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Abstract

The breakdown of the Soviet Union has led to fundamental changes in Russia. New
cultural and economic practices emerged out of the fragments of the collapsed state.
Exploring economic activities in the Russian Far East at street markets and border
crossings, the thesis focuses on new informal economic practices and non-regulated
commercial organizations and seeks to understand the emerging roles of entreprencurs,
organized crime, and the state in post-Soviet Russia. The informal, the non-state, the
illegal, and the gray in contemporary Russia are the subject of this thesis. Questions at
the center of the inquiry are: What are shadow networks, how are they structured, and
how is their social reality to be described? Based on anthropological fieldwork in the
Russian Far East, especially in the port city of Vladivostok, the thesis focuses on large
open-air markets, on so-called shuttle traders, mostly ethnic Russians crossing the
Russian-Chinese border on a regular basis to import cheap goods for local markets, and
on different organized crime groups, which evolved during the transition in the Far East.
The underlying theme of the dissertation is the question of what the elements of stability
in times of rapid economic and social change are. Different forms of shadow economies
have been established in post-Soviet Russia during the last decade and the border
between legality and illegality has become increasingly blurred. Moving beyond the
established legal/illegal dichotomy to distinguish different forms of parallel economies,
the thesis presents an alternative way to differentiate the various forms of shadow
economies. Based on the analysis of social networks and focusing on different qualities
of relational ties, the thesis proposes a methodological and theoretical apparatus to
understand the mechanics and dynamics of informal economic networks more

thoroughly.
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Chapter 1 — Introduction: Reading the urban space

For two hours 1 walked the streets in solitude. Never again have I seen them so. From
every gate a flame darted; each cornerstone sprayed sparks, and every tram came
toward me like a fire engine

Walter Benjamin

1.1 Svetlanskaia

From the window of my apartment you can see the end of the Golden Horn Bay where
freight cranes rake their skeletal arms into the sky and old trawlers are moored at rusty
quays. This part of the harbor remains in unnatural immobility. Nowadays, the formerly
prospering wharf Dalzavod employs only a fraction of its previous workforce. The fires
in the forges have died years ago and the impressive brick smokestacks, which mark the
end of the bay like lighthouses, have cooled down. A ship heaved in dry dock has been
lying there for months now, with no observable changes on its battered hull. The steel
barriers of the dock enclose the ship like coffin walls.

The calmness of the harbor stands in contrast to the buzzing of the street.
Svetlanskaia Street is the central artery of Vladivostok. An endless stream of vehicles
presses every day through the narrow space between the bay and the steep hillsides. The
geographic proximity to the Japanese used-car market has tumbled the city into a
transportation chaos. Too many Japanese vehicles roam the small roads, which were built
for times when it was a privilege to have a car. During rush hour, in the morning and
early evening, the double-lane road is jammed with traffic and the old streetcars have to
find a laborious way through the turmoil. Their heavy pounding on the asphalt regularly
triggers the alarms of the parked cars. The rhythmic thumping of streetcars, the whining

of car engines, and the buzzing sound of alarm systems merges to a roaring sound carpet.
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Against this background, the old Soviet streetcars look like somnambulistic behemoths,
lost in the undertow of modern mobility. Their drivers are almost exclusively women.
Sundays they wear heavy lipstick, pearl necklaces and extravagant hats. Through the
dirty windshields of the streetcars the drivers seem like apparitions from a different time.

Unimpressed by the humming of the traffic artery, an old woman cares for the
flowers in a small bed between my house and the street. She cares affectionately for the
awakening green every day, watering the plants with the help of an old Coca-Cola bottle.
Her back is crooked, her love of flowers unbroken. Time has engraved itself in the faces
of the city’s old dwellers. Sometimes an old woman tries to cross the heavily frequented
street. Her face and eyes show a mixture of bewilderment and repulsion. The bodies and
faces are bearers of history, unlike the housing facades along the streets that are subject
to constant change. Only a week ago, a sign was still hanging above the little grocery
shop around the corner from my apartment. Moloko, milk, advertised the blue neon
letters. Since then, Chinese construction workers stripped and whitewashed the interior
and the shop stands empty now. A red-and-white tent in front of the shop serves as a
provisional sales booth. Coca-Cola is written in big letters on the side. At the corner,
close to the bus stop, pensioners sell pickles, berries and potted plants. At night, street
hookers take over.

The city’s public transportation buses are made in South Korea. The interior is
covered with Korean billboards. Comic strips explain the benefits of clean shirts in the
sweaty world of commuters. Russian pop fills the inside with viscous melodies as the bus
driver skillfully avoids the large potholes in the road’s surface and slowly advances with
jerky movements through the dense traffic. Sometimes it is faster to walk along
Svetlanskaia. It is hot and sultry inside the bus. The passengers are huddled close
together. An old man has sunk on his seat under the weight of alcohol. His empty beer
bottle rolls under the seats, seemingly unnoticed by the fellow passengers.

Art nouveau buildings line up along the street, one after the other. A sign of
modernity, engraved in the facades at the beginning of the last century, a modern dream

in pastel colors. Vladivostok’s turn-of-the-century architecture is a wild mélange of
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different styles: Classic Ionian columns mix with curved Asiatic gable and window
forms, house fronts are crowned with little gothic towers, and exterior brick walls are
ornamented with baroque baubles.

First, the Russian Central Bank and then the headquarters of the Pacific Border
Guard glide by the bus window. Part of the duties of the young recruits on watch is to
maintain the flower beds in front of the entrance portal. On the other side of the road, a
monument for the Far Eastern Merchant Marine rises out of a small park. The merchant
fleet had suffered many casualties through submarine attacks during the Second World
War. The bronze sculpture looks towards the harbor basin of the Golden Horn Bay.
Three sailors are grouped around a cannon. On the bridge of the sinking ship the captain
gives his last orders. An eternal flame burns for the ones lost at sea. Their names are
engraved in brass plates. Gravestones remember each of the sunken' ships, 24 in total.
During military holidays carnations are placed on the plates, always in even numbers.

Young students board at the bus stop “Universitet.” The open door lets fresh air into
the congested space of the bus, and the driver turns up the volume of the music. His
hands are blackened from the coins that pass daily through his hands. He swings the bus
back into the traffic. Inside, it is stuffy again.

The Svetlanskaia has changed tremendously in the course of the last years, almost
like it attained a new face. Perfumeries, barber shops, jewelers, travel agencies, apparel
stores, European fashion, kitchen furniture, super markets, banks, internet cafés,
restaurants, and night clubs — Svetlanskaia Street is the pulsating economic nervous
center of Vladivostok. Freshly renovated facades gleam in bright pastel colors above the
streaming mass of people that stroll on the boardwalks. Only a year ago, construction
teams from North Korea had cobbled the boardwalks. Back then, high heels punctured
the sand; nowadays, they glide effortlessly over the new surface. Colorful signs and
billboards hang above the new shop windows. Slightly reflective, the shop windows have
a peculiar quality: They focus the view on the commodities on display and at the same

time allow the passer-by to see his or her own image mirrored in the glass. Bodies stage
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themselves on the city’s reflecting surfaces and fashion mirrors itself in the display cases.
Svetlanskaia Street is theater stage and consumer space at the same time.

However not everybody keeps up with the new pace of the urban beat. There are the
bodies that were left behind: war veterans, pensioners, the unemployed, and the
homeless. From time to time, their shadows break into the bright mirror world of
consumption. A beggar lies sunk down on the boardwalk. Blood flows out of his nose.
Without stopping for help, the passers-by evade him. An old woman crouches on the
concrete flight of steps of an underpass. Her small hands are folded in prayer above a
wooden icon on her lap. Her gaze is lowered, and all she sees are the legs of the hustling

passers-by; one after the other, in endless repetition.

