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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation explores the issue of fugitive peasants by focusing primarily on the 

Volga-Urals region of Russia and situating it within the broader imperial population policy 

between 1649 and 1796. In the Law Code of 1649, Russia definitively bound peasants of all 

ranks to their official places of residence to facilitate tax collection and provide a workforce for 

the nobility serving in the army. In the ensuing century and a half, the government introduced 

new censuses, internal passports, and monetary fines; dispatched investigative commissions; and 

coerced provincial authorities and residents into surveilling and policing outsiders. Despite these 

legislative measures and enforcement mechanisms, many thousands of peasants left their 

localities in search of jobs, opportunities, and places to settle. While many fugitives toiled as 

barge haulers, factory workers, and agriculturalists, some turned to brigandage and river piracy. 

Others employed deception or forged passports to concoct fictitious identities, register 

themselves in villages and towns, and negotiate their status within the existing social structure. 

Although officially unwilling to tolerate illicit migration, the Russian state often exhibited 

pragmatism and flexibility in practice, changing the status of runaway peasants who worked at 

important commercial sites in the Urals and Astrakhan or who defended the country’s frontiers. 

Overall, this dissertation demonstrates how the issue of peasant flight influenced not only the 

process of state formation but also relations between different members of early modern Russian 

society.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

On January 29, 1649, the Assembly of the Land (Zemskii sobor) completed deliberations 

and editorial work on the Sobornoe Ulozhenie, which was to become the primary law code of 

Russia for almost two hundred years. The final version was drafted and accepted in just over six 

months, and two editions of 1,200 copies each went into circulation by the end of the year. Not 

only did the Ulozhenie constitute an impressive compilation of provisions from foreign and 

Russian legal codices, but it also included a significant number of newly drafted provisions, 

designed to respond to the changes in Muscovy’s social, economic, and political climate. In total, 

twenty-five chapters, further split into 967 articles, addressed different issues including, but not 

limited to, blasphemy, military service, populated estates, monetary fees, townsmen’s status, 

taverns, prisoners, and brigandage. Crucially, in 111 articles, the Ulozhenie paid close attention 

to the legal position of the peasantry within the Muscovite state, and Chapter 11, “The Judicial 

Process for Peasants,” represented the culmination of their bondage to land and resultant 

enserfment, a process that had taken over 150 years.1 

Scholars are well familiar with this watershed event in Russian history. It resulted in the 

emergence of the institution of serfdom, whose evolution and whose influence on the 

development of the Russian Empire has remained an issue of debate among historians since the 

latter half of the nineteenth century. The immediate preoccupation of Chapter 11 of the 

Ulozhenie, however, was not with serfdom but with peasant men and women’s illegal departures 

                                                 
1 For the discussion of how the Law Code of 1649 was compiled and drafted, see A.G. Man’kov, Ulozhenie 1649 

goda. Kodeks feodal’nogo prava Rossii (Leningrad: Akademiia nauk SSSR, 1980), 39–57, 93–94; M.N. 

Tikhomirov, “Sobornoe Ulozhenie i gorodskie vosstaniia serediny XVII v.,” in Sobornoe Ulozhenie 1649 goda. 

Uchebnoe posobie dlia vysshei shkoly, ed. M.N. Tikhomirov and P.P. Epifanov (Moscow: Moskovskii universitet, 

1967), 5–26; Richard Hellie, “Early Modern Russian Law: The Ulozhenie of 1649,” Russian History 15 (1988): 

155–79. 



2 

 

from crown, church, and seigniorial landholdings.2 It was a practical set of guidelines on how 

state officials and serf-owners were to resolve cases of runaway peasants so that they could 

continue to fulfill their roles as land cultivators and taxpayers. While concerned with legal 

resolutions, the Ulozhenie also outlined several destinations, wither many runaways moved after 

leaving their official localities. 

At the core of this dissertation stands the examination of how these intertwined processes 

– the state’s drive for social control and illegal peasant migration – unfolded between 1649 and 

1796 in the Volga-Urals region of the Russian Empire. Particularly, it explores the convoluted 

relations between the state, nobility, fugitive peasants, and their harborers. On the one hand, this 

study demonstrates that the regulation and enforcement of restrictions on geographic mobility 

was one of the central characteristics of the tsarist population policy. On the other, it reconstructs 

a variety of runaway peasants’ experiences and seeks to understand how they lived, worked, and 

interacted with other members of society within the socioeconomic and legal frameworks of the 

Russian state in the early modern period. 

While investigating these broad issues, the dissertation advances two major arguments. 

The first is concerned with the effects of peasant enserfment on the relations between the state 

and runaway peasants. Although the Ulozhenie bound peasants of all ranks to the land in theory, 

the Russian state continued to issue minor decrees that addressed individual and collective 

instances of peasant flight, and major laws that aimed at clarifying the legal framework and 

enhancing the enforcement of restrictions on geographic mobility in practice. Attention to the 

                                                 
2 The names of some categories of peasants changed during the period under consideration. In the seventeenth 

century, crown peasants belonged to the tsar’s family; church peasants, also referred to as monastic and patriarch 

peasants, were owned by the Church. Seigniorial peasants or serfs belonged to secular landholders. In the North of 

Russia, there were also the so-called black-land peasants. In the eighteenth century, the black-land peasants, along 

with some other rural categories, became known as state peasants, who were governed directly by an office of the 

central government. Other categories remained mostly unchanged. 
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issue of enforcement demonstrates that the actual process of attaching the rural population to the 

land spanned over a hundred years and required the establishment of new and improved means 

of control, such as population censuses and internal passports, and the delegation of additional 

authority to the nobility, as overseers on their estates. The changes manifested themselves during 

the reign of Empress Elizabeth in the 1750s, and Catherine the Great further consolidated the 

system of enforcement by granting more power to the provincial authorities during the latter half 

of the eighteenth century. At the same time, the Russian state exhibited a great deal of 

pragmatism and flexibility in dealing with runaway peasants, who ended up in frontier regions 

and at important economic sites. Instead of following the law to the letter, provincial 

administrators and entrepreneurs succeeded in advancing their interests in St. Petersburg in order 

to harness the economic and military potential of the fugitives. Through the exploration of these 

seemingly contradictory approaches, the dissertation questions the traditional view of the 

Russian state as weak and ineffective, suggesting instead that it was capable of mobilizing 

human resources when and where it needed.3 

By investigating the issue of mobility control, this dissertation also creates a more holistic 

image of the interplay between the state and the peasantry, an image that encompasses all rural 

categories, not only serfs. While roughly a little over half of the peasants lived under the 

seigniorial domain, the other half dwelled on the state, court, and church estates. The latter, 

however, have received considerably less attention in the recent scholarship.4 Importantly, a 

                                                 
3 Richard Pipes, Russia under the Old Regime (New York: Scribner, 1974), 114–15; Marc Raeff, The Well-Ordered 

Police State: Social and Institutional Change through Law in the Germanies and Russia, 1600-1800 (New Haven 

and London: Yale University Press, 1983), 217; Marc Raeff, Understanding Imperial Russia: State and Society in 

the Old Regime (New York: Columbia University Press, 1984). 
4 Among the most recent studies of serfdom, see Tracy K. Dennison, The Institutional Framework of Russian 

Serfdom (Cambridge, UK and New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011); Tracy Dennison, “Did Serfdom 

Matter? Russian Rural Society, 1750-1860,” Historical Research 79, no. 203 (2006): 74–89; Steven L. Hoch, 

Serfdom and Social Control in Russia: Petrovskoe, a Village in Tambov (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1986); Roger P. Bartlett, “Serfdom and State Power in Imperial Russia,” European History Quarterly 33, no. 1 
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reading of state laws and court cases points out that in terms of illegal migration, only minor 

differences existed among peasants of all ranks throughout the second half of the seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries. The Russian state was concerned much less with particular peasant 

categories than with keeping them in their places of registration. As Isabel de Madariaga 

cautions us, rather than tear from each decree the line or the paragraph relevant to the social 

category, we need to study decrees as a whole, “as the expression of the government’s policy in 

relation to a problem seen as a whole, in terms of all estates (emphasis in the original).” In the 

stratified society of the ancien régime, social estates and social groups did not exist in isolation, 

but formed a veritable mosaic.”5 This observation pertains not only to laws but also to archival 

cases, in which the stories of state, court, and church, peasants are no less visible than those of 

serfs, even though the latter represents an undoubtedly larger share. 

The second and more important argument concerns the issue of fugitive peasants in 

Russia and the scholarly understanding of flight as an expression of resistance. It is generally 

acknowledged that a narrative of resistance presupposes an antagonism between two sides, in 

which one side dominates through social and economic exploitation and maintenance of 

hierarchical inequality, and the other combats this domination using various active (uprisings and 

rebellions) or passive (foot-dragging, arson, and flight) means. In the case of eighteenth-century 

Russia, the state evidently perceived unauthorized population movement as the violation of the 

law that often led to an increase in crime and undercut its capacity to collect taxes and carry out 

military drafts. The meaning of illegal migration for peasants themselves is, however, more 

                                                 
(January 2003): 29–64; David Moon, “Reassessing Russian Serfdom,” European History Quarterly 26, no. 4 

(1996): 483–526; Alessandro Stanziani, “Russian Serfdom: A Reappraisal,” Ab Imperio 2014, no. 2 (September 3, 

2014): 71–99; Elise Kimerling Wirtschafter, Russia’s Age of Serfdom 1649-1861 (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2008). 

