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WEIGHTS AND MEASURES

Prior to the revolution of 1917 Russia had its own unique system of weights and
measures the salient features of which are listed below:

linear measures.    arshin      =   28 inches
                             sazhen      =   7 feet
                             verst         =   0.66 miles
Square measures.  desyatin   =    2.7 acres
volume                  chetvert    =   5.95 bushels or 2.1 hl.
weight                   pud          =    36 lb

RULERS
Peter I ('the Great') 1682-1725
Catherine I 1725-1727
Peter II 1727-1730
Anna 1730-1740
Ivan VI 1740-1741
Elizabeth 1741-1761
Peter III 1761-1762
Catherine II ('the Great') 1762-1796
Paul 1796-1801
Alexander I 1801-1825
Nicholas I 1825-1855
Alexander II 1855-1881
Alexander III 1881-1894
Nicholas II 1894-1917

MINISTERS  OF FINANCE
(post 1802 Reforms)

1802 A I Vasiliev 1858 A M Kniazhevskii 1892 S Yu WITTE

1807 F A Golubtsov 1862 M Kh REITERN 1903 E D Pleske

1810 D A Guriev 1878 S A Grieg 1904 V N Kokovtsov

1823 I F KANKRIN 1880 A A Abaza 1905 I P Shipov

1844 F P Vronchenko 1881 N Kh Bunge 1906 V N Kokovtsov

1852 P F Brok. 1887 I  VYSHNEGRADSKII 1914 P L Bark
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Renewed Growth Aborted in the Late Nineteenth and Early Twentieth
Centuries1

Having in 1838/42 attained its cyclical nadir, the Russian economy commenced
thereafter on a path of recovery as a new long-cycle ran its course to a peak in about
1914. It is the story of this recovery and the reasons why it failed to re-attain
previous peak levels, leaving the Russian economy at a LOWER per capita level of
activity in 1914 than it had been in 1788/1807, that will concern us now, although it
is necessary first to consider the process of transition from decline to recovery, a
process which set the future pattern for the economy's development. Transition over
the years 1840-1880 was a complex and obscure process as both old and new forces
combined in the context of major institutional changes (most notably the
Emancipation Act of 1861) to completely restructure the economy. 

For many years, particularly in the agrarian sector, the old ways continued. 1840
marked no break in that trend towards an extensive agriculture involving the
resource-destructive exploitation of the land although climatic amelioration between
ca. 1855-1875 went some way to tempering the destructive activities of men. Year
after year new land was broken to the plough, mainly between 1850-1875 at the
expense of the forest, but only slightly more than half of the new land was added to
the stock of land in tillage, the remainder  served only to replace existing worn-out
land which was abandoned to the waste. At this time the pace of destruction was
slowing - only a sixth of the existing land stock (including the new lands added in the
centre and south between ca.1800-1850) was abandoned and replaced - but all other
things being equal the Russian economy was still set on that path of decline which
had commenced at the beginning of the century. By 1880 the average Russian
commanded 20 per cent less resources than thirty years earlier and although he had
largely maintained the amount of per capita cropland this had only been achieved by

                                                
1 There are no satisfactory text books covering the late nineteenth century

economic development of Russia, but the following works provide some insights into
current historiographical approaches to the subject: P Gatrell, The Tsarist Economy,
1850-1917  (1986) which, whilst providing a useful synopsis of the latest Soviet
literature set within a framework highly sympathetic to its integration into a coherent
structure, assimilates in his study the then most recent work of P R Gregory Russian
National Income, 1885-1913  (1984), a study which has itself subsequently been
elaborated in Before Command. An Economic History of Russia from Emancipation
to the First Five-Year Plan (1994), chapters 2-4. The older works by L Volin, A
Century of Russian Agriculture: Alexander II to Kruschev  (1971) and W L
Blackwell, The Industrialization of Russia, vol. 2 1860-1960 (1970) are basically
Gerschenkron-ian in character.
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the wholesale destruction of pasture and forest which had been reduced to about two-
thirds their 1850 levels and conceived in a long-term perspective were now of pitiful
dimensions, being a quarter and a third respectively of the amounts available per
head in ca.1800. In terms of the pre-existing economic structure the economy in the
years after 1840 was still set on the path of decline.