The breakdown of the Soviet Union has led to fundamental changes in Russia. New
cultural and economic practices emerged out of the fragments of the collapsed state.
Formerly state controlled sectors of the economy faded into the shadows of a new, post-
Soviet economy. Powerful, wealthy individuals, business associations, and their political
partners took control over banking institutions, large industries and natural resource
extraction. For Russia, the 1990s was a decade of informal and illegal marketeering on
all levels of society, on a large scale. During these years, the Russian state partially lost
its monopoly on violence and taxation. Complex networks evolved in the gray zone of
monopolization, asset stripping, shady export schemes, political patronage, and
organized crime. This process ran vertically through the country’s political and economic
life. Spheres of informality grew and expanded in the Russian Federation on all levels:
from high finance in Moscow to the backstreet vendors in Vladivostok.

Privatization of the economy and the rearrangement of state power have produced
pragmatic adaptations to new on-the-ground local realities. The transition period has
evoked creative economic and social answers to commodity shortages, new forms of
labor migration and institutional weaknesses in the new political system. This
dissertation focuses on new informal economic practices and non-regulated commercial

organizations and networks. Exploring economic activities in the Russian Far East at
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street markets and border crossings, 1 seek to understand the emerging roles of
entrepreneurs, organized crime, and the state in post-Soviet Russia. The informal, the
non-stately, the illegal, and the gray in contemporary Russia are the subject of this thesis.

The non-formal has its own peculiar structures. Similar to its legal and state
controlled counterparts, informality and illegality form networks of mutual aid and
cooperation. Questions at the center of my inquiry are: What are shadow networks, how
are they structured, and how is their social reality to be described? The thesis tries to
understand the social and economic fabric of three different types of informal economic
networks.

The relative success and the abundance of non-formal economic networks in the
former Soviet Union and their demonstrated ability in establishing short-term, yet
profitable economic operations raises the question of why these networks partially
replaced state regulated counterparts. The informal economic networks, or shadow
networks, show highly dynamic features and have gone through rapid changes in the last
years. Tracing their evolution(s), documenting how they evolved and subsequently
changed, addresses the very nature of social and economic response mechanisms to rapid
cultural change.

What factors shaped those networks? To answer this question I want to expand an
economic explanation, which sees informal structures as a direct result of the economic
transition period after the breakdown of the Soviet Union, by questioning further how far
locality played a role in forming the specific structures of informal networks. Or framed
in a slightly different way: What roles do (urban) space and (border) locality play in the
formation of shadow networks?

Post-Soviet labor migration and border porosity have created new informal
networks. The Russian Far East is a borderland in multiple ways. The geographic vicinity
to China, Korea and Japan, exposes the region to a variety of influences, commodities
and people alike. Labor migration from the successor states of the Soviet Union,
especially from Central Asia, and the porous border to China added in the last years to

the multi-ethnic mosaic of the region’s urban centers. To gauge these influences on the
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formation of informal networks, I want to address and explore the peculiar geographic
exposure of this borderland and the role locality played in giving those networks their
unique characteristics. Shadow networks have a specific history and geography that ties
them to a physical space. To see how different shadow networks strategically use (urban)
space to their (economic) advantage adds to this understanding. My thesis follows along
the lines of an economic anthropology conscious of the role of border space and locality.
I will gradually develop the ideas of bazaar ecology, ethno-economic niches, borderland
economy, and the geography of informal networks. The fast changing social and
economic environment in post-Soviet Russia demands for a processual view on social
phenomena. Therefore, a special focus will be placed on the intrinsic dynamics of the
observed informal networks. To address the dynamics, flexibilities and adaptabilities of
shadow networks it is important to develop a diachronic view, thus showing in what way
flexible social and economic ties are able to react efficiently to rapid cultural change.

To answer these questions in an adequate and thorough way I develop a detailed and
bottom-up perspective to analyze three informal economies, each constituting different
networks. Based on anthropological fieldwork in the Russian Far East, especially in the
port city of Vladivostok, the thesis focuses on large open-air markets, on so-called shuttle
traders, mostly ethnic Russians crossing the Russian-Chinese border on a regular basis to
import cheap goods for local markets, and on different organized crime groups, which
evolved during the transition in the Far East. To explore and to cast some light into the
shadows I have chosen three different, yet compatible approaches. The first is essentially
a social network approach that looks at the different qualities of relationship ties, which
underscore the specific networks. To see the different shades of gray, to differentiate
various informal networks not only according to their economic specifications, I will
focus on the specific qualities of the social ties interconnecting the individual actors. This
is at the same time a search for the social glue and lubricant of informal relationships.
The second approach focuses on the economy of informal networks. Following classical
Marxist economic theory it asks questions of the economic base of those networks and

the formative role economic incentives played in shaping its structure. Yet, these
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networks are not mere reactions to new economic realities. While being influenced they
shape and organize at the same time their economic base, effect and cause at once. With
the third approach I try to grasp the spatial dimension of informality answering the
question of how a specific space and locality influence and form those networks.
Together, these approaches will constitute an anthropology of economic spaces exploring
niche networks in transition in the gray area of informality.

The underlying theme of the dissertation is the question of what the elements of
stability in times of rapid economic and social change are. The main goal is to draw
attention to various forms of informal networks that represent powerful organizational
strategies in an economically as well as politically fluid environment. Different forms of
shadow economies have been established in post-Soviet Russia during the last decade
and the border between legality and illegality has become increasingly blurred. Moving
beyond the established legal/illegal dichotomy to distinguish different forms of parallel
economies, 1 present an alternative way to differentiate the various forms of shadow
economies. Based on the analysis of social networks and focusing on different qualities
of relational ties, 1 propose a methodological and theoretical apparatus to understand the
mechanics and dynamics of informal economic networks more thoroughly. My fieldwork
in the underbelly of market transformations in Vladivostok and the Russian Far East has
revealed the complexity and dynamics of informal economic structures. Thus the
dissertation provides new answers to the repeatedly posed question: who is strong when

the state is weak?

1.2 Understanding the shadow

Central to my research as well as to this doctoral thesis is the notion of the shadow. The
shadow delineates the gray zone of informal economic practices, which is the

dissertation’s central topic. As every physical shadow, it depends on a light source and an
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object that casts the shadow. I see the informal economic practices 1 describe in the
following chapters as social and economic structures in the shadow of the Russian state.
Yet diverse angles of light produce various lengths and intensities of the shadow, which
further result in different shades of gray. The different perspectives I apply to shadow
economies represent in the dissertation the varying angles of light.

My central argument follows closely Carolyn Nordstrom’s observations and
analyses of shadow networks. Nordstrom applies the term “shadow” to a range of
different networks that she describes in the context of her anthropological fieldwork in
West African war zones.' To capture their underlying qualities, which usually defy a
simple black and white categorization, Nordstrom uses the term ‘shadow’ (rather than
criminal or illegal), “as the transactions defining these networks are not confined solely
to criminal, illicit or illegal activities — but they do take place outside formal state
institutions™ In a similar manner, I make use of the term’s multivocality to capture a
variety of different informal economic practices outside of state control that defy the
simple categorization of the legal or illegal. According to Nordstrom, shadow networks
are peculiar organizational forms that are (1) more formalized and integrated than black
markets, (2) crosscutting international and ethnic boundaries, (3) a compilation of
political, economic and sociocultural forms, (4) set in the frameworks of ‘shadow states’,
and (5) central, instead of marginal to the world’s economies.’ These core features of the
shadow are equally underlying the economic networks, which constitute the topic of this
dissertation. In addition, her approach to render the shadow visible in the context of the
everyday inspired me to apply her method and theory to the Russian Far East.