Other rural categories are usually included only in overview studies, see David Moon, The Russian Peasantry, 1600-

1930: The World the Peasants Made (London and New York: Longman, 1999).  
5 Isabel de Madariaga, “Catherine II and the Serfs: A Reconsideration of Some Problems,” The Slavonic and East 

European Review 52, no. 126 (January 1974): 39. 
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challenging to discern. A reading of interrogation records testifies to the general recognition 

among peasants by the early 1700s that running away was unlawful. But the questions remain as 

to why they escaped and what they hoped to achieve. Through a careful analysis of court cases, I 

argue that rather than resist against the dominating state and elites, runaway peasants sought to 

make concrete improvements in their lives by negotiating their social and economic standing 

within the existing regime. They looked for possible ways to earn money or achieve upward 

social mobility. Their actions and motives were, in fact, not that different from those of migrants 

in our contemporary world, although living in the sociolegal framework of early modern Russia 

certainly shaped the experience of fugitive peasants in particular ways. Even when fugitives’ 

“unruly behavior” did challenge the state, resistance was hardly the intent in most cases. 

In developing these arguments, I engage with the existing scholarship on peasant flight in 

Russia. This scholarship is astoundingly uneven, with the vast majority of articles and book 

chapters focused on the half a century after the promulgation of the Law Code of 1649. Produced 

mostly by Soviet historians, these works explore peasant flight as a response to the completion of 

population enserfment, and document in great detail both the state efforts at its suppression and 

the never-ending discontent of rural masses.6 Arkadii Man’kov’s books on the development of 

serfdom in the latter half of the seventeenth century represent the culmination of the Soviet 

                                                 
6 A.A. Novosel’skii, “Pobegi krest’ian i kholopov i ikh sysk v Moskovskov gosudarstve vtoroi poloviny XVII 

veka,” Trudy instituta istorii 1 (1926): 327–54; A.A. Novosel’skii, “Otdatochnye knigi beglykh, kak istochnik dlia 

izucheniia narodnoi kolonizatsii na Rusi v XVII veke,” Trudy istoriko-arkhivnogo instituta 2 (1946): 127–54; A.A. 

Novosel’skii, “K voprosu ob ekonomicheskom sostoianii beglykh na iuge Moskovskogo gosudarstva v pervoi 

polovine XVII v.,” Istoricheskie zapiski, no. 16 (1945): 58–64; N.A. Baklanova, “Dela o syske beglykh krest’ian i 

kholopov kak istochnik dlia istorii tiaglogo sel’skogo naseleniia v Povolzh’e vo vtoroi polovine XVII v.,” Problemy 

istochnikovedeniia 9 (1963): 307–21; I.A. Bulygin, “Beglye krest’iane Riazanskogo uezda v 60-e gody XVII v.,” 

Istoricheskie zapiski 43 (1953): 131–49; L.G. Zanicheva, “Krest’ianskie pobegi vo vtoroi polovine XVII v. (po 

materialam syska G.S. Isupova v Meshcherskom krae),” Ezhegodnik po agrarnoi istorii Vostochnoi Evropy 1964 

god, 1966, 231–39; T.I. Smirnova, “Pobegi krestian nakanune vystupleniia S.T. Razina,” Voprosy istorii, no. 6 

(1956): 129–131. 
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scholarship on the issue of fugitive peasants, providing us with both a synthesis of previous 

studies and his own extensive analysis of Muscovite legislation.7 

By contrast and for unclear reasons, the eighteenth century has evoked much less interest 

among scholars. Prerevolutionary historians Vasilii Semevskii and Viktor Snezhnevskii sketched 

the general image of flight in the reigns of Catherine the Great and Emperor Paul. The piece by 

Snezhnevskii is particularly valuable because of the author’s ability to draw on rich archival 

repositories in Nizhnii Novgorod.8 It might seem natural that Soviet historians would not miss 

the opportunity to reinterpret the phenomenon of peasant flight as an expression of the ongoing 

class struggle during the empire’s first century, but they, surprisingly, published only a few 

works, limited in scope, on the topic. Evgenii Anisimov and Natalia Kozlova focused on the 

years of the first population census (1719-1724). While Anisimov explored how “the struggle 

against fugitives” fit into Peter the Great’s measures to organize and mobilize the population, 

Kozlova looked into fugitive peasants’ profiles and living conditions.9 Pelageia Alefirenko 

examined the issue of flight within “the growing peasant movement” in the 1740s and 1750s and 

focused on the participation of fugitives in “the partisan groups” against the landlords and the 

state.10 Tamara Mamsik investigated the specifics of peasant flight in the ascribed village in 

Western Siberia and emphasized that it was “a social phenomenon” driven by exploitation and 

                                                 
7 A.G. Man’kov, Razvitie krepostnogo prava v Rossii vo vtoroi polovine XVII veka (Moscow and Leningrad: 

Akademiia nauk SSSR, 1962). Man’kov provided a more balanced analysis of the same issues in A.G. Man’kov, 

Zakonodatel’stvo i pravo Rossii vtoroi poloviny XVII v. (St. Petersburg: Nauka, 1998). 
8 V.I. Semevskii, Krest’iane v tsarstvovanie Imperatritsy Ekateriny II, 2nd edition, vol. 1 (St. Petersburg: 

Tipografiia M.M. Stasiulevicha, 1903); V.I. Snezhnevskii, “K istorii pobegov krepostnykh v poslednei chetverti 

XVIII i v XIX stoletiiakh,” in Nizhegorodskii sbornik, ed. A.S. Gatsiskii, vol. 10 (Nizhnii Novgorod, 1890), 517–95. 
9 N.V. Kozlova, Pobegi krest’ian v Rossii v pervoi treti XVIII veka (Moscow: Moskovskii universitet, 1983); 

Evgenii V. Anisimov, Podatnaia reforma Petra I: vvedenie podushnoi podati v Rossii 1719-1728 gg. (Leningrad: 

Nauka, 1982). The book’s chapter on peasant flight was translated into English, E.V. Anisimov, “The Struggle with 

Fugitives during the Reform Period,” trans. Hugh F. Graham, Soviet Studies in History 28, no. 1 (Summer 1989): 

59–77. 
10 P.K. Alefirenko, Krest’ianskoe dvizhenie i krestianskii vopros v 30-50kh godakh XVIII veka (Moscow: Akademiia 

nauk SSSR, 1958). 



7 

 

socioeconomic inequality in the latter half of the century.11 Because none of these studies covers 

the entirety of the eighteenth century, they do not allow us to understand how the dynamics 

between the Russian state and fugitive peasants evolved and changed during the period under 

consideration. But, if utilized together with studies of migration and serfdom, this scholarship 

provides a sufficient historiographical and empirical base for this dissertation project. 

In contrast to the Russian-language scholarship, historians writing in other languages 

have only used individual archival cases of runaways and produced several analytical syntheses 

but rarely approached the issue of peasant flight as the central focus of an investigation.12 Of 

particular interest are the works by Christoph Schmidt and Nancy Kollmann, who paid attention 

to the problem of fugitives within their broader studies of criminality and social control in early-

modern Russia.13 Most recently, Alessandro Stanziani has ventured to question the existence of 

serfdom as such, noting that peasants never stopped moving and changing their places of 

residence, unfortunately offering little evidence to support his broad claim.14 In addition to 

demonstrating a substantial scholarly interest in the issue of peasant flight, all these works 

indicate a certain lack of clarity and understanding regarding the place of illegal peasant 

migration in the development of Russia. 

                                                 
11 T.S. Mamsik, Pobegi kak sotsial’noe iavlenie: pripisnaia derevnia Zapadnoi Sibiri v 40-90-e gody XVIII 

(Novosibirsk: Nauka, 1978). 
12 Moon, Russian Peasantry, 254–62; Peter Kolchin, Unfree Labor: American Slavery and Russian Serfdom 

(Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1987), 278–91; Arcadius Kahan, The Plow, the Hammer, and the Knout: An 

Economic History of Eighteenth-Century Russia (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1982), 72–77. 

