia had
been part of Europe’s diplomatic network since abour 1700. It saw it-
self as one of Europe’s great powers, a participant in international con-
ferences and military alliances. The country also had close cultural ties
with western Europe, sharing in artistic styles and scientific develop-
ments — though Russian leadership had stepped back from cultural
alignment because of the shock of the French Revolution in 1789 and
subsequent political disorders in the West. Russian aristocrats and in-
tellectuals routinely visited western Europe. Finally, Russia had prior
experience in imitating Western technology and manufacturing: impor-
tation of Western metallurgy and shipbuilding had formed a major part
of Peter the Great’s reform program in the early eighteenth century.

Contacts of this sort explain why Russia began to receive an indus-
trial outreach from the West within a few decades of the advent of the
industrial revolution. British textile machinery was imported beginning
in 1843. Ernst Knoop, a German immigrant to Britain who had clerked
in a Manchester cotton factory, set himself up as export agent to the
Russians. He also sponsored British workers who installed the machin-
ery in Russia and told any Russian entrepreneur brash enough to ask
not simply for British models but for alterations or adaptations: “That
is not your affair; in England they know better than you.” Despite the
snobbism, a number of Russian entrepreneurs set up small factories to
produce cotton, aware that even in Russia’s small urban market they
could make a substantial profit by underselling traditional manufac-
tured cloth. Other factories were established directly by Britons.

Europeans and Americans were particularly active in responding to
calls by the tsar’s government for assistance in establishing railway and
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steamship lines. The first steamship appeared in Russia in 1815, and by
1820 a reguliar service ran on the Volga River. The first public railroad,
joining St. Petersburg to the imperial residence in the suburbs, opened
in 1837. In 1851 the first major line connected St. Petersburg and
Moscow, along a remarkably straight route desired by Tsar Nicholas I
himsell. American engineers were brought in, again by the government,
to set up a railroad industry so that Russians could build their own lo-
comotives and cars. George Whistler, the father of the painter James
McNeill Whistler (and thus husband of Whistler’s mother), played an
important role in the effort. He and some American workers helped
train Russians in the needed crafts, frequently complaining about their
slovenly habits but appreciating their willingness to learn.

Russian imports of machinery increased rapidly; they were over
thirty times as great in 1860 as they had been in 1825. While in 1851
the nation manufactured only about half as many machines as it im-
ported, by 1860 the equation was reversed, and the number of machine-
building factories had quintupled (from nineteen to ninety-nine). The
new cotton industry surged forward with most production organized in
factories using wage labor.

These were important changes. They revealed that some Russians
were alert to the business advantages of Western methods and that
some Westerners saw the great profits to be made by setting up shop in
a huge but largely agriculeural country. The role of the government was
vital: The tsars used tax money to offer substantial premiums ro West-
ern entreprenewrs, who liked the adventure of dealing with the Rus-
sians but liked their superior profit margins even more.

Bur Russia did not then industrialize. Modern industrial operations
did not sufficiently dent established economic practices. The nation re-
mained overwhelmingly agricultural. High percentage increases in man-
ufacturing proceeded from such a low base that they had little general
impact. Several structural barriers impeded a genuine industrial revolu-
tion. Russia’s cities had never boasted a manufacturing tradition; there
were few artisans skilled even in preindustrial methods. Only by the
1860s and 1870s had cities grown erough for an artisan core to take
shape — in printing, for example — and even then large numbers of
foreigners {particularly Germans) had to be imported. Even more seri-
ous was the system of serfdom that kept most Russians bound to agri-
cultural estates. While some free laborers could be found, most rural
Rassians could not legally leave their land, and their obligation to de-
vote extensive work service to their lords’ estates reduced their incen-
tive even for agricultural production. Peter the Great had managed to
adapt serfdom to a preindustrial metallurgical industry by allowing
landlords to sell villages and the labor therein for expansion of iron-
worle~But this mongrel system was not suitable for change on a
gra scale, which is precisely what the industrial revolution entailed.
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Furthermore, the West’s industrial revolution, while it provided
tangible examples for Russia to imitate, also produced pressures to de-
velop more traditional sectors in lieu of structural change. The West’s
growing cities and rising prosperity claimed rising levels of Russian tim-
ber, hemp, tallow, and, increasingly, grain. These were export goods
that could be produced without new technology and without altering
the existing labor system. Indeed, many landlords boosted the work-
service obligations of the serfs in order to generate more grain produc-
tion for sale to the West. The obvicus temptation was to lock in an
older economy—to respond to new opportunity by incremental
changes within the traditional system and to maintain serfdom and the
rural preponderance rather than to risk fundamental internal transfor-
martion.

