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Introduction: The Swedish and Russian 
Iron Industry in a Comparative 
Perspective 1600-1900 

By Anders Florén 

The Long Industrial Revolution 

The texts presented here should be seen in relation to the discussion on 
the process of industrialisation, a subject that has, throughout our 
century, been one of the most discussed themes among historians and 
economic-historians. The concept of proto-industrialisation formed in 
the early seventies has in many ways enriched the debate, for example 
by extending the time-span under study. Industrial change was no 
longer viewed as a sudden and revolutionary change, but as a process 
with a long history, a history that was agrarian rather than mercantile 
or industrial. Focus was shifted from production and trade in the cities 
to the rural world of spinners and weavers. 

The concept proto-industrialisation usually means a commodity 
production within the peasant household; further, the commodities 
were purchased by merchant-capital and sold on a distant, or at least 
inter-regional, märket. Three hypotheses formed the essence of the 
concept as an important forerunner of industrial change: 

A) Industrial work in the agrarian world changed the demographic 
structure of the peasant household and promoted an increase in the 
unpropertied part of the population. 

B) The production was based on an exploitative relationship be-
tween merchant capital and the agrarian commodity producer. In this 
process, capital and know-how were accumulated in the hands of the 
merchant. 

C) The dynamics of proto-industrialisation created an expanding 
märket for agricultural products and thus promoted a regional division 
between purely agricultural and proto-industrial regions. 

3 



The concept of proto-industrialisation should be seen as a reaction 
against dominating features in earlier research. In many ways it 
revitalised the debate of the industrial "revolution" but the discussion 
that followed has changed the original proto-industrial approach. The 
teleological biases of the theory have been reformed and so has the 
rather narrowly focused interest in the agrarian side of production. One 
important outcome of the discussion is the attempt to view proto-
industrial production as a network which often involved, in the same 
technical process of production, parts of quite different spatial lo-
cations and social settings; artisan workshops, peasant-households and 
proto-factories etc. The inclination to perceive production in such a 
socio-spatial perspective also adds a new dimension to the regional as-
pect, which has often been viewed as essential to research on the 
process of proto-industrialisation.1 

The theory of proto-industrialisation has thus been accused of 
having a narrow-minded concentration on the agrarian side of the 
production process. To this criticism one could add that the research 
undertaken has also been heavily concentrated on textile trades. This 
tendency, however, also seems to be in a state of mutation. The 
impressive work of David Levine and Keith Wrightson The Making of 
an Industrial Society, carefully discusses industrialisation of the coal 
producing regions of northwestern England.2 The comparative and 
cooperative study of the Swedish and Russian iron industries, which 
this volume emanates from, is another token of the shift in perspective. 

The Idea of Comparison 

The idea of comparison has a firm tradition in the proto-industrial dis
cussion. One of the original hypotheses was that peasant-based com-
modity production expanded in regions with poor soil and a weak 
seigneurial control. Franklin Mendels' study of Flanders, an area with 
scattered landholdings and individual cultivation, has been put forth as 
a prototype. In order to deepen this perspective attempts have been 
made to discuss rural industry in the eastern parts of Europé, which 

1 The literature on this subject is too abundant to be cited here. For an up to date bibli-
ography see, Isacson & Magnusson 1987. Mager 1988. Verley 1991. Florén & Rydén 
1992. 
2 Levine & Wrightson 1991. 
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experienced emerging bonds of feudal control during the 17th and 18th 
centuries, and in regions with a firm tradition of village corporations.3 

These comparisons have, in accordance with the direction of main-
stream proto-industrial research, focused on textile trades. 

The difference between the social structures of Sweden and Russia 
during the 17th and 18th centuries corresponds well to the prototypes 
of peasant and feudal economy that earlier research has contraposed. 
Taking a point of departure not in the textile but in the iron industry 
will develop the comparative approach of industrial structures before 
the industrial revolution. 

Comparison has hitherto dealt exclusively with differences in social 
structures. Our ambition is to add a political sphere to the social. In the 
tradition of proto-industrial research, the role of the state has been 
discussed to a minor extent. It is our conviction that a comparison 
between the iron industries in Russia and Sweden can contribute to an 
improved picture of the role of the state in its relationship to early 
industries. 

The absolutist state emerged earlier in Sweden than in Russia, but 
was more persistent in the latter country. Swedish absolutism, how-
ever, built up an administrative network where central, regional and 
local levels were firmly integrated into a system that was never created 
in Russia. The "modernisation" of Russian administration during the 
first half of the 18th century was, to a large extent, a reformation of the 
central administration while the rest of society remained unchanged.4 

From an 18th century perspective it seems quite natural to choose 
Russia and Sweden as regions for a study of iron industry. After the 
crises of the Walloon and German industries during the 17th century 
and before the expansion of the coke based English industry, these 
countries were the leading producers of iron for the international mär
ket. It would, however, be an exaggeration to assert that what is pre
sented here, is a comparison between the Russian and Swedish indus
tries. There existed profound dissimilarities between different iron 
producing regions within Russia as well as within Sweden. The com
parison is therefore focused on iron production in the Urals in Russia 
and Bergslagen in Sweden. 

3 Kriedte,Medick, & Schlumbohm 198l,p.6. Rudolf 1985. Braun 1990. 
4 Raeff 1983,p.213. 
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The aim is to study the social network of production which, in the 
case of the iron industry, contains work performed by both peasant 
households and skilled workers in proto-factories. The role of the 
state, or more precisely the use of political means, is studied in its rela
tion to the production network as an obstacle or promoter of industrial 
change. The division between argriculture, industry and politics in the 
following texts might seem a bit artificial. It is, however, largely due to 
the division of work in the research group. 
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