Unfortunately, only few original, archival-based publications in English have been published so far, but they fall 

outside the period under consideration: Brian Davies, “The Recovery of Fugitive Peasants from Muscovy’s Southern 

Frontier: The Case of Kozlov, 1636-1640,” Russian History 19, no. 1 (1992): 29–56; David Moon, Russian 

Peasants and Tsarist Legislation on the Eve of Reform: Interaction of the Peasants and Officialdom 1825-55 

(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1992), chapter 2. 
13 Christoph Schmidt, Sozialkontrolle in Moskau: Justiz, Kriminalität und Leibeigenschaft, 1649-1785 (Stuttgart: 

Steiner, 1996); Nancy Shields Kollmann, Crime and Punishment in Early Modern Russia (Cambridge and New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 2012). 
14 Alessandro Stanziani, Bondage: Labor and Rights in Eurasia from the Sixteenth to the Early Twentieth Centuries 

(New York: Berghahn Books, 2014). 
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This dissertation also draws upon recent methodological advances on the issue of 

resistance made by anthropologists and scholars of subaltern studies. In his influential study, 

James Scott views peasant flight as one of “the weapons of the weak.” Scott’s focal point is that 

in these acts of everyday resistance, it becomes possible to witness the struggle of the masses to 

achieve substantial social change in the future. Peasants and other dominated groups were 

constantly aware of class-based injustices that forced them to resist regardless of whether they 

did so consciously or unwittingly.15 For a historian well acquainted with the Marxist scholarship, 

Scott’s approach does not appear very different from the arguments of his Soviet colleagues. As 

one of his critics, Matthew Gutmann, noted, Scott essentially changed the focus from overt 

instances of insubordination, elevated by the Marxist-Leninist school, to everyday, even if 

somewhat futile, struggle.16 Anthropologist Sherry Ortner criticized another aspect of Scott’s 

concept, his belief in the class consciousness that unites all the oppressed and preprograms them 

to resist. Instead, Ortner argues for the need to write “thick” studies of resistance that portray the 

complex dynamics on the ground and that recognize “the ambiguity of resistance and the 

subjective ambivalence of the acts for those who engage in them.”17 

As we will see below, the question of runaway peasants’ intentions and motives in Russia 

is indeed significant, and they should be treated not as fixed but as changing because of different 

contexts and runaways’ interactions with other members of society. While considering the issue 

of human agency and ability to implement change, we should be aware of historical, social, 

cultural, and economic settings that might result in the outcome quite different from what the 

                                                 
15 James C. Scott, Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance (New Haven and London: Yale 

University Press, 1985); James C. Scott, Domination and the Arts of Resistance: Hidden Transcripts (New Haven 

and London: Yale University Press, 1990). 
16 Matthew C. Gutmann, “Rituals of Resistance: A Critique of the Theory of Everyday Forms of Resistance,” Latin 

American Perspectives 20, no. 2 (Spring 1993): 74–92. 
17 Sherry B. Ortner, “Resistance and the Problem of Ethnographic Refusal,” Comparative Studies in Society and 

History 37, no. 1 (January 1995): 175. 
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historical actor planned. As Anton Blok acutely remarked, “plans and intentions, efforts and 

implementations are mediated, refracted, thwarted, distorted, transformed by powerful cultural 

forces, human interdependencies, contingencies, imponderabilia, and chance.”18 Or in the words 

of the popular Russian peasant saying: “man proposes but God disposes” (chelovek 

predpolagaet, a Bog raspolagaet). This observation directly applies to various life trajectories 

available to fugitive peasants who departed with one plan in mind but were often forced to adjust 

and modify their course of action in practice. 

If we can see ambiguity and ambivalence in the actions of peasants and assume that a 

variety of motives stimulated them to move, the question arises as to whether we should analyze 

their geographical movement as flight or something closer resembling migration. Introducing an 

edited volume on migration and history, Jan and Leo Lucassen question the distinctions between 

free and unfree migration and contend that these distinctions “are difficult to substantiate.” For 

example, the seasonal laborers from the Apennines who annually descended to Campagna 

Romana to reap the harvest might seem like typical free migrants. A close examination, 

however, reveals that they were forced to move into the coastal plans, where the risks of 

contracting malaria were very high, because of their debts to wealthy landowners in the 

lowlands. Likewise, at the end of the sixteenth century, immigrants from the southern part of the 

Netherlands moved to the independent Dutch Republic not only because of economic 

opportunities but also because they had experienced oppression as Protestants living under the 

rule of Catholic Spain. The combination of political and economic motives allows us to consider 

them as refugees.19 The latter comparison between refugees and migrants is even more relevant 

                                                 
18 Anton Blok, Honour and Violence (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2001), 3–4. 
19 Jan Lucassen and Leo Lucassen, “Introduction,” in Migration, Migration History, History: Old Paradigms and 

New Perspectives, second revised edition (Berlin: Peter Lang, n.d.), 11–12, 14–16. 
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to the Russian case at hand. Like refugees, fugitive peasants were motivated to migrate by a 

combination of factors, and the main difference was that they tended to move within the country 

instead of fleeing abroad. 

Considering runaway peasants in Russia as migrants allows us to conceptualize them as 

historical actors and address the question of what peasants wanted and could gain by fleeing, 

which is, perhaps, the most unsatisfactory aspect of Scott’s concept. Rather than driven by a 

somewhat abstract intention to lay the groundwork for social change, peasant migrants were 

rational people who had economic and social motivations and who realized the constraints of the 

existent legal regime. As migrants, peasants regularly interacted with nobles, townspeople, and 

other rural inhabitants. The variety of scenarios of how the relations could unfold – from 

benefiting and helping to exploiting and betraying each other – not only helps us underscore the 

agency of fugitive peasants and their harborers but also exposes the internal politics of rural and 

urban life. Through the contextualization of migrants’ experiences at both micro- and macro-

levels, it becomes possible to accentuate larger patterns in their behavior and concrete strategies 

and methods of operating within Russian social reality. This dissertation, thus, emphasizes the 

usefulness of interpreting the entire experience of peasants’ living on the run as a set of 

negotiations, which are unequal by default and constantly shifting but contain the possibility of 

social and economic improvement for the runaways.20 Rather than an abstract desire for a future 

social change, runaway peasants’ resistance represented the attainment of concrete goals, whose 

realization would be otherwise impossible in early modern Russia. Like contemporary migrants, 

                                                 
20 On the concept of negotiations, see Uday Chandra, “Rethinking Subaltern Resistance,” Journal of Contemporary 

Asia 45, no. 4 (October 2015): 563–73; Dimitrios Theodossopoulos, “The Ambivalence of Anti-Austerity 

Indignation in Greece: Resistance, Hegemony and Complicity,” History and Anthropology 25, no. 4 (August 2014): 

488–506; Alf Gunvald Nilsen, “Subalterns and the State in the Longe Durée: Notes from 'The Rebellious Century" 

in the Bhil Heartland,” Journal of Contemporary Asia 45, no. 4 (2015): 574–95. 
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they strove to find a better place to live, a job to earn money, an opportunity to exercise upward 

mobility by changing a social category. The possibility of these improvements hinged on 

runaways’ interactions with state authorities, nobles, urban and rural inhabitants. In highlighting 

the significance of negotiations, I am in no way denying that there were peasants who loathed 

their serf-owners and village authorities and resisted exploitation by moving, or that their 

conduct had destabilizing effects on the state economy and serf-owners’ well-being. Instead, this 

dissertation demonstrates that this behavior was only one of the narratives in the story of illegal 

peasant migration, a narrative that has been overemphasized to a high degree. 

The dissertation is based on approximately five hundred court cases of fugitive peasants 

amassed in the archives of Moscow, Astrakhan, Perm, and Nizhnii Novgorod between 2016 and 

2018. In contrast to the studies by Kozlova and Mamsik, who quantitatively examined single 

large collections of peasant testimonies from a short period, I concentrated on collecting 

individual cases from the repositories of gubernia, provincial, and district chancelleries that 

cover most of the eighteenth century. As a result, the dissertation primarily engages in the 

qualitative analysis of court records but also complements it with the description of migratory 

patterns and profiles of fugitive peasants. Those who are familiar with eighteenth-century 

archival sources – especially from the early and mid-century – know only too well how 

imperfect such sources are. Their writing is often unclear. Their language is often repetitive. The 

organization of each source follows a formulaic pattern that forces a historian sometimes to 

glance over tens of pages to discover important bits of information. Perhaps, the greatest 

imperfection is that the majority of these records are unfinished, lacking resolutions or pages 

where these resolutions should have been. 
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My way to overcome these difficulties was to dissect the sources into small pieces and 

weave them into analytical patchwork. I seek to fix the unavoidable holes in this patchwork with 

my own interpretations, other works on Russian rural society, and, to a lesser extent, comparative 

materials from other polities. At the same time, these archival sources deserve our attention as 

stories and anecdotes that tell us about the interactions between fugitives and other people, and 

between fugitives and the state. Consequently, some anecdotes are discussed in greater detail to 

illustrate the lived experience of peasant migrants with problems, decisions, fortunes, and 

failures. This approach helps us to emphasize the agency of peasant migrants and listen to their 

voices, regardless of how limited they were in expressing themselves.21 

In addition to archival sources, this dissertation extensively utilizes the records from the 

Complete Collection of the Russian Laws (Polnoe sobranie zakonov Rossiiskoi imperii) that 

contains vital pieces of information about the legal evolution of the law in the Muscovite and 

Imperial periods. As historians have observed, this collection is far from complete despite its 

title. Working in the first half of the nineteenth century, the draftsmen had neither strength nor 

intention to compile all pieces of legislation ever issued, but they did put together – without 

differentiating between them – thousands of decrees, enactments, and laws that cover a broad 

spectrum of central and provincial issues.22 Although making it quite challenging to pinpoint 

major laws, the collection’s composition provides an excellent opportunity to understand how 

the state functioned and dealt with different instances of geographic mobility. 