Different theoretical models have tried to describe the contours of shadow
economies from various perspectives. Ideological, legal, and economic definitions are
attempts at separation and compartmentalization. In these models, clear categories divide

the legal from the illegal, and subcategories of illegality define the different

! Carolyn Nordstrom, Shadows of War: Violence, power, and international profiteering in the twentieth-
first century (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004).
? Carolyn Nordstrom, “Shadows and Sovereigns,” Theory, Culture & Society 17, 4 (2000), 35.
3 .
Ibid., 37.
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compartments of underground economies. I seek not so much to distinguish, but rather
focus on the social ties that underlie different shadow economies. In addition, informal
economies are fluid entities that can incorporate different forms of legal and illegal
conduct on several levels. Most of the shadow economies at the center of my inquiry
fluctuate between zones of legality and illegality. Moving beyond legal/illegal
dichotomies I want to expand the approaches to shadow economies by focusing on social
relationships and networks that underlie those informal economic structures. By
describing several distinct shadow economies in the Russian Far East, I attempt to bring
different shades of gray into the shadow. Interested in the social reality of illegality, my
question is not so much about dividing the shadow, but to explore the social glue
underscoring it. Thus I pose here a double layered question: What is the difference
between various shadow economies and what do they have in common?

In the following chapters 1 try to untangle the complex relationships between
commodity flows, individual actors, and social and economic networks. The physical
locality of those networks in a borderland plays hereby an important role. Thus, my aim
1s to understand more thoroughly the interconnections of commodities, people and
networks in the borderland of the Russian Far East. Although qualitatively and
quantitatively different from each other, 1 subsume different informal economic forms
under the term shadow economies. The reason for choosing diverse economic activities
1s to come to a general understanding of the role of the shadow economy in
contemporary Russia. But what elements constitute a shadow economy? The following
pages address this question and bring some light into the shadows of post-Soviet
informal economies.

Commodities and people are intertwined in complex social networks that are
organized on different principles. These networks, which cross borders and involve a
range of actors on different levels, are difficult to categorize, partially due to their elusive
nature. The shadow networks not only cross national borders, they also transcend
categorical boundaries. The examples showed how blurred the boundary between legality

and illegality actually can be. Shadow economies can run through all levels of society,
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integrating small-scale entrepreneurs on open-air markets as well as businessmen that are
part of the political elite. Illegal goods can be layered in legal commodity flows, as the
cases of smuggling and cross-border trade illustrate.

Different forms of shadow economies have been established in post-Soviet Russia
during the last decade and the border between legality and illegality has become
increasingly blurred and mobile. Moving beyond the established legal/illegal dichotomy
used to distinguish different forms of parallel economies, I present here an alternative
way to look at the various forms of shadow economies. Based on the structure of the
underlying social networks and focusing on different qualities of relationship ties, I
propose here a theoretical approach to understand the mechanics and dynamics of

informal economic networks more thoroughly.

Informal economies have been labeled as gray, underground, colored, shadow, or
second economies, depending on the definitional criteria used to separate them from a
formal economy. The diversity of the labels reflects not only different theoretical
approaches, but also testify to the heterogeneity of informal economies, which can
incorporate a variety of economic activities that can range from the unreported income
from self-employment to the clandestine trade in illegal commodities. Economic,
judicial, and ideological definitions of informal economies have to be distinguished. For
instance, a generally accepted economic definition of the shadow economy is: “All
economic activities that contribute to the officially calculated (or observed) gross
national product but are currently unregistered.” 1 will not discuss here in detail the
differing definitions applied world-wide to various shadow economies, but rather stay
focused on the Russian case. The informal economy in Russia has a long history that
dates back in its modern form to Soviet times. Gregory Grossman has defined in his
prominent article the Soviet Union’s informal economic sector in a legal framework:
“[...] the second economy comprises all production and exchange activities that fulfills at

least one of the following tests: (a) being directly for private gain; (b) being in some

* Friedrich Schneider and Dominik H. Enste, “Shadow Economies: Size, causes, consequences,” Journal of
Economic Literature 38, 1 (2000), 78.
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significant respect in knowing contravention of existing law.”> Other authors, for
instance Maria Los, have adapted a more ideological definition: “The second economy
includes all areas of economic activity which are officially viewed as being inconsistent
with the ideologically sanctioned dominant mode of economic organization.”®

Further attempts have been made to distinguish different contours of the shadow
economy. For instance, Friedrich Schneider and Dominik Enste divide the underground
economy in four sectors: (1) household sector, (2) informal sector, (3) irregular sector,
and (4) criminal sector.” The four categories are based on a differentiation between
production and distribution and output of goods or services. The first two represent self-
sufficient economies, the two others are part of the shadow economy. In another
approach, Louise Shelley distinguished between the legal second economy and the illegal
second economy in the Soviet Union.® The legal second economy includes, for example,
the sale of agricultural products that are raised on private plots or products for sale from
private manufacturing. The illegal second economy, on the other hand, is subdivided by
Shelley into two different realms, an internal and parallel sector. Embezzlement and
diversion within the consumer industry, illegal labor, and corruption are part of the
internal illegal economy, which is closely tied to the state economy. Unlicensed
production and sales (e.g. bootleggers and speculators) or black markets (for goods in
short supplies, or illegal commodities like drugs and contraband) are part of the parallel
illegal economy, separated from the structures of the state economy.

Aron Katsenelinboigen went a step further in distinguishing diverse economies of

»° His color coded

the Soviet Union by establishing a typology of “colored markets.
typology — red, pink, white for legal markets, gray for semi-legal markets, and brown and

black for illegal markets — distinguishes different markets according to the degree of

3 Gregory Grossman, “The ‘Second Economy’ of the USSR,” Problems of Communism 26, 5 (1977), 25.
6 Maria Los, “Introduction,” in The Second Economy in Marxist States, ed. Maria Los (Houndmills:
Macmillan, 1990, 2.

7 Friedrich Schneider and Dominik H. Enste, The Shadow Economy: An internationalsurvey (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2002), 11.

¥ Louise I. Shelley, “The Second Economy in the Soviet Union,” in The Second Economy in Marxist
States, ed. Maria Los (Houndmills: Macmillan, 1990), 11-26.

% Aron Katsenelinboigen, “Colored Markets in the Soviet Union,” Soviet Studies 29, 1 (1977), 62-85.
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legality (legal, semi-legal, and illegal) that characterizes the involved transactions — the
nature of the sold commodity, the source of the commodity, and the method of sale. For
instance, the gray market of privately rented apartments or dachas in the Soviet Union,
was both legal in terms of the offered commodity as well as the source. The only semi-
legal aspect of that specific transaction was that the respective income for the tenant was
not officially reported, thus tax-free. A brown market, according to Katsenelinboigen, is
an informal market that thrives on the scarcity of a certain commodity. Although the
commodity itself is legal, the source and the method of sale range from semi-legal to
illegal. Black markets show similar characteristics, yet include an illegal wholesale
specialist in the transaction, the so-called speculator. This color coding of economic
spheres according to different legal dimensions can be exercised on numerous levels and
also be applied to the shadow economies of contemporary Russia.

