Alexander II’s Reforms: a summary

1. Alexander began his reign by:

· Stopping army recruitment

· Relaxing censorship

· Releasing Decembrists still in prison or in exile

· Lifting restrictions on foreign travel

2. Emancipation of the serfs in 1861

· Landowners were compensated by the state on a high valuation of the land

· Freed serfs had to pay redemption taxes over 49 years @ 6% interest

3. Army reforms

· Military colonies were abolished

· Length of service reduced from 25 to 6 years

· Training and discipline were improved

4. Local government reforms

· Creation of new local government bodies called zemstvos (pl. zemstva) to run public health, prisons, roads, famine relief, agriculture and primary education.

· But, they were invariably underfunded and the police remained answerable to the Ministry of the Interior.

· However, they did provide opportunities for people to become involved in political life.

5. Legal reforms

· Juries were introduced, courts opened to the public; and judges better paid.

· Political cases, however, were dealt with separately.

· The new courts enjoyed great freedom of expression and law became a popular career option for the rising intelligentsia.

6. Censorship and the Press

· Russia’s 6 newspapers and 19 periodicals rose to 66 and 156 respectively within a decade.

7. Education

· Private schools teaching “dangerous” subjects such as history grew.

· Improvements in literacy rates and primary education.

· Universities were liberalised; students could travel abroad; and were not under surveillance when off campus.

8. Economic reforms

· Industrial development occurred but only slowly. Coal and oil production, however, developed massively under Alex II.

· The peasant market was still very fragile and transport a huge limitation. 

· Finance remained pretty much untouched. 

9. The nationalities

· Growing national consciousness in Europe in the 19th C affected Russia too and Alexander relaxed many controls and restrictions on Ukrainians, Finns, Poles, and Jews.

10. Political reform

· This was effectively a no go area for Alexander. His father, Nicholas I, on his death bed had famously told him, “Hold onto everything.” And he did! 

· His autocratic powers remained intact. Indeed his motivation for reform from above had been principally to prevent revolution from below.

The end of the reforms

· By the mid-60’s his reforms pretty much ground to a halt. Following an assassination attempt on his life, his enthusiasm for reform dissipated and a long period of reaction set in that was to be continued even more fiercely by his son, Alexander III after his (Alexander II’s) assassination in 1881.