                                                 
21 In emphasizing individual and collective agency of migrants, the dissertation draws inspiration from Lewis H. 

Siegelbaum and Leslie Page Moch, Broad Is My Native Land: Repertoires and Regimes of Migration in Russia’s 

Twentieth Century (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2014). 
22 According to historian Aleksandr Fillipov, Mikhail Speranskii, the primary draftsman, treated the term “law” 

broadly as any decrees and enactments issued by the central authority and provincial bodies. Because of this 

approach, it becomes often unclear whether a specific decree applied to the entire country, a region, or a province, 

and whether a decree had a permanent or temporary force. A.N. Filippov, K voprosu o sostave pervogo Polnogo 

sobraniia zakonov Rossiiskoi imperii (Moscow, 1916), 17–18. 
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Figure 0.1 Map of the Volga-Urals Region, Mid-18th Century 

 

The narrative of this dissertation is focused on the Volga-Urals region of Russia, as historians 

later named it, although some digressions demonstrate that analogous illegal migration took 

place all over the country. As a frontier with abundant arable lands and distant from the core 

provinces of the state, the Volga-Urals was a magnet for peasant migrants who followed in the 

wake of Russia’s expansion in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. From the reign of Peter 
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the Great onwards, rapid industrial development with hundreds of state and private factories built 

in the Urals and along the Volga led to an ever-growing demand for laborers who arrived in great 

numbers from different parts of the country. The Volga and Kama rivers naturally linked most of 

the region, facilitating the movement among major towns and work sites. These circumstances 

made the Volga-Urals ideal for mobile fugitive peasants and members of other marginal groups 

who searched for jobs and a better life. 

Chronologically, although the promulgation of the Law Code of 1649 is the beginning 

date of the dissertation, the bulk of its content is devoted to the eighteenth century until the end 

of Catherine the Great’s reign in 1796. During that time, Russia transitioned from a peripheral 

player in the east of Europe to a considerable power that actively intervened and participated in 

the affairs of other states. This transition was possible because of Russia’s economic 

development and expansion to the south, east, and west. These processes required a functional 

system of population control, facilitating the collection of taxes and population resettlement. As 

the peasantry comprised the majority of the population, numerous policies focused on 

establishing the legal framework for this social stratum. Even though illegal peasant migration 

continued well into the nineteenth century, the choice of 1796 as the end date is dictated by the 

traditional historiographical view of Catherine the Great’s reign as the apogee of Russian 

serfdom. After that, the comparison between the state and court peasants on the one side and 

serfs on the other becomes more problematic because of significant differences in their statuses. 

The dissertation is organized thematically and divided into six chapters. Chapters 1 and 2 

examine two seemingly contradictory yet intertwined sides of the imperial approach toward the 

issue of illegal peasant migration: the state efforts to uphold the existing legal order on the one 

hand and to contravene its population policy to achieve its military and economic objectives on 
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the other hand. Chapter 1 begins with the discussion of the changes in the status of the peasantry 

brought about by the promulgation of the Law Code of 1649. Although peasants of all ranks now 

could not depart without permission and were considered as bound to their places of residence, 

the government continued in the second half of the seventeenth and the eighteenth centuries to 

issue decrees to clarify and confirm its restrictions on unauthorized mobility and punish those 

caught harboring fugitives. Through a broad spectrum of policies, institutions and enforcement 

mechanisms, such as periodic census-taking, internal passports, conscription, poll tax, provincial 

chancelleries, and police, Russia gradually improved its capacity to estimate, control, and exploit 

available human resources. At the same time, the control of mobility at a local level hinged upon 

the ability of serf-owners and their managers to surveil estates and thwart their peasants from 

moving. The two major laws issued in 1721 and 1754 not only reaffirmed the peasants’ 

dependent status but, vitally, replaced the Law Code of 1649 regarding the cases of fugitive 

peasants. 

Chapter 2 explores four known instances when the Russian government chose to 

contravene its prohibitory policy toward peasant migration and approve the presence of fugitive 

peasants rather than return them to their localities. In the cases of the Belgorod Line (the 1650s-

1690s) and Orenburg Line (the 1730s-1740s), military concerns prompted the state to enroll 

several thousand fugitives in the ranks of servicemen and cossacks to fend off the attacks of 

nomadic peoples. In the first half of the eighteenth century, the construction of private and state-

owned industrial enterprises led to a high demand for laborers that allowed factory owners to 

retain many hired and sheltered fugitive peasants. Even more than others, the case of Astrakhan 

illustrates how priorities of economic and settlement policy continuously outweighed legal 

restrictions and resulted in the legalization of fugitives as raznochintsy (people of various ranks), 
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town residents, and state settlers. Not only do these cases reveal runaway peasants’ good grasp of 

the socioeconomic reality and the ability to use legal loopholes, but also the influence of 

provincial administrators who understood well the necessity to promote the policy of retaining 

peasant migrants. 

The qualitative and quantitative analysis of fugitives’ court testimonies lays the 

foundation for the following four chapters. Chapter 3 investigates the social profiles of male and 

female fugitives, their motives for moving, opportunities for work and settlement, and 

circumstances that brought their return, voluntary and by force. It also links their individual 

stories with larger industrial and commercial processes in the Volga-Urals region. 

Approximately by the middle eighteenth century, the population of the region grew because of 

migration and resettlement that in turn brought the decline in available arable lands. However, 

fugitive peasants continued to arrive in significant numbers responding to the high demand for 

barge haulers, fishermen, craftsmen, factory workers, and other unskilled laborers in urban and 

rural areas. An important factor that helped them to blend in was the simultaneous migration of 

legal departees (otkhodniki) who carried valid passports but looked the same as their illegal 

peasant fellows. Court files reveal the astonishing versatility and geographic mobility of these 

people who, within a couple of years, could travel hundreds of kilometers and change several 

jobs. 

Chapter 4 delves deeper into court cases by attempting to reconstruct court trials as a 

point of contact between the state and fugitive peasants. In addition to demonstrating the 

evolution of the established legal procedure, court trials provide us with a better understanding of 

how peasants presented their stories and what they sought to achieve through them. This chapter 

treats fugitives’ testimonies as a reflection of a narrative strategy, allowing them to alleviate their 
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guilt, defend their interests, and assure the authorities in their repentance and corresponding 

fealty. Rather than veracious or accurate, these narratives had to be credible enough to resolve 

court cases. The primary point of this chapter is to emphasize the strategies that fugitives 

employed in their interaction with state officials as well as the legal consciousness demonstrated 

by ordinary peasants in early modern Russia. 

Chapter 5 shifts the focus from the courtroom to rural and urban areas. It explores 

informal practices, such as deception, concealment, bribery, and passport forgery, to demonstrate 

how runaway peasants lived and worked in villages and towns. To navigate life on the run, 

peasant migrants depended not only on themselves but also on local actors: townspeople, rural 

inhabitants, and provincial officials. Their relations were shaped by continuous negotiations and 

social, economic, and political circumstances both at the local and state-wide levels. Through 

making and obtaining counterfeit passports, peasants adapted to the existing legal order and 

forged new identities, without which their life on the run would be less realistic. As a result of 

various informal practices, some fugitives succeeded in legalizing their registration in towns and 

villages, thus indicating the existence of different informal channels of upward social mobility. 

Chapter 6 examines instances of crime, committed by some runaway peasants. It revolves 

around the questions of what drove runaways to turn to banditry and how criminality fit with 

their narratives of migration. Rather than any struggle against the dominant regime, becoming a 

criminal was a choice based on financial considerations. Popular songs and ballads celebrated the 

wealth and the swiftness that thieves and brigands were supposed to gain and, in doing so, 

tempted some migrants to form criminal gangs. But the reality was often grim, and the gains 

were not always significant. Although the criminals primarily targeted people of means, ordinary 

peasants and townsfolk also suffered from brigandage, robbery, and theft. Instead of expressing 
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solidarity with criminals, ordinary people demonstrated a dualism in their relation to criminals. 

While some openly participated in the apprehension of bandits, others assisted the criminals in 

receiving a share of the plunder. 

The story emerging from these chapters links the processes of Russian state formation, 

modernization, and expansion with the lives of tens of thousands of ordinary people who made 

sense of, and continuously adjusted to, economic, political, and social changes. Therefore, they 

were not that dissimilar from their contemporary migrants in Europe and North America who 

were experiencing an increasing amount of legal attention from their governments. The specific 

constraints and difficulties that European migrants encountered, however, depended on the 

particularities of historical development in different states. 

Western European countries with mostly un-enserfed populations shared Russia’s 

concern with unauthorized geographical mobility. From the fourteenth century onwards, their 

policies focused on people lacking a fixed abode. They were labeled as beggars or vagabonds 

and increasingly stigmatized as lazy and prone to criminal behavior.23 In England, the growth of 

commercialization and the emergence of capitalistic farmers, who steadily replaced the small 

peasants, led to significant proletarianization. The English government perceived the growing 

numbers of landless and sometimes masterless men as a threat to the public order and attempted 

to control their movements through a combination of vagrancy and poor laws, with these policies 

being especially actively enforced between 1560 and 1640. By the early eighteenth century, the 

system of poor relief extended to both towns and rural areas. The system also became an 

important tool of social control of mobility and supply of temporary labor. To qualify for relief, 

the poor had to have an acknowledged settlement and stay in poorhouses and workhouses. A 

                                                 
23 Leslie P. Moch, Moving Europeans: Migration in Western Europe since 1650, 2nd ed. (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 2003), 88–93. 
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strong association between vagrancy and disorder remained in the mid- and late eighteenth 

century, and the public opinion grew more and more suspicious of the usefulness of workhouses. 