For instance, ethnic traders on open-air markets offer legal commodities from a legal
source; only the sale is semi-legal, which would fit into Katsenelinboigen’s gray
economy category. Poaching and the sale of bio-resources fulfill clearly all the illegal
aspects, from the source of the commodity to its sale, thus categorizing it as a black
market. Cross-border shuttle trade presents a more complex case in terms of its
classification. Although all the transactions are actually legal, shuttle trade is used on a
large scale to evade import taxes, thus constituting an illegal act. In addition, shuttle trade
can integrate legal (e.g. import of clothes) and illegal (e.g. smuggling of alcohol) conduct
in one transportation channel.

It is exactly that conceptual fuzziness and indistinct boundary between legal and
illegal conduct, which characterizes many shadow economies. Grossman already pointed
to the blurred boundary between legal and illegal economy in his study of the Soviet
Union’s second economy, and noted the widespread and diverse nature of the second
economy in the Soviet Union, which ranged from diverting goods from state factories to
illicit trade in illegal imports.'® Ferdinand Feldbrugge has also pointed to the

interdependence of the first and second economy in the Soviet Union and proposed a

10 Grossman, “The ‘Second Economy’ of the USSR,” 25.
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five-point typology based on different degrees of interdependence between first and
second economies: (1) largely unconnected; (2) imbalanced competition; (3) balanced
competition; (4) parasitic symbiosis; (5) cooperative symbiosis.'' In addition to the
different degrees of interdependence, the second economy of the Soviet Union was
characterized by a high degree of stratification. Large-scale underground businessmen,
small-scale private businessmen, and small-scale producers all took part on different

. 1
levels in the second economy. '

The point of observation becomes crucial in evaluating shadow economies. From a
state perspective shadow economies are subversive and essentially illegal economies.
However, seen from “below,” from the perspective of the involved actors, things look
different. The inside and outside perspectives on shadow economies can vary
signiﬁcantly.13 Shuttle traders and ethnic entrepreneurs do not see their economic
activities as necessarily illegal, despite operating in a gray legal zone. Itty Abraham and
Willem van Schendel have addressed this problem by hinting at the distinction between

legal and licit, and illegal and illicit respectively:

We build upon a distinction between what states consider to be legitimate
(“legal”) and what people involved in transnational networks consider to be
legitimate (“licit”). Many transnational movements of people, commodities, and
ideas are illegal because they defy the norms and rules of formal political
authority, but they are quite acceptable, “licit,” in the eyes of participants in these

. 1
transactions and flows. '

" Ferdinand J. Feldbrugge, “Government and Shadow Economy in the Soviet Union,” Soviet Studies 36, 4
(1984), 531.

'2 Shelley, “The Second Economy in the Soviet Union,” 23.

" Caroline Humphrey has pointed to the fact that in “Russia, perhaps more than in other countries, people
who engage in activities defined by the state as illegal do not necessary define themselves as criminals.”
See Caroline Humphrey, “Russian Protection Racket and the Appropriation of Law and Order,” in States
and lllegal Practices, ed. J. McC. Heyman (Oxford: Berg: 1999), 199.

14 Itty Abraham and Willem van Schendel, “Introduction: The making of illicitness,” in Illicit Flows and
Criminal Things: States, borders, and the other side of globalization, eds. Willem van Schendel and Iity
Abraham (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2005), 4.
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Taking the blurred borders between illegality and legality into consideration, I move
beyond the legal/illegal dichotomy in my analysis of the informal economic networks. In
the following sections I present a social perspective on shadow networks that will
address more thoroughly the “intimate economies”'” that intertwine commodity flows,
people, social networks, and the state. My focus lies hereby on the social organization of

informality.

The ground of my inquiry into the shadow networks of post-Soviet Russia is not a
single site, but rather composed of a multitude of fields. Due to the comparative nature of
my dissertation, I pursue along the lines of a multi-sited ethnography and follow herein
George Marcus remark that, “[multi-sited ethnography] is an exercise in mapping
terrain.”'® Therefore one of my main goals is to chart the land of the shadow in the
contemporary Russian Far East. | present different ‘maps’ of that terrain, which are at the
same time a guide through the shadow of post-Soviet informal economic practices.
Different locations — open-air markets, a border-crossing to China, and a graveyard —
constitute the entrance to this terrain.

Yet these locations present a shifting ground for the observer. James Clifford has
poignantly observed that, “ethnographies are now written on a moving earth.”'” Others,
stressing rootlessness and alienation, described the predicaments of late capitalism as
rhizomic or even schizophrenic.'® Arjun Appadurai distinguished different streams or

flows along which cultural material may be seen to be moving across national

'3 Ara Wilson uses the term “intimate economies” to emphasize the interlinkages between economic
systems and social life. See Ara Wilson, The Intimate Economies of Bangkok: Tomboys, tycoons, and Avon
ladies in the global city (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004), 9-11.

'S Marcus further claims “that an ethnography of a cultural formation in the world system is also an
ethnography of the system, and therefore can’t be understood only in terms of the conventional single-site
mise-en-scéne of ethnographic research.” See George Marcus, Ethnography through Thick and Thin
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998), 83.

'7 James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth-century ethnography, literature, and art
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988), 23.

'8 Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and schizophrenia (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1987).
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' All of these theoretical approaches try to grasp in different ways

boundaries.
overlapping and constantly moving sets of cultural formations, people and commodities
alike, which seem to characterize a growing global and transnational culture. Flows of
goods and people merge in the shadows of a formal economy; networks form and
dissolve, and intertwine with legal and illegal structures. Willem van Schendel and Itty
Abraham addressed this fluid condition by encouraging researchers to look for the social

embeddedness of these flows;

We need to approach flows of goods and people as visible manifestations of
power configurations that weave in and out of legality, in and out of states, and in
and out of individuals’ lives, as socially embedded, sometimes long-term

processes of production, exchange, consumption, and representation.*

How to depict these flows and networks? I borrow in my approach from the method
of situational analysis that isolates social phenomena by studying social events in
delimited time and space.”’ To capture the nodal points of social phenomena I
specifically focus on social condensations in space. The methodological goal is therefore
to grasp, that is to freeze in motion, flows of people and commodities alike in order to
analyze their configurations. In the words of Clyde Mitchell, my approach consists of,
“the intellectual isolation of a set of events from the wider social context in which they

22
7= 1 focus

occur in order to facilitate a logically coherent analysis of these events.
therefore on events that represent condensed forms of social action, events where flows
of goods and people surface in a visible form and social and economic networks

materialize. For instance, open-air markets represent a condensed social space, where the

' Atjun Appadurai, Modernity at Large: Cultural dimensions of globalization (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1996).

20 Willem van Schendel and Itty Abraham, “Introduction,” in /llicit Flows and Criminal Things: States,
borders, and the other side of globalization, eds. W. van Schendel and 1. Abraham (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 2005), 8.

?! For a detailed description of this approach see, for instance, Alisdair Rogers and Stephen Vertovec, The
Urban Context: Ethnicity, social networks and situational analysis (Oxford: Berg, 1995).

22 J. Clyde Mitchell, “Case and Situational Analysis,” Sociological Review 31 (1983), 187-211.
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flow of commodities and people temporarily surface, thus rendering themselves visible to
the anthropological observer.

My comparative approach to shadow networks is a methodological trade-off. To
allow for a broader perspective I have to sacrifice the ethnographic depth of the
individual case studies to a certain degree. I therefore focus mainly on ‘expert’
informants and their stories. Again, I follow herein Nordstrom’s approach in trying to
understand the shadow economy(s) through the individual, the personal story: “People
walk the shadows, and they tell their stories.“> In a similar way, the backbone of this
dissertation is formed by stories of individual persons, for instance, stories of a spice
seller from Uzbekistan on an open-air market in Vladivostok, a cross-border trader
shuttling merchandise from China to Russia, and a woman from Komsomolsk-na-Amure
who has been part of the ‘family’ of a famous underworld figure.