That structure was, however, now changing, largely as a result of new influences
arising directly from responses to the monetary crisis of 1833-1838/40. That crisis
had largely been bi-metallic in character arising from  the Russian gold industry's rise
to a position of world dominance in the 1840s. Particularly in the 1830s vast
quantities of gold had entered into circulation in an economy where a dwindling
stock of silver provided (with a paper currency - the assignat) the monetary standard
and where the government, afraid of destabilizing the dual silver-paper system,
refused to acknowledge the new situation.Yet where it would not take the lead, the
market would. From ca.1830 Russian silver coins of good weight were gradually
replaced in circulation by foreign coins of lower intrinsic value which exchanged at
par. De facto, silver stocks were being depleted and the value of the metal enhanced
as market forces sought to create a new, though unofficial, bi-metallic equilibrium.
Nor in this situation could the assignat-silver exchange remain unaffected and from
1833 the exchange at Moscow and the fair towns, the commercial hub of the Empire,
went crazy, the worst monetary disorders coinciding with the harvest failures of
1832-3 and 1838-9. At prevailing official exchanges assignats either ran at an
increasingly heavy and highly variable discount or disappeared entirely from
circulation, reducing markets to chaos. In this situation the government had been
forced to intervene and whilst the the protracted reform negotiations of 1838-42 need
not concern us here their outcome must, for it changed the whole external and
internal commercial position of Russia for as long as that country's gold boom
continued. The critical decision, arising largely from the Tsar's personal intervention
in the negotiations, was to render both gold and silver acceptable on the internal
exchange. Henceforth, cheap and plentiful gold became the normal coin used in
internal transactions, prices being quoted in gold kopecks. The foreign exchange,
however, remained tied to silver and as the price of that metal rose so the foreign
exchange value of the ruble fell - heavily. Obviously, this favoured exporters but
because of the divergence between the internal and external value of the currency it
also opened up the way for foreigners to buy up the country.

From ca. 1840-1880 foreign money flowed into the country as foreign
entrepreneurs, taking advantage of the cheapness of Russian assets, bought into the
economy and in the process effected its transformation. Most immediately affected
was the industrial sector as French, English and German businessmen either
acquired, at knock-down prices, existing works which they transformed or bought up
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the resources to create new ones. But even agriculture was affected. The creation by
foreigners of a complete new railway system between 1842-1878 transformed its
market situation whilst in the aftermath of the Emancipation Act foreign money
channelled through the mutual credit land banks went a long way to resolving the
labour problems which contemporaneously afflicted that sector and paved the way
for the mechanization of agriculture.

Old and new thus combined in the context of institutional change to transform the
economy and set it once more on the path of recovery. In the following lectures,
accordingly, we shall examine this process in relation to agriculture and industry in
the years to 1880 and thereafter - when, in industry at least, the promise of the
previous years turned sour.

Lectures 12-13

AGRICULTURAL CHANGE: FROM FEUDALISM TO CAPITALISM
1844-1914.

The years 1844-1914 witnessed a major transformation of the rural economy as
output of agricultural produce initially grew apace with population and after 1880,
for the first time in the nineteenth century, increased at a rate in excess of population
growth. For some seventy years old and new intermingled, creating a new agrarian
regime.