Lastly, this system became financially burdensome, as the number of people receiving the relief 

grew and began to include able-bodied and young people rather than women, children, old and 

infirm.24 

In France, the government’s hostility toward beggary lay in the determination to enforce 

stability in a country shaken by chronic unrest and civil war since the mid-sixteenth century. 

During the reign of Louis XIV, the growing army and expanding royal administration required 

improved sources of financing. In order to increase revenue from taxes, the government 

promoted the development of commerce and industry and sought to increase the productivity of 

the workforce, which made the suppression of beggary an urgent matter. In the early eighteenth 

century, the government briefly experimented with several repressive measures, such as the 

expulsion of beggars from the cities, sending them to the galleys, and forced relocation to 

Louisiana, but eventually became more aware of the necessity to create a centralized system of 

poor relief. The so-called hospitals provided material assistance to the poor but also interned 

them in skills essential for future employment. While many beggars originated from the ranks of 

indebted peasant migrants who fell on hard times, some combined beggary with theft and other 

criminal activities. As a result, in the mid- and latter half of the eighteenth century, the 

government moved to the suppression of beggary in all its forms by increasing the authority and 

numbers of police (dépôts) who were authorized to detain all delinquent and dangerous 

individuals since they represented a threat to the maintenance of public security. Perhaps one of 

the most interesting aspects of the French case was the confidence on the part of the government 

                                                 
24 Paul Slack, The English Poor Law, 1531-1782 (London: Macmillan, 1990); A.L Beier, Masterless Men: The 

Vagrancy Problem in England, 1560-1640 (London and New York: Methuen, 1985). 
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that it could distinguish between unwelcome vagrants and more law-abiding seasonal and 

temporary migrants, while, in fact, these categories were far from clear-cut.25 

In contrast to England and France where most of the people were free to move since the 

seventeenth century, the rural people of Eastern Europe, like those in Russia, were firmly bound 

to the seigniorial domain, the condition known as the “second serfdom.” An important 

consequence of this process was the restrictions on freedom of movement.26 Thus, cases of 

Eastern European polities, such as the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth and Prussia, afford us 

even more fitting historical comparisons with Russia. In Prussia, a catalyst for the introduction of 

serfdom was the devastation of the Thirty Years’ War. Because of the dearth of labor to cultivate 

vacant farmland, the nobles insisted on tying peasants to the land. The extent of peasants’ 

resulting dependence varied significantly in different parts of Prussia and on different estates, 

with mostly impoverished peasants dwelling as serfs. In 1651, the nobles attempted to assert and 

extend their rights to reclaim runaways, but peasants were often able to move and choose where 

they wanted to settle in practice. The estate-owners competed with each other by offering 

reasonable terms and benefits to their new subjects. More significant attempts to recover 

peasants were made after the plague outbreak in East Prussia in the 1710s, where several edicts 

exhorted runaways to return to their plots under pain of punishment and incarceration. The same 

                                                 
25 Robert M. Schwartz, Policing the Poor in Eighteenth-Century France (Chapel Hill and London: University of 

North Carolina Press, 1988); Leo Lucassen, “Eternal Vagrants, State Formation, Migration, and Travelling Groups 

in Western Europe, 1350-1914,” in Migration, Migration History, History, ed. Jan Lucassen and Leo Lucassen 

(Berlin: Peter Lang, 1999), 238–39; Jonathan Dewald and Liana Vardi, “The Peasantries of France, 1400-1789,” in 

The Peasantries of Europe from the Fourteenth to the Eighteenth Centuries, ed. Tom Scott (London and New York: 

Longman, 1998), 28. 
26 Jerome Blum, “The Rise of Serfdom in Eastern Europe,” The American Historical Review 62, no. 4 (July 1957): 

807–36. 
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happened after the Seven Years’ War. Like in Russia, however, most laws focused not only on 

punishing fugitives but on admonishing landowners not to harbor peasants.27 

In Poland, serfdom developed due to the state’s orientation toward producing grain for 

export and the nobility’s ability to obtain a series of royal privileges. What made the Polish 

situation different from Russia or Prussia was the absence of an absolutist state, which had some 

positive effects for the peasantry. They paid smaller taxes and were not drafted into the army. 

Despite all of this, they ran away from the crown and seigniorial landholdings because of 

poverty, hunger, harsh treatment, and debt. Large towns, other landlords’ holdings, and 

unoccupied spaces were some of the most popular destinations. Although there were laws against 

the flight of peasants and fines for those who sheltered them, the authorities were, on the whole, 

indifferent and treated peasant flight as a private matter between serf-owners and fugitives. Serf-

owners usually had to search for their peasants independently and use courts to file lawsuits 

against harborers.28 After the partitions in the late eighteenth century, Prussia, Austria, and 

Russia applied their mechanisms of dealing with peasant flight to their respective pieces of 

former Poland. 

The ways in which Western and Eastern European polities dealt with migration are 

relevant to early modern Russia. The circumstances of both fugitive peasants and legal departees 

could change, forcing them to make a living out of beggary. Like their counterparts in Prussia 

                                                 
27 S.A. Eddie, Freedom’s Price: Serfdom, Subjection, and Reform in Prussia, 1648-1848 (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2013); William W. Hagen, “Seventeenth-Century Crisis in Brandenburg: The Thirty Years’ War, 

the Destabilization of Serfdom, and the Rise of Absolutism,” The American Historical Review 94, no. 2 (April 

1989): 302–35. 
28 Jacek Kochanowicz, “Between Submission and Violence: Peasant Resistance in the Polish Manorial Economy of 

the Eighteenth Century,” in Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance, ed. Forest D. Colburn (London: M.E. Sharpe, 

1989), 34–63; William W. Hagen, “Village Life in East-Elbian Germany and Poland, 1400-1800: Subjection, Self-

Defiance, Survival,” in The Peasantries of Europe from the Fourteenth to the Eighteenth Century, ed. Tom Scott 

(London and New York: Longman, 1998), 158–74. The major study on peasant flight in Poland before the 

Partitions: Stanisław Śreniowski, Zbiegostwo chłopów w dawnej Polsce jako zagadnienie ustroju społecznego 

(Warsaw: Książka, 1948). 
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and Poland, Russian peasants resettled to vacant lands and changed their owners. But perhaps the 

greatest similarity among all these countries is the importance of fiscal and economic concerns. 

All states and elites equated effective control of migration with the possibility of improving 

productivity and increasing revenues through the collection of taxes and compelling people to 

labor in workhouses or on land. At the same time, illegal peasant migration in Russia had its 

economic, social, and environmental peculiarities, to the examination of which we now proceed. 
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CHAPTER 1. CONTROLLING MOBILITY AND SEARCHING FOR FUGITIVES 

BETWEEN 1649-1796 

 

In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, European states had an uneasy attitude 

toward population migration because of its association with public disorder and its destabilizing 

effect on economic patterns and social relations. As a result, many European governments issued 

laws that restricted and regulated their populations’ ability to move.29 Russia was no exception to 

this general rule. Its vast territory and low population made policing and governing both legal 

and illegal migration complicated, thus necessitating the passage of such laws. These policies 

were a natural consequence of the change in the condition of peasants, who had been deprived of 

the traditional right of transfer between 1592/93 and 1649.30  Depending on their places of 

residence, Russian peasants became tied to crown, church, or seigniorial lands. This restriction 

did not mean that movement was utterly impossible but that peasants could travel and work for 

hire only with permission from their authorities or landowners. A departure without such 

permission turned a peasant into a runaway. 

During the ensuing century and a half, the Muscovy and later Russian Empire exerted 

considerable effort in controlling illegal peasant migration. This task became one of the priorities 

of the tsarist population policy that also required the establishment of a more effective system of 

social control and administration at the central and provincial levels. In transitioning to this 

system, Russia underwent through what Michel Foucault called “the governmentalization of the 

                                                 
29 At the same time, however, some politicians and rulers realized well the significance of migration. Moch, Moving 

Europeans: Migration in Western Europe since 1650; Harald Kleinschmidt, People on the Move: Attitudes and 

Perceptions of Migration in Medieval and Modern Europe (Westport, CO and London: Praeger, 2003). 
30 On the process of enserfment, see Jerome Blum, Lord and Peasant in Russia: From the Ninth to the Nineteenth 

Century (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1961), 247–62; Richard Hellie, Enserfment and Military 

Change in Muscovy (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1971), 104–40; V.I. Koretskii, 

Zakreposhchenie krest’ian i klassovaia bor’ba v Rossii (Moscow: Nauka, 1970), 11–160.  



24 

 

state,” a process that necessitated the formation of institutions and procedures and the amassment 

of knowledge about the population.31 To exercise power over the population, it was essential to 

know how many people were in total, where they lived, and where they went. Not only did the 

introduction of censuses, passports, police, and other institutions aim at addressing these 

questions, but they also enabled the state to maintain internal stability and collect taxes 

consistently. 