In my attempt to understand informal economic networks in contemporary Russia I
draw from a variety of sources. I conducted fieldwork in Vladivostok, Komsomolsk-na-
Amure, and in several other locations in Primorskii Krai over a total amount of twelve
months, a one-month period in 2002 and an eleven-months period in 2004.%*
Observations in street-markets and at border-crossings set the stage for my inquiry.
Interviews with market sellers and customers, participants of informal economies, and
‘expert’ informants fill the stage with characters and content. Sources acquired through
archival research comprise the historic background. Research in newspaper archives
supplements information on recent events and captures episodes that span the last ten to
fifteen years. Each case study draws on its own set of methodologies, outlined in more

detail in the respective chapters.

Both in terms of methodology and method of presentation, the dissertation merges

different genres. Ethnography, urban geography, investigative journalism, travelogue,

2 Nordstrom, Shadows of War, 85.

** The first period of fieldwork was supported by the Otto Geist Fund of the Museum of the North,
University of Alaska. The long-term fieldwork was financed by a Dissertation Fieldwork Grant from the
Wenner-Gren Foundation, Grand No. 7095.
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and anthropological analysis each contribute to a reading of the urban space of post-
Soviet Russia. To convey a sense of the urban experience I introduce each chapter with a
vignette. The vignettes are not mere narrative ploys. Besides giving vision, smell, and
sound to the ethnographer’s field, they intend to convey key aspects of the discussed
informal networks. In this approach, I am guided by Walter Benjamin’s explorations of
the urban experience with the help of Denkbilder (thought-images). Benjamin’s short
cityscapes and urban pen-pictures carry the decisive mark of a journalistic reportage. His
urban writings are inhabited by marginal city dwellers and characters from the darker
side of city life. Benjamin’s language is the language of experience and reflects an
extensive exposure to urban life. Categories of modern experience, like “porosity,”
“threshold,” and “shock,” appear repeatedly in Benjamin’s writings. His style reflects
these experiences and has them fundamentally embedded. With his exploration of the
modern cityscape he tries to uncover the relationships between architecture,
commodities, and experience. Along similar lines, 1 explore the relationships between
space, commodities, and informal social networks in the borderland of the Russian Far
East.

My focus on commodity flows has its counterpart in Benjamin’s increased
awareness of the commodity and its pivotal role in modern urban life. I share here his
interest in the minutiae and marginalia of the urban setting. As Graeme Gilloch has
pointed out, Benjamin’s main themes evolve around, “the fragmentation,

2

commodification, interiorization and marginalization of experience.”** From the chaos of
the Neapolitan street market to the department stores of Paris he shows that the modern
city is essentially a site of the commodity. Open-air markets and cross-border trade
routes in the Russian Far East are equally commodified spaces.

Central to Benjamin’s method is the assumption that a city represents a text that is
open to decipherment. Benjamin’s city constitutes a monad that contains within it the

social totality of modernity.?® Architecture plays an important role in Benjamin’s

** Graeme Gilloch, Myth and Metropolis: Walter Benjamin and the City (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1996),
7.
*Tbid., 5.
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cityscapes. Buildings, streets and other urban features exist as a stage for the urban actor.
Details and characteristics of the architectural world are of central importance in
Benjamin’s urban phenomenology. In his essay “Naples,” part travel account, part
sociological analysis, the peculiar architecture of Naples represents a key to
understanding the lively world of this southern Italian city. The building material itself is

a representation of the city’s chthonic character:

As porous as the stone is the architecture. Building and action
interpenetrate in the courtyards, arcades and stairways. In
everything they preserve the scope to become a theater of new,
unforeseen constellations. The stamp of the definitive is

. 2
avoided.”’

Benjamin is not just describing a city. The city itself is an object of philosophical
reflection. The transitory quality of the modern experience is incorporated in his
reflections on the urban environment. Thus, in using Naples as such a background for
philosophical reflection Benjamin expresses the transitory character in the spatio-
temporal categories of ‘porosity’ and ‘transitivity’. Naples’ architecture expresses the
temporal ambiguity between construction and ruin. The temporal transition is
experienced in transitivity, spatial transition in porosity.”® Porosity permeates the whole
city and represents for Benjamin also a characteristic of the private life of Naples’
citizens. The Camorra, Naples domestic Mafia, with its formless power dispersed over
the city and suburbs, depicts the same “spectral feature of porosity.”* The private sphere
is porous, permitting the public to enter at certain thresholds. Private space is flooded by
community life. Kitchens are placed on the streets, balconies present communication

platforms, and courtyards transform into public meeting places: “Buildings are used as a

2" Walter Benjamin, Selected Writings, Volume 1: 1913-1926, edited by Marcus Bullock and Michael W.
Jennings (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996), 416.

2 Howard Caygill, Walter Benjamin: The colour of experience (Routledge: London, 1998), 122.

%% Benjamin, Selected Writings, Volume 1, 414.
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popular stage. They are all divided into innumerable, simultaneously animated theaters.
Balcony, courtyard, window gateway, staircase, roof are at the same time stage and
boxes.”’

In Naples, the interior opens itself on the street. Benjamin applies a dramaturgical
perspective to analyze the city’s bustling life. His approach is essentially an attempt at a
microsociology of space. More than thirty years later, the sociologist Erving Goffman
follows a related approach that focuses on a similar sociological space.*' Envisioning the
city as a theater and society as a stage, Goffmann sets out to explore the microsociology
of everyday communication among urban actors.’” Similar to Benjamin, he draws
attention to the differences in dramaturgical performances of actors according to their
spatial position in the urban environment.

My method to explore the post-Soviet urban space and its informal networks links to
these approaches. A focus on architecture, which includes topographic investigation of
street markets, the spatial exploration of a border region, and the reading of a graveyard,
incorporates the analysis of urban space, commodities, and social networks. The concept
of the borderland underscores hereby the analysis. Border porosity and penetration are
formative characteristics that underlie this study.

Benjamin essentialized the urban experience in his account of Naples in the 1920s.
Likewise, he used the term “mobilization” as a vehicle for his reflections on Moscow:
“The country is mobilized day and night, most of all, of course the party.”® On first
glance the wintry city of 1927 with its street vendors and public life resembles Naples:

Shoe polish and writing materials, handkerchiefs, doll’s

sleighs, swings for children, underwear, stuffed birds, clothes-

30 1.

Ibid., 417.
3! Alan Dawe, “The Underworld-view of Erving Goffmann,” British Journal of Sociology 24 (1973), 246.
32 Erving Goffmann, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (Garden City: Doubleday/Anchor Books,
1959).
33 Walter Benjamin, One Way Street and Other Writings, translated by Edmund Japhcott and Kingsley
Shorter (London: NBL/Verso, 1979), 186.
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hangers — all this sprawls on the open streets, as if it were not

twenty-five degrees below but high Neopolitan summer.>

Benjamin’s Moscow is the city of the NEP, the New Economic Policy, which
allowed for certain private economic initiatives to thwart the chronic food shortages of
war communism. Although street trading under the NEP was not legal, it was
nevertheless tolerated. Hence, “all this goes on silently; calls like those of every trader in
the South are unknown.”*> Again, Benjamin describes a city vibrating with public street
life. Street vendors, racing automobiles, kiosks, and blinding streetlights piercing the
wintry night create the mosaic of a city in constant motion. Benjamin’s urban experience
is characterized by “the complete interpenetration of technological and primitive modes
of life.”*® He witnesses a fusion of modernity and primitivism, of communist future and
peasant past. A similar dissolution of private life as in Naples had happened in Moscow,
but under a different pretext. The architectural and social porosity in Moscow is imposed
upon the city by the party-state.’” The spectral feature of the Neapolitan Mafia has its
Russian counterpart in the all-permeating presence of the party police. Addressing the
unique character of the communist capital and its difference from other European cities
he concludes with a prophecy, the year is 1927: “Should the European correlation of
power and money penetrate Russia, too, then, perhaps not the country, perhaps not even
the Party, but Communism in Russia would be lost.”**

Mobility and porosity are Benjamin’s metaphors for the urban life. Likewise 1 use
these metaphors to address the transitory character of the Russian Far East after the

breakdown of the Soviet Union. The city of Vladivostok is hereby of central importance.