The phase of extensive low-yield agricultural growth, which had characterised the
early nineteenth century continued into the new age but from the late 1870s the
availability of new land supplies to sustain its forward impetus gradually diminished.
In 1800 Russia had possessed large reserves of arable land which were under-
utilised.Yet the subsequent "bonanza" of wasteful cultivation had meant that in areas
of initial settlement and in the infertile North and Lake region in 1878 even the worst
sub-marginal land had been brought  under the plough and in spite of the
abandonment of low-yield land between 1878-1894 there were little or no reserves in
these areas and only slight ones in the Ukraine, the South-west and Belorossiya
which were exhausted by  1900, leaving only the steppes of the South and South-east
which were taken up 1900-1913. From 1878-1913 the areas of European Russia
brought into cultivation, therefore, grew very slowly when compared with previous
years and it was only during the decade before the Great War that the frontier was
again thrown open and then only by a wholesale displacement of the peasant
population  to Asiatic Russia.

As the frontier closed and supplies of new land for cultivation in European Russia
gradually dwindled after 1878/81 the balance between population and resources
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accordingly was disturbed. Labour supply which had grown much more slowly than
the area under tillage to 1878 thereafter increased phenomenally and with the
intensity of labour also increasing the result was an increasing labour supply and
falling marginal labour costs, though market imperfections prevented the effects
being felt in the South. Further, at this time, land costs were rising and a differential
was emerging in the market between grain prices and those of industrial crops.
Accordingly, from 1878/81 there was a widespread adoption of "western"  rotations
which were highly labour intensive but which lowered unit land costs.  Farmers thus
at this time changed their methods of production in accord with the prevailing factor
market situation and in the process also achieved considerable productivity increases
in contrast to their predecessors who had achieved growth by simply adding more
land, more labour and more capital.  Between 1871/1880 - 1891/1900 over two-thirds
of  the expansion in output can be accounted for by more effective use of  resources
whilst between 1891/1900-1911/13 over three quarters of growth  can be accounted
for by productivity gains.

The years 1844-1914 thus witnessed a marked increase in both per capita and
aggregate agricultural production, resulting from:

1.  The redeployment of rural population to new land supplies, mainly in the
twentieth century.

2.  Technological improvements and crop diversification , particularly, after 1880

Whilst production increased markedly however between 1844 and 1914 the trend
was not a linear one and the period under consideration may be divided into three
distinct sub-periods.

1. Between 1844-1878 there was a phase of relatively slow extensive growth
predominantly in cereal output (0.33% p.a), which was seriously interrupted between
1861-4.

2. This subsequently gave way to phase of rapid growth in cereal output between
1878-1898 (1.8% p.a.). Overall during the 1880s and 1890s grain production
expanded by some 40 per cent but of this 8% only came from the acreage expansion.
32% came from  improved yields. Cereal output growth was moreover now only one
element in agricultural expansion. Crop diversification also served to push up overall
growth rates to 3% p.a.



5

3. In the period 1897-1914 cereal production grew even more rapidly than before
(2% p.a.) but growth was associated with structural change as intensification in
European Russia (which accounted for slightly more than half of the incremental
growth in cereal output) and further crop diversification (which pushed up the
increase in total output to 2.4% p.a) was associated with an extension of cultivation
in the Lower Volga, the regions contiguous with the Caspian and Asiatic Russia.

AGRICULTURAL GROWTH, 1844-1914: APPENDIX

Annual average harvest in European Russia 1844-1914.
(million chetverts)

Date Harvest Date Harvest
1841-50 192.4 1878 236.0
1851-60 198.6 1898 330.0

1866 135.0 1913 389.0

Employment (millions)

1860 1880 1913
1. Agricultural labourers 0.7 1.0 4.5+6*
2. Factories 0.4 0.4 2.3
3. Kustari 3.7 7.5 3.2

* Temporary
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Productivity Change in  Russian Agriculture

Output (% per annum)

Date "Traditional" "New  Crops" Total

Field

Pop.