The proof of Russia’s lag showed in foreign trade. It rose but rather
modestly, posting a threefold increase between 1800 and 1860. Exports
of raw marterials approximately paid for the imports of some machin-
ery, factory-made goods from abroad, and a substantial volume of lux-
ury products for the aristocracy. And the regions that participated most
in the growing trade were not the tiny industrial enclaves (in St. Peters-
burg, Moscow, and the iron-rich Urals) but the wheat-growing areas of
southern Russia where even industrial pilot projects had yet to surface.
Russian manufacturing exported nothing at all to the West, though it
did find a few customers in Turkey, central Asia, and China.

The proof of Russia’s lag showed even more dramatically in Rus-
sia’s new military disadvantage. Peter the Great’s main goal had been
to keep Russian military production near enough to Western levels to
remain competitive, with the huge Russian population added into the
equation. This strategy now failed, for the West’s industrial revolution
changed the rules of the game. A war in 1854 pitting Russia against
Britain and France led to Russia’s defeat in its own backyard. The
British and French objected to new Russian territorial gains (won at the
expense of Turkey’s Ottoman Empire) that brought Russia greater ac-
cess to the Black Sea. The battleground was the Crimea. Yet British and
French steamships connected their armies more reliably with supplies
and reinforcements from home than did Russia’s ground transportation
system with its few railroads and mere three thousand miles of first-
class roads. And British and French industry could pour out more and
higher-quality uniforms, guns, and munitions than tradirional Russian
manufacturing could hope to match. The Russians lost the Crimean
War, surrendering their gains and swallowing their pride in 1836.
Patchwork change had clearly proved insufficient to match the military,
much less the economic, power the industrial revolution had generated
in the West.

After a brief interlude, the Russians digested the implications of
their defeat and launched a period of basic structural v | us. The
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linchpin was the abolition of serfdom in 1861. Peasants were not en-
tirely freed, and rural discontent persisted, but many workers could
now leave the land; the basis for a wage labor force was established.
Other reforms focused on improving basic education and health, and
while change in these areas was slow, it too set the basis for a genuine
commitment to industrialization. A real industrial revolution lay in the
future, however. By the 1870s Russia’s contact with industrialization
had deepened its economic gap vis-a-vis the West burt had yielded a few
interesting experiments with new methods and a growing realization of
the need for further change.

Societies elsewhere in the world — those more removed from tradi-
tional ries to the West or more severely disadvantaged in the ties that
did exist — saw even more tentative industrial pilot projects during the
West’s industrialization period. The Middle East and India tried some
industrial imitation early on buc largely failed — though not without
generating some important economic change. Latin America also
launched some revealingly limited technological change. Only eastern
Asia and sub-Saharan Africa were largely untouched by any explicit in-
dustrial imitations until the late 1860s or beyond; they were too distant
from European culture to venture a response so quickly.

Prior links with the West formed the key variable, as Russia’s expe-
rience abundantly demonstrated. Societies that had some familiarity
with Western merchants and some preindustrial awareness of the
West’s steady commercial gains mounted some early experiments in in-
dustrialization. Whether they benefited as a resulc compared with areas

that did nothing before the late nineteenth century might be debated.

QUESTIONS:

1. In what ways would the industrialization of Russia
NOT have been possible without help from the West?

2. What similarities existed between the way
industrialization developed in Russia with the way it
developed in the United States and Canada?

3. What were the similarities between the problems in
industrializing faced by Russia and those of Latin
America?