** Ibid., 180-81.

> Ibid., 181.

> Ibid., 190.

*7 Caygill, Walter Benjamin, 125.

3% Benjamin, One Way Street and Other Writings, 196.
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1.3 The narrative

This dissertation constitutes a walk, to be precise, three different strolls and a
historic stride. It is organized around these walks, which in the form of vignettes open up
the central chapters. Together, these vignettes introduce a narrative of state erosion,
border porosity, and criminal penetration. In the course of this work, three different
shadow economies are revealed. The contours and the different shades of the shadow are
the topic of this dissertation. To make the invisible visible I read in the urban landscape.
Stages of my inquiry into the shadow are spatial nodes, where space, people, and
commodities condense — at open-air markets, border crossings, and on a graveyard. The
dissertation is an attempt to shine some light into the shadow that engulfed the economic
sphere of Post-Soviet Russia by focusing on parallel structures in a time of political and
economic transition.

Chapter Two, Tiger and Bear, is a particular history of the Russian Far East and
focuses on the historic roots of the relation between China and Russia and the peculiar
political and economic geography of the Russian Maritime Province, a volatile frontier
province carved off a weakened Chinese Empire in the middle of the 19" century. This
geopolitical move made the Russian Empire’s long harbored dream come true: an
(almost) ice-free port at the Pacific coast. The city of Vladivostok was now Russia’s gate
to the Pacific. Yet Chinese influence was still felt heavily in the region. Especially in the
backcountry, in the valleys and taiga of the Sikhote-Alin mountain range, Chinese
trading guilds, hierarchically organized in powerful brotherhoods, constituted a state
within the state, until the solidification of Soviet rule in the early 1920s. Throughout its
history, Vladivostok was a trading hub for the Russian Far East and Siberia. Especially
during the Russian Civil War the city was a multinational melting pot and a place of
encounter between East and West. After World War 11, it was closed to foreigners and

foreign shipping. Since the breakdown of the Soviet Union, the port city has opened,
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ending Vladivostok’s political, economic and cultural isolation, and is gradually
becoming again an active player in the international Pacific community.

Chapter Three, Urban Illegality, introduces a peculiar economic form characteristic
of many urban centers in the former Soviet Union, especially in the Russian Far East.
Large-scale open-air markets offering consumer goods of mostly Chinese origin, the so-
called “Chinese Markets,” represent a direct answer to the severe economic shortages
after the breakdown of the Soviet Union. New forms of labor migration and commodity
flows emerged and created a space for private entrepreneurial initiatives. These street
markets represent heavily contested arenas of spatial interaction, subject to the constant
(re-) negotiation of economic space. Systematic mapping and the recording of inventories
of several major “Chinese Markets” in Vladivostok present a picture of the spatial layout
of these markets, often described as chaotic and anarchic by scholars and locals alike.
Yet the spatial groupings of foreign traders and their commodities reveal a highly
structured and organized economic sphere, although often on the brink of legality.
Interviews with vendors, suppliers, market administrators, and clients complete the
picture of a complex and condensed niche economy, where different ethnic groups,
occupying marked spatial positions, monopolize whole categories of consumer goods.
Family relationships and ethnic ties play an important role in the transactions among
ethnic entrepreneurs. These entreprencurs rely heavily on each other and form enclosed
groups according to their ethnicity, thus granting them an economic advantage over the
comparatively unorganized Russian traders.

Chapter Four, Eastern Porosity, opens the view on larger networks of informal trade
and trafficking. The breakdown of the Soviet Union fundamentally changed the border
landscapes of Eurasia. On the one hand, new borders were suddenly drawn between the
Russian Federation and the newly independent states in Eastern Europe, Central Asia and
the Caucasus. On the other hand, the old and strictly controlled border between China
and Russia suddenly became porous and permeable for both Chinese and Russians
citizens alike. Focusing on the illegal export of bio-resources from Russia to China and

on a peculiar form of shuttle trade between the two countries, this chapter explores the
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global inter-linkages connecting local markets to larger economic systems and analyzes
different forms of border economies. The export of bio-resources (timber, ginseng, deer
antlers, tiger products, bear paws, frogs, and sea cucumbers) for the Chinese market
constitutes a rising ecological problem for the Russian Far East. At the same time
poaching is often the sole cash-economy opportunity available for backcountry residents.
Chinese demand has created shadow joint ventures between Russian poachers and
Chinese middlemen smuggling the contraband to the neighboring Heilonjang Province.
Following Russian tourist traders, the so-called chelnoki, to China, this chapter explores
the inner workings of business networks under the disguise of tourism. The structural
flexibility inherent in this system makes it extremely adaptable to change and for
individual actors it represents an opportunity for social and economic upward mobility.

Chapter Five, The Harder the Rain, the Tighter the Roof, introduces yet another
parallel institution, which forcefully established itself in the post-Soviet political and
economic sphere. Organized crime is not a new phenomenon in Russia, its historical
roots reaching back to Stalinist times. Yet, recent organized crime in Russia differs
significantly, in quality as well as in quantity, from its predecessors. Using the Russian
Far East, especially the city of Vladivostok, as a case study, I will sketch the evolution in
Russian organized crime during the last fifteen years. In the course of this evolution the
traditional underworld has been slowly but thoroughly replaced by a new generation of
“violent entrepreneurs”. A network-centered approach, tracing interconnections and
animosities between various criminal groups through time, shows that quick reactions to
new market opportunities and ruthless annihilation of opponents are key for successful
entrepreneurship. In addition, powerful political elites have emerged and monopolize
whole sectors of the industry (especially the fishing and shipping business).

Chapter Six, The Social Organization of the Shadow, presents a theoretical synthesis
of the foregoing chapters approaching the pivotal question: why are shadow structures so
prevalent and powerful in post-Soviet Russia? Border porosity and the disintegration of
the state apparatus after the breakdown of the Soviet Union led to fundamental changes

in Vladivostok and the Russian Far East. The influence of transnational flows of goods,
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ideas, and people provoked similar fluid answers. Tourist traders, Chinese merchants,
Central Asian entrepreneurs, and Russian politicians found small niches in the evolving
market economy. Accumulated capital is now reinvested in larger businesses and joint
ventures, especially with Chinese partners. Street markets and organized crime have
fundamentally changed in the last years. The accumulation of capital and economic
consolidation reveal their effect. Street kiosks have moved into newly-build shopping
malls and former criminals turned into politicians and businessmen. Ethnic entrepreneurs
as well as criminal groups tried to control the emerging market and are now transformed
by that same market. Yet economic approaches give only a partial answer. The political
vacuum after the breakdown of the Soviet Union led to the privatization and
compartmentalization of state powers. In the course of these transformations the state has
partially lost its monopoly on violence and taxation. The new shadow structures found
fertile ground in a political and economic environment where trust is scarce and fragile.
To a certain degree, these structures have replaced the state as a sole guarantor of law
and order. Exploring the institutional framework of that environment helps to understand
the reasons for the emergence of extra-state networks and coalitions. The analysis of their
specific social and political foundations explains their persistence. Personal ties, such as
long-term friendships between individual actors, play an important role as foundations of
stable shadow networks. The capacity of these networks to adapt efficiently to rapid
social and economic change and the ability to engage in symbiotic relationships with
state actors and institutions is key to understanding their success. These propositions

raise new questions on the fundamentals of social order.
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Chapter 2 — Tiger and Bear: A particular history of the Russian Far
East

2.1 Coast

It was evident that, sooner or later, with or without the support, or even
against the wish of the Russian government, both banks of this river [Amur], a
desert now but rich with possibilities, as well as the immense unpopulated
stretches of North Manchuria, would be invaded by Russian settlers, just as the
shores of the Mississippi were colonized by the Canadian voyageurs.