Cereals Flax

Hemp

Total Potatoes Beet Crops

Av. 1801-1913 1.0 1.4 1.1 2.5 8.5 1.4 1.2

1801/10-1851/60 0.3 0.1 0.3 1.8 3.4 0.5 0.9

1851/60-1891/1900 1.5 3.5 1.7 7.6 20.0 2.0 1.5

1891/1900-1911/3 2.0 0.4 1.7 5.0 5.0 2.4 1.6

Inputs (% per annum)

Date Land Labour Capital Total Production

Av. 1801-1913 0.6 0.8 0.3 0.5 1.4

1801/10-1851/60 1.0 0.7 0.3 0.5 0.5

1851/60-1891/1900 0.3 1.0 0.2 0.5 2.0

1891/1900-1911/3 0.4 0.5 0.8 0.5 2.4

I. Lord and Peasant: Extensive Growth on the Agricultural Frontier, 1878-1905
In the Russian countryside the years 1838/42 marked no break in that trend towards
an extensive agriculture involving the resource-destructive exploitation of the land,
although climatic amelioration between ca. 1855-1875 went some way to tempering
the destructive activities of men. Year after year new land was broken to the plough,
mainly between 1850-1875 at the expense of the forest, but only slightly more than
half of the new land was added to the stock of land in tillage, the remainder served
only to replace existing worn-out land which was abandoned to the waste. At this
time the pace of destruction was slowing - only a sixth of the existing land stock
(including the new lands added in the Centre and South between ca.1800-1850) was
abandoned - but all other things being equal the Russian agrarian regime was still set
on that  self- destructive path which had commenced at the beginning of the century.

Yet the Russian aristocratic farmer pressed on regardless, his main concern was
not with land use but with labour management. Having by 1844 established an
equilibrium between the amounts of peasant and demesne land which was sufficient
to allow the members of the peasant family to just sustain a level of grain
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consumption of some 1.52 chetverts per head, further expropriation of land at the
peasantry's expense by the lord was impossible and accordingly henceforth until
1861 only by an intensification of labour was the extension of the demesne possible.
Agricultural output per man, already at a high level increased markedly and out of
this the lord expropriated an increasing share. In the southern and western
agricultural regions this was  largely achieved by  the appropriation of the best land
and by the securing of extra work from the peasantry in barshchina. On the eve of the
Emancipation Act of 1861, therefore, under the pressure of coercive aristocratic
regimes the peasantry, who possessed some 48 million desyatini of land or some 4.54
desyatin per family, had sustained a high level of per capita agricultural output for
both themselves and their lords, even though this meant a wholesale destruction of
the environment. 

Nor was the peasants' landholding significantly reduced in the subsequent  land
settlement, falling to some 46.3 million desyatini or by about 4 per cent. The peasant
thus entered the new post-Emancipation age with his holding largely intact and still
containing plentiful reserves of fallow. He also had, apart from his taxes, to find cash
for redemption payments of about 10 rubles a year.  The arbitrary power of the lord
was broken and he now faced only the state in a situation where his burden was
reduced (from 15 silver rubles per obrok or ca. 3 days per week barshchina to 10
rubles redemption). He thus had the choice of either producing as much as before and
enjoying a higher standard of living or substituting leisure. He chose the latter and
merely worked less hard.  The supply of labour contracted and wages rose. By the
'seventies they had increased by fifty per cent. Accordingly whereas to earn 15 rubles
(at current prices) in the 1850s he worked three days for his lord in the 1860s he only
had to work one and a half days to earn the same and only required two-thirds of that
sum. Post emancipation, therefore, he only had to work one day, instead of three,
being able to indulge an increasing number of self-appointed holidays. Yet he was
still better off as competition from abroad forced industrial good prices down. For the
peasant after 1861 a "Golden Age" had dawned