Of particular significance to achieve these goals was to recover runaway peasants and 

discourage all members of society from harboring them. In the government’s view, peasants did 

not stay where they belonged only because there were people willing to shelter them. Likewise, 

if there were no one to accept runaways, they would not dare to move in the first place. Because 

of this reason, the state’s punitive mechanisms were primarily directed against harborers rather 

than peasants who were perceived as disobedient and unruly, yet only sometimes dangerous. By 

adopting this view, however, Russian emperors and empresses tended to ignore the complexity 

of social and economic processes on the ground and the fact that population migration in its 

various manifestations – wage labor, settlement, and vagrancy – was not only natural but 

unavoidable. 

This chapter examines a complex of policies passed between 1649 and 1796 that led to 

the establishment of several layers of controlling population movement: (1) the imposition of 

surveillance as a permanent responsibility for both urban and rural residents; (2) the participation 

of provincial authorities in apprehension of runaway peasants as part of their general effort to 

eradicate crime; and (3) the dispatch of investigative commission – independent from provincial 

authorities – to seize and retrieve runaways as well as to tackle crime. The extent to which the 

                                                 
31 Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the College de France, 1977-78, ed. Michel 

Senellart, trans. Graham Burchell (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), 47–48, 69, 108–9, 332–58. 
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Russian government relied on one or another measure varied in different periods, but the overall 

intention remained the same: while the probability of eliminating peasant flight was slim, the 

application of these measures could significantly reduce it and make it as unappealing as possible 

for both fugitives and their harborers. 

 

Searching for fugitive peasants after the Code of 1649 

In the seventeenth century, Muscovy’s internal administrative development necessitated 

the codification of laws realized in the Ulozhenie of 1649. In the decades after the Time of 

Troubles (1598-1613), Muscovy gradually established an increasingly convoluted bureaucratic 

apparatus and complex social hierarchy. The system of permanent and ad hoc chanceries 

(prikazy), staffed with generally hereditary yet trained clerks, was responsible for different facets 

of the state administration from foreign affairs to the state treasury and service obligations. 

Irregular censuses attempted to record the wealth and location of the population from at least the 

late fifteenth century. With more information about its people, the government improved its 

capacity for tax collection and thus increased revenues. This income was necessary to finance 

Muscovy’s frequent wars with eastern and western neighbors, most notably with the Polish-

Lithuanian Commonwealth and Sweden. Military service became one of the social foundations 

and allowed access to land for members of the cavalry. While some nobles held land outright as 

patrimony (votchina), others exchanged their service for conditional land grants (pomest’e).32 

While landowners and landholders were at the top of the social hierarchy and competed for 

privileges from the tsar, urban and rural categories generally occupied lower positions.33 

                                                 
32 For a brief summary of the differences between votchina and pomest’e, see Wirtschafter, Russia’s Age, 20–21. 
33 For an excellent overview of Russia’s development before the imperial period, see Valerie Kivelson, “Merciful 

Father, Impersonal State: Russian Autocracy in Comparative Perspective,” Modern Asian Studies 31, no. 3 (July 

1997): 635–63. 
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Not only did the codification of law represent the culmination of this competition, but it 

also reflected the interests and concerns of the townspeople in the capital and other towns of 

Muscovy. In the summer of 1648, the riots in Moscow forced the government to expedite the 

drafting and deliberations of the code.34 The completion of the Ulozhenie in 1649 also brought 

the finalization of the enserfment program that had already begun with the census of 1646-47, 

which provided a more accurate population count than the cadastral census of 1626. As Richard 

Hellie has persuasively shown, the Ulozhenie’s Chapter 11 embodied the peak in the conflict 

between the hereditary nobles and service landholders. Whereas the former mostly benefited 

from a mobile rural population, the latter were especially interested in permanently binding their 

peasants to their lands because the loss of even one peasant household represented significant 

financial damage.35 The institution of peasant bondage to the land and, consequently, the victory 

of service landholders, however, did not mean that the conflict was resolved. On the contrary, it 

merely shifted to the issue of law enforcement. 

The significance of Ulozhenie’s Chapter 11 for the fate of the peasantry stands in contrast 

with its laconic, matter-of-fact content. According to its first two articles, “crown peasants and 

bobyli (landless peasants),”36 and “seigniorial peasants” who fled from their official localities 

were to be returned “without a statute of limitations” and “in accordance with the cadastral book 

of 1626” and deeds on land. Numerous categories of harborers were listed, including church 

authorities, hereditary nobles and service landholders, scribes, foreigners, and even those 

peasants who “lived as townsmen, musketeers (streltsy), cossacks, cannoneers, and other 

                                                 
34 On the 1648 Moscow Riots, see Valerie Kivelson, “The Devil Stole His Mind: The Tsar and the 1648 Moscow 

Uprising,” The American Historical Review 98, no. 3 (June 1993): 733–56; Tikhomirov, “Sobornoe Ulozhenie.” 
35 Hellie, Enserfment and Military Change in Muscovy. 
36 In the ensuing half a century, most decrees on runaways also mention bobyli, but for the sake of brevity I will not 

differentiate between bobyli and other peasants. Man’kov also notes the disappearance of differences in legal 

statuses of bobyli and other peasants in this period. Man’kov, Zakonodatel’stvo i pravo, 79. 
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servicemen” were to be brought back into peasant ranks. Article 3 further stated that runaways 

were to be returned “along with their wives and children as well as their possessions (zhivoty) 

and grain planted and threshed.” Most of the remaining 31 articles dealt with specific cases 

arising due to illegal peasant migration and could be briefly summarized as the following: 

1) In order to prove ownership, plaintiffs could refer to the 1646-47 census books in 

addition to those from 1626. Any instance of return was to be recorded in an appropriate 

government office. 

2) If landowners had vacant households, according to the census books, but so far failed to 

petition to the tsar concerning the reclamation of fugitives, they could not submit new 

petitions. 

3) Harboring fugitive peasants was prohibited. The amount of compensation (pozhiloe) per 

year of harboring was set at ten rubles. A punishment of three days of knouting awaited a 

person who denied harboring at first but was later caught doing so. 

4) If married before the Ulozhenie, a runaway’s daughter, sister, or niece was permitted to 

remain in her husband’s household. If married after, she and her husband were to be 

transferred to her official place of residence, but his children from a previous marriage – 

if there were any – were to stay at the husband’s owner. 

5) Those runaway peasants who came from abroad were to be returned to their landlords. If, 

while dwelling abroad, a runaway owned by one landlord married a woman owned by 

another landlord, the landlords were to cast lots. The winner was to reclaim both peasants 

and pay compensation of five rubles to the loser.37 
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The drafters had two primary considerations in mind concerning the peasantry. The first 

was to prescribe illegal mobility, thus permanently binding peasants of all ranks – not only 

seigniorial peasants – to their current localities in accordance with recent census books. Another 

was to include specific resolutions for cases of illegal mobility that pertained to landlords’ 

reclamation of runaway women and men, their families and belongings. A reading of these 

articles points out that the drafters recognized the impossibility of eliminating peasant flight at 

the time; rather, they were interested in ensuring their authority over peasants by obtaining legal 

justifications for retrieving and keeping their peasant on the land in perpetuity. While the issue of 

illegal peasant migration figures explicitly, the law does not articulate the effects on the extent of 

the landlord’s power over his peasants. Except for being able to move his peasants from one land 

patrimony to another or one conditional landholding to another, the landlord’s rights are not 

spelled out in Chapter 11. 

The striking ambiguity of the Code of 1649 concerning the noble-peasant relations has 

received ample attention from historians. A few such examples are particularly relevant to note 

here. According to the prominent prerevolutionary historian Vasilii Kliuchevsky, the Ulozhenie 

permanently attached the peasant to his landowner through his bond to the land, but failed to 

specify the nature of the jurisdiction of the lord over his serf as well as the serf’s relation to the 

land that he tilled.38 Most recently, Alessandro Stanziani has also questioned the traditional 

interpretation of the Ulozhenie as the document that codified serfdom in Russia. “The text did 

not refer in any way to a title of ownership of peasants but rather to attestations of land 

registration of noble estate. That explains why this included no sanction against peasants who 
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fled but strongly sanctioned lords who received the runaways.”39 Albeit seemingly novel, 

Stanziani’s interpretation, in fact, mirrors those of prerevolutionary scholars. In 1911, for 

example, Iurii Got’e remarked that “the entire Chapter 11 is a statute on runaways, their search, 

judicial process, and their recovery… It set no other goals concerning the peasantry…” “The 

issue of runaway peasants and struggle against them persisted after the Ulozhenie and remained 

the government’s major preoccupation … until Peter the Great.”40 Without denying the vital 

place of the Ulozhenie, Arkadii Man’kov noted that the institution of serfdom developed in two 

stages. While peasants were bound to the land in the late seventeenth century, they became 

primarily dependent upon the landowners during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.41 

Moving away from this discussion of the Ulozhenie, Evgenii Anisimov argues that the final 

enserfment of the peasantry occurred as a result of the population census and poll-tax reform, 

implemented by Peter the Great.42 This brief historiographical digression indicates more than the 

emergence of the renewed interest in the development of Russian serfdom; instead, it 

demonstrates the necessity of examining the issue of illegal mobility in order to understand the 

evolution of the peasant’s status and place in Russia’s social hierarchy. 