Peter Kropotkin

Sikhote-Alin, July 1906, Olga Bay. The group had already been traveling since before
sunrise, following the narrow horse trail through thick stands of reed onto a low ridgeline
covered with alder trees. This late July afternoon brought a warm breeze from the
adjacent sea. Like the days before, during the early afternoon anvil shaped clouds had
formed along the coast and rolling thunder was slightly audible from further inland
where the densely wooded coastal mountain range rose abruptly above tree line.
Surrounded by stands of Mongolian oak, alder, and fern thicket the small detachment
with their pack horses seemed almost lost in the lush deciduous forest. Yet they were all
well versed travelers. Led by the young tsarist officer Vladimir Klavdievich Arsenev,
their journey was one of the first systematic expeditions into the mountainous jungle of
the Russian Far East. Arsenev’s official mission was to conduct scientific and historic
research along the Sikhote-Alin Mountain Range and to explore the headwaters of the

Ussuri and Iman River and to chart the coast north of St. Olga Bay. Under the direct
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orders of the Governor-General Pavel Fedorovich Unterberg, Arsenev equipped and
commanded a small expeditionary force composed of three officers, twelve soldiers from
the 24th Eastern Siberian Gunner Regiment, six Cossacks from the Ussuri-Cossacks
Division, and twenty four pack horses. The group started their journey at the western end
of the mountain range in late May 1906. It was a rainy summer.

After almost a month of travel along the Ussuri River valley they had crossed the
water shed and had finally descended towards the Pacific, to St. Olga Bay. St. Olga was a
small Russian settlement and harbor founded by the crew of a Russian cannon boat,
which escaped from a group of British warships during the Crimean war into the fog-
shrouded bay.

St. Olga had seen better days. Once a prospering outpost of the Russian Empire, St.
Olga was in a stage of decay at the time of the group’s arrival. The population had
dropped visibly: abandoned houses lined the central road, their windows and doors
barred, and the church yard had turned into an overgrown garden. The early settler’s
dream of establishing a vital seaport with city status never materialized. The declaration
of Vladivostok, 300 kilometers to the South, as the principal harbor for Russia’s Pacific
Fleet and its subsequent rise as Russia’s gate to the Pacific in the Far East, had lured
many of St. Olga’s early settlers away.

The former Chinese settlement at the east end of the bay showed similar signs of
abandonment. Large Chinese warehouses still flanked the beach, reminding the travelers
of the regional importance of the former trading post. Chi-myn, Stony Portal, as the
Chinese called this station, was a former trading hub in the Ussuri region. For the
Chinese the natural harbor formed by the protected bay was a perfect place to access the
rich backcountry of the Sikhote-Alin Mountain Range. Only a decade earlier sable pelts,
ginseng, and fresh deer antlers from the Ussuri taiga filled the wooden longhouses along
the pebble beach, ready to be loaded on junks for export to a demanding Chinese market.
In exchange, goods from mainland China made their way through this trading post to

Chinese and native settlements in the remote and wooded valleys of the backcountry.
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The Sikhote-Alin Range, also know under its common name as the Far Eastern
Urals, divides the Maritime Province into two ecological zones that are shaped by the
Asian monsoon system blowing in winter from Siberia and during the summer from the
Sea of Japan. Compared to the western slopes that face inland, the eastern, maritime
slopes are favored with warmer winters and lush vegetation. Deep ravines and valleys
drain the Sikhote-Alin to the East into the Pacific Ocean and to the West into the Ussuri
and Amur River. A deciduous forest covers the lower slopes of the mountains — oaks,
cottonwoods, birches, alders, and maple and walnut trees. In higher altitudes, Korean
cedar and Siberian conifers reach up to alpine tundra. The peculiar climate has created a
habitat for rare species of flora and fauna. Ginseng grows wild in the forest and the
Siberian tiger, the world’s largest cat, lives in the remote parts of the mountains. In the
summer, salmon run the rivers and a warm, seasonal summer current along the coast
allows for sea cucumbers, scallops, sea urchins and a broad variety of fish.

The trail followed a small ridgeline that demarcated the watershed between the Olga
and Vladimirovka River and gave way to a wider track. It had been a small path used by
Chinese hunters to commute between St. Olga and St. Valdimir Bay. In 1906, the trail
was well used and broad enough to accommodate horse carts. Just a year ago, during the
Japanese-Russian war, the Russian cruisers “lzumrud” beached in the shallow Vladimir
Bay and the following extraction of equipment from the abandoned wreck to the
settlement in St. Olga Bay created this upgraded road. The mesmerizing sound of
crickets filled the air while the group found its way through wind torn alders and willows
to the sandy beach lined by granite boulders. Chinese reed thatched huts spread along the
beach. These were seasonal camps of Chinese fishermen, who came here in the summer
to harvest a variety of sea food in the shallow waters of the bay. The remnants of fishing
activities were easily visible. As Arsenev’s group passed along the beach they
encountered large middens of crab hulls and clam shells that pilled high next to the
Chinese huts. Long strands of sea cabbage hung from wooden drying rags. It was not
their first encounter with the Chinese in the region. Throughout their journey, the group

had occasionally come across abandoned camps of Chinese hunters, trappers, and
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ginseng collectors. In the valleys, they had encountered Chinese farmers that cultivated
wheat and opium poppies on the fertile river floodplains.

Arsenev and his group of fellow travelers were among the first Russians to explore
the remote and hardly accessible Sikhote-Alin. Just twenty years earlier, in 1886, the
territory east of the Ussuri River and north of the River Amur had been incorporated into
the Russian Empire. Back then, Chinese settlers had already settled in and had built small
farms and temporary hunting and fishing camps in the valleys and along the coast.
Arsenev’s mission was to map the mountain range and give a general account of the
geography and local population, to chart the terrain and count the resources of the newly
acquired Maritime Province.*

Arsenev was born in St. Petersburg in 1872. After military schooling he served in
Vladivostok’s fortress from 1900 to 1906. From 1906 till 1919 he lived in Khabarovsk.
1906 he embarked on his first expedition to the Sikhote-Alin (see Figure 1); two more
expeditions, in 1908 and 1910, followed. Arsenev published several detailed descriptions
of his journeys, part narrative travelogue, and part ethnographic and geographic
depiction. He became most famous for his account that portrayed his travels with Dersu
Uzala, a native Udhege hunter and Arsenev’s resourceful guide.” Besides collecting
geographic and historic information on his journey, Arsenev had a second agenda. As the
captain of a reconnaissance unit of the Tsarist Army his main goal was to survey the
coast for potential landing points of an anticipated Japanese invasion and to evaluate the

region for future settlements by Russian colonists.*’

** As in other colonial endeavors, state building was closely connected to map making, as Michael Taussig
has pointed out, “The map was preeminently an emblem of statehood; to make the map was to make the
state — in an act that appeared to be one of domesticating the chaos of nature and obtaining some leverage
over dense inwardness of local knowledges concerning geography, topography, chorography, flora and
fauna.” Michael Taussig, My Cocaine Museum (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2004), 198.