The effect of these changes on agriculture and the aristocratic farmer, however,
was disastrous. The amount of land per head in tillage fell (from 1.79-1.4 desyatin),
the full brunt falling upon the lord who with an enlarged demesne found it impossible
to obtain a labour force. Men who had once worked for three days a week, now
barely worked for one. In 1872 the report of the agricultural commission indicated
general shortages of  labour throughout agriculture. Nor were they able to substitute
capital. They had received payment for the  peasant land but most was mortgaged to
the State Bank. Moreover, the  residual was handed over in redemption bonds which
when disposed of sold  at discounts of up to 30%.  Thus they were still in need of
cash and  credit facilities.  The old credit system centred on the State Bank and  the
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State Loan Bank either closed down or no longer engaged in  agricultural credit and
new institutions, in the depressed conditions of  the international capital market of
the early 'sixties, were slow to emerge.The years 1861-4 were thus a period of great
difficulties for  the aristocratic farmer, and many gave up production with the
resultant  fall in marketable surplus and exports.The years immediately following the
Emancipation Act thus witnessed the virtual total withdrawal of  Russia from the
international grain market. Her position in the rye and  oat trade was replaced by
Germany and Sweden, in the wheat trade she was  displaced by France and America.

Whilst the immediate post-Emancipation crisis of 1861-4 thus wrought havoc in
the fabric of Russian aristocratic agriculture, leading to an acute short-term collapse
in production, it also, however, paved the way for a long term expansion in output.
During the initial phase of this recovery and growth from 1864-78 the  main impetus
was again provided by the traditional grain economy. Output  increased by some
70%, an increase almost totally accountable for by the re-utilisation of land
abandoned after the Emancipation Act and an extension of the margin of cultivation
on the estates of New Russia which  carried production levels to a point 22 per cent
higher than had been  achieved under feudalism. Such expansion was achieved,
moreover, with  little increase in labour supply beyond the much reduced levels of
1864. Output per man had accordingly risen markedly due to an increased
capitalisation of each worker. Machinery imports grew rapidly during the years
1864-78 financed by foreign investors who extended commercial credits or
channelled their funds to meet the needs of the Russian aristocratic farmer through
the intermediary of a steadily proliferating number of land banks. The new era was
heralded in 1864 with the establishment of the first mutual credit land bank - the
Bank of Kherson - which was followed during the next fourteen years by some
twelve others as well as the State Land Bank of the Nobility. 

By the late 1870s the aristocracy had proven themselves able to hold the line.
Production and the amount of  their land in tillage had been restored to pre-
Emancipation levels and beyond.This had been achieved, moreover, in spite of a
marked reduction in labour supply as the peasant withdrew from the labour market.
Foreign money, extended on commercial credit or channelled through a proliferating
number of land banks, allowed them to substitute capital for labour and mechanize
their estates.The aristocracy thus for the moment continued in the old methods of
land use but by entirely new methods involving the capitalization of labour - but this
was now about to change.

The years 1878-1881 witnessed a complete transformation in the position of both
aristocratic and peasant farmer. The former now found his position completely
undermined. 1879 saw famine, which had been absent during the years of climatic
amelioration, once more sweep the lands of the Middle Volga and Central Ukraine
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setting a recurrent pattern of natural disaster which seriously affected an ever-
widening group  of southern Russian farmers in 1885, 1891, 1898, 1901, 1905-6 and
1911. Two years later they were drawn into the acute international financial crisis of
1881 which, in the context of the contemporary general european-wide return to
protection, destroyed the export boom upon which their capitalization programmes
had been built and ushered in a decade of acute capital shortages. Add to this the
general fall in grain prices from 1878 induced by American competition and it is not
hard to understand why in the years 1878-1882 one after the other noble landowners
sold up their estates, such sales reaching a level which was not to be surpassed again
until the eventful years of 1905-6. 