The government quickly realized the gravity and scale of peasant flight in the ensuing 

decades after the 1649 Code. The prohibition on movement, the Church Reforms (the 1650s-

1660s), and the increased tax burden, caused by the Thirteen Years War with the Polish-

Lithuanian Commonwealth (1654-67), stirred up the rural and urban population that was fleeing 

from their homes in great numbers.43 Although all landowners suffered from the flight of their 

                                                 
39 Stanziani, Bondage, 104. 
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peasants and kholopy (slaves), it especially alarmed service landholders who were frequently on 

campaigns and could not directly oversee their serfs. Many of them had a small number of 

peasants, without whom they could not collect dues and afford to carry out their military service 

to the state. 

The sheer numbers of peasants, who found themselves under seigniorial control, 

demonstrates the significance and continuation of the conflict between these two categories for 

the state. According to the 1678 census, landholders and landowners had 436,000 peasant 

households in total, whereas 148,000 peasant households belonged to the church establishment. 

The court owned 140,000 peasant households, and over 61,000 independent taxpaying black-

land (chernososhnye) peasant households were registered in the north.44 

To address the loss of their people, service landholders submitted collective petitions 

pleading with the tsar to take active steps against peasant flight. Such petitions were already filed 

in 1636, 1645, and 1648. But after the Ulozhenie, they became a standard mode of interaction 

between the state and service landholders. For instance, a 1657 petition vividly illustrated the 

complaints of service landholders from the town of Galich. While they had been in regiments 

fighting against the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, many of their peasants had fled. “While 

we were absent…, our people and peasants robbed our houses, stole our belongings, and ran 

away from us, having burned their houses. … These ravagers return to our estates and entice our 

remaining men and peasants [to flee], steal our horses, and rob our property.”45 The government 

considered many similar petitions submitted between 1657 and 1694. These documents primarily 

expressed the interests of service landholders, as Soviet historian Aleksei Novosel’skii has 
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shown through the analysis of their signatories. By contrast, hereditary nobles did not need to 

appeal to the government because they were more likely not to lose but increase the population 

of their estates by harboring people belonging to service landholders.46 The collective petitions, 

therefore, represented a tool used by service landholders to pressure the state in their ongoing 

competition with hereditary nobles for the scarce workforce. 

Petitions also provide a glimpse at the main directions of illegal migration. Most peasants 

and kholopy moved from the upper Volga region and core districts of Muscovy to the mid-Volga 

region – Nizhnii Novgorod, Arzamas, and Alatyr’ districts – where a significant proportion of 

arable lands was still available for settlement. At the same time, another flow of migrants went to 

the Don region where the government’s control was tenuous at best, and cossacks traditionally 

welcomed outsiders. In 1681, petitioners asked for the retrieval of peasants who departed in high 

numbers for the Ukrainian towns, particularly for those in Belgorod district.47 Understandably, 

all these frontier areas were attractive to migrants since they held a promise of temporary relief 

from seigniorial obligations and state taxes. 

The Muscovite government usually did not leave service landholders’ collective petitions 

unheeded. In 1658, it responded by dispatching investigative commissions (sysknye komissii) to 

Arazamas, Nizhnii Novgorod, Kurmysh, Kazan, and other “lower” (ponizovye) towns.” They 

were tasked to capture, punish, and retrieve runaway peasants to their official localities, as well 

as execute those guilty of arson or murder of their landowners. Six years later, representatives 

from “good” service landholders took charge of commissions that searched for fugitives in Great 

Novgorod and Staraia Rusa districts.48 In total, thirty-seven investigative commissions swept 
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across the country between 1658 and the late 1660s.49 Similarly, due to a series of collective 

petitions, investigators were sent again to 96 towns in 1676-77.50 Additional searches covering 

vast areas in the Volga region took place in 1683, 1692-93, and 1698.51 The use of investigators 

was not a novel measure, as they had been sent to combat crime and examine complaints since at 

least since the mid-sixteenth century.52 But their frequent dispatches in the second half of the 

seventeenth century illustrate the emphasis that the Muscovite government placed on curbing 

illegal migration. 

The investigators utilized census books and pertinent decrees to identify runaways’ 

official localities and resolve disputes over peasants’ ownership. In a dispute between two 

landholders, an inscription of a peasant’s name in the cadastral books of 1626 took precedence 

over the census books of 1646-47, but both functioned as a formal proof. In 1678, new census 

books listed all registered peasants regardless of whether they were fugitives at the moment of 

census-taking. Deeds on land, containing a peasant’s name, and marriage permits (vyvodnye 

zapisi), given to a woman who married outside her place of residence, were also recognized 

under the law.53  While conducting the search, the investigators (syshchiki) referred to written 

instructions, such as the one provided to the stol’nik Buturlin in 1658. From the instruction, an 

investigator learned about approximate locations of runaways and the extent of his authority. The 

Criminal Articles of 1669 expanded the investigator’s responsibilities that now also included the 

prosecution of murderers and brigands. In 1683, the government issued the Instruction to 

Investigators containing the updated comprehensive list of decrees and regulations to examine 
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cases of peasant flight.54 A gradual extension of the investigator’s authority underscores 

Muscovy’s reliance on this institution as the principal method of struggle against illegal mobility. 

Information on the stol’nik D.I. Pleshcheev, one of the investigators, illuminates the 

organization and work of these commissions.55 As were most investigators, Pleshcheev was a 

service landholder. Appointed by the Service Land Chancery (Pomestnyi prikaz), Pleshcheev 

tracked down fugitive peasants and slaves in Nizhnii Novgorod, Balakhna, and Iur’ev-Polskii 

districts in 1658. His staff consisted of twenty musketeers and a scribe, but he could request from 

the provincial authorities the assistance of additional musketeers and retired military servitors. 

Pleshcheev applied several methods to discover runaways. While visiting towns and villages, he 

appealed to residents by proclaiming state decrees against harboring. He also collected 

complaints with information about a person’s location, dispatched his inspectors (rossylshchiki), 

and conducted a house-to-house search, sometimes encompassing a large territory of 20-30 

kilometers. When related to their interest, local landholders facilitated his work by bringing 

runaways for interrogation. Like all investigators, Pleshcheev documented the progress of the 

ongoing search in the so-called “return books” (otdatochnye knigi), then forwarded them to the 

Service Land Chancery. The books contained records of runaways’ interrogations, corporal 

punishment, verdicts, and confirmations of reclamation. Finally, the investigator either handed 

over runaways to their owners on a surety bond (poruchnaia zapis’ or poruka) or sent them to a 

relevant government office in their district of residence, in case the owner could not collect the 

runaway in person.56 
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The available fragmentary data indicate that the commissions managed to retrieve tens of 

thousands of runaways, if not more, in the latter half of the seventeenth century. During just 

several months of 1658, Pleshcheev found and captured 1,532 runaway peasants and slaves in 

Nizhnii Novgorod district, and M.P. Volynskii, another investigator, hunted down 1,200 

runaways in Arzamas district. Working in the town of Arzamas in 1662, M.P. Polianskii located 

over a thousand runaways. The same year, E. Ogarev tracked down 5,326 fugitives in Arzamas, 

Alatyr’, and Kurmysh districts. A.E. Eropkin remanded at least 1,223 people while searching 

around Kozlov in 1664. The investigator A.N. Zabolotskii returned to their landlords 

approximately 8,000 peasants discovered in Ryazan district.57 These scattered figures are hardly 

sufficient to assess the effectiveness of investigative commissions, as no statistics are available 

on the total number of runaways even in each district. But the sheer number of the investigative 

commissions demonstrates the Muscovy’s determination to uphold the existing legal order based 

on serfdom. 

Regardless of their effectiveness, investigative commissions were perceived as a threat by 

those people of high and low ranks who sheltered runaways and could take steps to prevent their 

apprehension. Some harborers ordered that their fugitives hide in nearby forests or be transferred 

to other estates.58 Open resistance also occurred when investigators or their subordinates arrived 

at a village to arrest suspected runaways. Once in 1665, peasants did not let a musketeer, sent by 

Pleshcheev, seize an illegal resident dwelling in their village of Malikovo. The second time the 

musketeer also brought witnesses, but the villagers, armed with clubs and axes, gave them a 
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beating and chased them away.59 In another case, an inspector successfully apprehended a 

woman who got married while living on the run. Yet, when they were traveling to deliver her for 

interrogation, the woman’s relatives wrested her away from the inspector and then disappeared.60 

Although we may find many similar examples in the scholarly literature, they are unlikely to 

represent a typical case of how an encounter between investigators and harborers developed. If 

resistance were common and effective, the investigative commission would simply be unable to 

capture thousands of runaways, but they did. 

In addition to peasants, investigators also encountered resistance from district authorities 

and landowners who were supposed to aid them. For example, Pleshcheev received a temporary 

dismissal, after being accused of favoritism by several landlords, because he searched for 

fugitives in some estates but not in others.61 Especially revealing is the conflict between 

Zabolotskii and B. Beklemishev, the Zaraisk district voivode. The latter refused to provide the 

investigator with more scribes and clerks after learning that several scribes, already assigned to 

work for him, had run off. To pressure the voivode to cooperate, Zabolotskii sent several reports 

about delays in processing cases of runaways to the Service Land Chancery that confirmed the 

validity of his demands. But all was to no avail because Beklemishev parried it by claiming to 

have no people to spare.62 That provincial official sought to hinder the work of investigators is 

understandable because some of them were also landowners and thus interested in attracting 

rather than losing peasants. 