0 Vladimir K. Arsenev, Po Ussuriskomy kraiiu: Puteshestvie v gornuiu oblast’ Sikhote-Alin (Vladivostok:
Knizhnoe Delo, 1921); and Vladimir K. Arsenev, Dersu Uzala: Iz vospominanii o puteshestvii po
Ussuriskomu Kraiiu i 1907 g. (Vladivostok: Izdatelstvo Svobodnaia Rossiia, 1923). Akira Kurosawa
directed and produced the movie Dersu Uzala in 1975, which is tightly based on these travel accounts.

! Aleksei D. Nesterenko, and Maia M. Kulesh, Ekonomika Rossiiskogo Dal 'nego Vosotka v XX stoletii
(Vladivostok: Izd-vo DVGAELU, 2002), 42.
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Figure 1: Vladimir Arsenev’s Sikhote-Alin Expedition in 1906
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During the mid-nineteenth century, the Russian expansion into the Russian Far East
commenced under Nikolai Muravev, the Governor-General of Eastern Siberia from 1847
to 1861. Shortly before, in 1821, Irkutsk had become the first capital of the Russian Far
East. From the Siberian city at the southern end of Lake Baikal, the first waves of settlers
moved to the East and established trading posts and small settlements along the lower
Amur River as early as 1849. Muravev used the pretext of the looming Crimean war with
Britain and its allies to get a hold of the Amur.** In 1854 and 1855 Muravev sent two
expeditionary forces downriver to support the settlements and ports in Kamchatka. The
following years saw an increase of settlements along the river, on land which was legally
still Chinese territory. Because Russia did not possess any title to the land, Muravev’s
settlement policy led to an extra-legal situation of the Amur communities. Fortunately for
the Governor-General, the Chinese Empire was in a state of disarray. Weakened by the
first (1842) and second (1857-58) Opium war, China was unable to defend its territorial
integrity at its north-eastern border. Equipped with an armed steam boat, Muravev
showed the use of force to the Manchu governor Yi Shan as he anchored in front of the
city of Aigun (modern day Heihe, across the River Amur from Blagoveshchensk) and
pressed him for concessions. Muravev’s cannon boat politics proved to be successful and
resulted in the Treaty of Aigun on May 16, 1858 [May 28, Gregorian calendar]. The
treaty demarcated clear territorial divisions and provided Russia with exclusive use rights
of the territories that were lost to Imperial China at the Treaty of Nerchinsk in 1689. The
Treaty of Aigun set the backdrop for Chinese and Russian economic activities in the
Amur region for the years to come and clarified the citizen status of the local population.

Due to the political and economic importance of the treaty, I cite here in full:

L.
The left bank of the Amur River, starting from the Argun River to the

estuary of the Amur River, shall be the prOperty of the Russian State. The
right bank, down to the Ussuri River, shall be the property of the Tai-jing

2 G. Patrick March, Eastern Destiny: Russia in Asia and the North Pacific (Westport: Praeger, 1996), 125.
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State. Places and lands from the Ussuri River to the sea, until the border
between two states is established, shall be owned jointly by the Tai-jing
and Russian States. Only ships owned by the Tai-jing and Russian States
shall be allowed on the Amur, Sungari and Ussuri Rivers. Ships belonging
to any other states are prohibited from taking these rivers. The Manchu
people living on the left bank of the Amur River, from the Zeya River
southwards to the village of Hormolzin, shall remain for ever at their
places of residence under the governance of the Manchu authorities and
be protected from abuse by the Russian people
2.
To foster mutual friendship between subjects of the two states those living
along the Ussuri, Amur and Sungari Rivers shall be allowed to trade with
cach other while the governors on both banks shall encourage trade
between the two states.
3.

What Muravev, Governor-General by appointment to the Russian State,
and Yi Shan, Amur Commander-in-Chief by appointment to the Tai-jing
State, have established by common sense shall be effected to the letter and
be inviolable for ever. Muravev, Governor-General of the Russian State
has written in the Russian and Manchu languages and gave it to Yi Shan,
Commander-in-Chief of the Tai-jing State. Yi Shan, Commander-in-Chief
of the Tai-jing State, has written it in the Manchu and Mongolian
languages and gave it to Muravev, Governor-General of the Russian State.
What has been written here shall be made known to frontier people of the

two states. The city of Aigun, May 16, 1858. 3

This document and the Treaty of Beijing, which followed two years later on November 2,

1860 [November 14] and that ratified the territorial expansion of Russia east of the

# Cit. in Vladimir Trovimov, Staryi Viadivostok (Vladivostok: Utro Rossii, 1992), 20.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



32

Ussuri River, marked the end of a long dispute of Russia’s role and expansion in the Far
East (see Figure 2). Russia slowly consolidated its power in the Amur and Ussuri region
bordering the Chinese Empire. During the 1860s, an increasing amount of Cossack
groups and Russian settlers moved into the Amur and Primore Region and soon
outnumbered the local indigenous population. ** However, they were not the first people
that advanced into that area. Chinese fishermen and farmers had already founded villages
along the coast and in the fertile valleys of the Amur and Ussuri River before Russian
sailors discovered the natural harbor of Vladivostok on July 11, 1855.*® Camps of
ginseng-collectors and fugitives were spread in the mountainous forest of the Sikhote-
Alin Range. Chinese merchants were strongly involved in trade with the indigenous
population, exchanging hunting equipment, food supplies, alcohol, and opium for
ginseng, panty (antler-in-velvet), and furs (mainly sable).

The opening of China after the Opium wars, and Japan’s opening to western trade in
the mid-nineteenth century, promised for the Russian Far East a bright commercial
future, with the River Amur as its main artery and Nikolaevsk, at the mouth of the river,
as its hub.*® It was a time for dreamers and visionaries. For instance, having the
successful colonization of the American West as a role model in mind, the anarchist
Peter Kropotkin compared the Cossacks in the Russian Far East with the Canadian
voyageurs on the Mississippi.* Muravev himself referred to Nikolaevsk as the San
Francisco of the Russian Far East, a claim Nikita Khrushchev shall make again in 1954,
although this time having another city in mind: Vladivostok the future capital of the

Primore region.*®

* Amurskaia Oblast’ (Region) and Primorskii Oblast’ were part of the Priamur Governor-Generalship,
which in the 19th century encompassed the entire Russian Far East. Primorskii Oblast or short Primore
literally means ““against the sea,” and is commonly translated as Maritime Province. Today, the area of
Amurskaia and Primorskii Oblast’ includes the administrative regions of Amurskaia Oblast’, Evreiskaia A.
0., Khabarovskii Krai, and Primorskii Krai.

%5 Lothar Deeg, Kunst & Albers Wladiwostok: Die Geschichte eines deutschen Handelshauses im
russischen Fernen Osten (1864-1924) (Essen: Klartext-Verlag, 1996), 51.

% Mark Bassin, Imperial Visions: Nationalist imagination and geographic expansion in the Russian Far
East, 1840-1865 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 146.

“7 Pyotr A. Kropotkin, Memoirs of a Revolutionist (New York: Dover, 1971), 205.

8 Bassin, Imperial Visions, 170.
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