Yet the aristocracy were not alone in facing financial disaster during these years.
For the peasantry the favourable environment which had prevailed in the aftermath of
the Emancipation Act during the years from 1861-4, was a precarious and ephemeral
phenomenon which was soon under attack from within as population increased.
Initially, in the land plenty situation prevailing before the frontier was closed in
1878, this was accommodatable on the extensive land reserves of the post-
emancipation settlement with only minimal transfers from other groups. But already
by 1868 the first signs of the emergent problem were revealed for with a temporary
lifting of the 1861 restrictions on peasant migration there were 30,000 applications
from peasants wishing to depart for new lands in Asiatic Russia - sufficient to
indicate the seriousness of the emergent problem but equally serious enough to
frighten the Ministry of the Interior into rescinding the order. Henceforth a dualism
developed between the developmental policies of Ministers of Finance who proposed
liberalisation schemes allowing the redeployment of labour  and successive Ministers
of the Interior who wished to preserve the powers of the obshchina  and restrict
migration which was finally resolved in the latter's favour in 1881. From 1868
therefore the Russian peasant, in spite of an increasing land shortage, was denied the
right to emigrate to the rich lands of Siberia and Kazkhstan. Yet merely ignoring the
peasants' problems did not resolve them and the decade 1868-1878 saw a frightening
build up of tax and redemption payment arrears which attained crisis proportions at
the time of the outbreak of the Russo-Turkish War in 1878.

Even as the frontier finally closed in ca. 1878 therefore both lord and peasant were
confronted by an acute economic crisis. Yet each held the key to the resolution of the
other's problems. The northern peasant required land  in order to  maintain the size of
his holding and to allow him to continue with his resource-destructive methods of
husbandry. The southern lord had such land and was only too willing to dispose of it
- at a price. Subsequent years accordingly saw heavy sales (well above the national
average) of aristocratic properties in the rich lands of the Lower Volga and Black Sea
steppe. These years, from 1878-1897, also saw a wholesale migration of peasants
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into these provinces which experienced the greatest increases in population in the
entire Empire. With the withdrawal of the aristocracy during the crises of 1878-1881
therefore nothing changed and the Russian agrarian regime remained set on that  self-
destructive path which had commenced at the beginning of the century, only now in
the vanguard of perpetuating traditional husbandry techniques was the peasant. From
evidence available from Samara and Saratov (Eastern steppe) and Voronezh
(southern Black Earth region)1 it is clear that the in-migrant was able, by the
acquisition of aristocratic lands, not only to increase the size of his holding but also
to accomodate by an extension of cultivation within its bounds the requirements of a
rapidly growing family. Yet as before this was only achieved by ploughing up
pastoral reserves, the destruction of the ecological balance of the region and the
perpetuation of the pre-existing pattern of agricultural land turnover. Accordingly
from 1878 the peasantry of these southern lands had an insatiable appetite for new
land and unable to extend total supplies their only hope was to acquire what they
needed from the aristocracy of the region. Nor until 1897 were they disappointed for
whilst certain aristocratic farmers, subject to falling prices and high interest rates,
struggled on extending the amortisation period of their equipment and substituting
cheap, transient labour for capital at the harvest, many others were prepared to sell.
With the recovery of prices and fall in interest rates after 1897, however, aristocratic
farmers once more resumed the extensive agricultural practices of an earlier age and
their willingness to alienate land waned, precipitating acute tensions in rural society
which erupted in the aftermath of famines in 1901-2 and 1905-6, providing the
background to the land reform movement of the immediate pre-war years.

IIa. Lord and Peasant: Intensive Growth and Productivity Change, 1878-1905
If the first phase of slow agricultural  growth from 1844-1878 had thus been achieved
through  the extension of a low-yield grain production, the next  twenty years
witnessed a complete volte-face in this situation as southern agricultural producers,
lord and peasant alike,were eclipsed. Indeed even as the peasantry, denied access to
the lands of Asiatic Russia, began their long migration southward taking up lands
alienated by aristocratic farmers during the 1880s and 1890s, grain production
expanded by some 40 per cent but of this 8% only came from the acreage expansion.
32% came from  improved yields predominantly in the lands of the Agricultural
Centre, the Ukraine, Belorossiya and the Baltic provinces, yields which were

                                                
1 E M Wilbur, "Was Russian Peasant Agriculture Really That Impoverished? New

Evidence From a Case Study From the 'Impoverished Centre' at the End of the
Nineteenth Century", Journal Economic History, XLIII (1983) and T Shanin, The
Awkward Class: Political Sociology of Peasantry in a Developing  Society, Russia
1910-1925  (Oxford, 1972)