At the same time, there is an indication that some investigators did abuse their power and 

unjustly resolved disputes in favor of service landholders whose interests they represented. 
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Issued in 1698, an instruction warned investigators that they should fulfill their duties honestly 

and threatened them with a loss of half of their landholdings “if they acted untruthfully” and 

returned peasants to wrong owners. The same instruction, however, cautioned petitioners against 

false complaints and specified that, if they did, they were also to be deprived of half of their 

estates.63 The instruction suggests that the government was quite exasperated with frequent 

conflicts between large landowners and service landholders and hoped to cut the number of 

lawsuits by instituting such a harsh penalty. 

The available statistics confirm a high interest among large landowners in attracting 

fugitives to their estates. According to Arkadii Man’kov’s calculations, approximately ninety 

percent of runaway peasants moved from the lands belonging to military servitors to those of 

hereditary nobles and church bishops, and about sixty percent of runaways chose to settle 

permanently on their lands. Smirnova’s sample of 839 cases corroborates this finding by 

showing that almost fifty percent of fugitives found their “new homes” on the estates of large 

landowners in districts of the mid-Volga region 64 

This migration pattern particularly benefited large landowners who realized well the need 

to populate their villages and enticed peasants through benefits and tax waivers. Between 1656 

and 1658, Fed’ka Iur’ev, a servant of Patriarch Nikon, took advantage of the absence of service 

landholders, campaigning in Poland, and journeyed across Kazan district where he offered tax 

waivers and his master’s protection to their peasants. Iur’ev instructed the peasants to call 

themselves “runaway patriarch peasants” and charged each of them two or three rubles for 

registration.65 Likewise, on behalf of the Savvin Monastery in the 1680s, Leontii Marentsov, an 
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elder (starets), bought a long stretch of empty land near Samara where he enticed to settle 

runaways and Chuvash people from the crown estates.66 In addition to enticing peasants, some 

landowners did not shy away from using more aggressive methods. In 1677, the stol’nik Andrei 

Bezobrazov ordered a raid on a village belonging to a military servitor and captured three 

peasant families of eight men and seven women with some of their livestock. In 1681, after 

finding out about seven runaways dwelling in villages of Kromy district, Bezobrazov instructed 

his estate manager to purchase and transfer them to his village in the same district. In his letter, 

Bezobrazov then scolded the manager for also acquiring a piece of land and not providing 

enough information on the peasants: “I need the people, not the land… Fool, you write to me 

about the purchase of peasants but don’t write to me about their families and belongings. [You 

must] carefully learn and immediately report to me about the number of children, nephews, 

grandchildren, and sons-in-law in their families, as well as the number of households.” As an 

incentive to remain on his lands, Bezobrazov ordered that new settlers had to cultivate his fields 

for only two days a week and were free to spend the remaining time on their own fields.67 As 

exemplified in Bezobrazov’s letter, a piece of land by itself held little value unless there were 

people who could till it and fulfill their obligations to its owner. 

Interestingly, the Urals was the only region that did not figure in the seventeenth-century 

collective petitions of service landholders. An explanation of this phenomenon lies in the 

patterns of the geographic and social distribution of peasant migration. In contrast to seigniorial 

peasants from the central districts who primarily fled to the south and southeast, the migrants 
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who moved to the Urals and farther into Siberia were mostly black-land (state) peasants from the 

Pomorye in the north of Russia.68 This situation did not mean that Muscovy made no efforts to 

recover runaway peasants from the Urals. On the contrary, the illegal migration of state peasants, 

like that of serfs, brought the same financial problems, most significantly the tax evasion with a 

corresponding decrease in the state income. 

An early attempt to recover fugitives of all ranks in the Urals occurred in 1663 but 

failed.69 A massive and more successful search took place in 1671, two years after the tsar issued 

a decree against harboring addressed to secular and church landowners in the Urals. Submitted 

by Fedor Khrushchev, the Verkhoturye district voivode, the report allows us to glimpse at the 

scale of migration in the Urals. Just between September 1669 and August 1670, 2,051 male and 

female peasants from Pomorye went through Verkhoturye district, whom Khrushchev did not 

dare to detain as they carried official passes. In response, the government ordered that 

Khrushchev should set sentry posts, turn around all such fugitives, and under no circumstance 

accept them into the ranks of peasantry and townspeople. Because these instructions by 

themselves did not prove sufficient to cease the migration flow, investigators were dispatched to 

search for fugitives in Tobolsk province, the central administrative unit encompassing the Urals 

and part of Siberia in the seventeenth century. Unfortunately, only one investigator’s report was 

preserved listing seventeen runaways as being sent back to Pomorye, and thus we may hardly 

assess the effectiveness of the search.70 

Despite being deployed quite frequently in the second half of the seventeenth century, the 

investigative commissions remained ad hoc and did not consolidate into a permanent institution. 
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Because they were formed only to respond to collective petitions complaining about massive 

instances of peasant flight, the government also needed to maintain the legal framework to 

regulate mobility in general and resolve individual cases of fugitives. Contained in the 

Ulozhenie, the seemingly comprehensive restrictions proved insufficient and required further 

elaboration. In 1658, the government circulated a directive reiterating the ban on harboring 

runaways in urban and rural areas and set a merciless knouting as punishment for illegal 

departures and the death penalty for those who murdered their landlords in addition to fleeing.71 

By introducing the punishments, the government not only stressed its overall view on peasant 

flight as a type of crime but also pointed out the difference between ordinary migrants and their 

more violent counterparts. 

Beginning with a 1661 decree, the primary focus of state policies shifted toward deterring 

people of all social categories from sheltering fugitives. It prescribed different types of 

punishment for people of low ranks (crown and black-land peasants and townsmen) and those of 

high ranks (hereditary nobles and service landholders). Whereas a knouting awaited the former, a 

landlord had to “yield” one of his own peasants (naddatochnyi) to a fugitive’s owner. A harborer 

also had to furnish a cart to transport the fugitive, along with his family and belongings, to his 

official place of residence. Two years later, the tsar ordered to knout and imprison guilty estate 

managers (prikazchiki) for one year, but it appears that the latter part of the punishment was soon 

abolished. In 1664, the government further stiffened the penalty for sheltering by increasing to 

four the number of peasants that a harborer had to transfer to the fugitive’s owner.72 This penalty 

did not replace the compensation of ten rubles, set by the Code of 1649, but complemented it, 

thus making harboring even a more risky enterprise. 
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The penalty of yielding one’s peasants, however, proved inadequate and difficult to 

enforce in practice. Petitioners complained about the impossibility of demanding that provincial 

officials, musketeers, and cossack heads relinquish the serfs they were harboring. As men of 

these ranks owned no land, previous decrees did not apply to them.73 In recognition of this issue, 

the government decided to return to the ten-ruble compensation per year of harboring in 1681 

and increased the amount to twenty rubles in 1683, the highest for the seventeenth century. At 

the same time, the government revoked the punishment of knouting for estate managers, thus 

placing full responsibility for the harboring on landowners themselves.74 In order to make certain 

that the population was aware of harsh punishments, state officials made daily and weekly public 

announcements at fairs and markets, particularly appealing to harborers to turn in runaway 

peasants but provided no incentive for them to do so.75 While the attempt to turn a transfer of 

peasants into a type of penalty failed, it demonstrates the change in the state’s view of seigniorial 

peasants from land-bound to detachable from their places of registration and the corresponding 

growth of the landlord’s authority over his peasants. 

In some respects, this change emerged from the state’s encouragement of serf-owners to 

resolve their disputes privately. One of the Ulozhenie’s articles noted the legal nature of past 

“amicable agreements” (poliubovnye sdelki) between different landowners.76 In the second half 

of the century, a deed of transfer (postupnaia zapis’) became a popular form of such private 

resolutions of disputes over runaway peasants.77 The deed of transfer represented a grant of one’s 
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own peasants in lieu of payments of debt or compensation for sheltering fugitives.78 In 1682, for 

example, landlords Asanov and Ostankov reached an amicable agreement in a dispute, 

sanctioning them to register the transfer of a peasant in Kazan. Guilty of harboring two fugitive 

families, Asanov agreed, in addition to returning them, to hand over his peasant, Levka Savelev, 

the peasant’s wife, daughter, and nephew, as well as another peasant and two families who were 

on the run at the time of the transaction.79 The archival repository of the Iusupov family also 

speaks to their preference to give away their serfs instead of paying compensation. In 1701, 

Prince Ivan Kutumov transferred a peasant along with his wife to Semen Tugarinov to 

compensate for the sheltering of the latter’s serfs.80 Although deeds of transfer were not 

documents of sale per se, the result of these transactions was very similar, i.e., a change of a 

peasant’s ownership. 

In the second half of the century, the government also approved the sale of peasants 

without land. A few illicit instances of this trade already occurred in the 1660s. In 1675, Tsar 

Alexei Mikhailovich (r. 1645-1676) granted permission to the boyar Matveev, a court favorite, to 

sell some of his peasants. Shortly thereafter, other landowners appealed for similar permission, 

stressing that it would help them finalize their transaction over present and fugitive peasants. In 

response to their appeal, the 1682 decree gave the right of serf trade to any landlord and 

prescribed that transactions should be recorded in a deed of purchase (sdelachnaia zapis’) at the 

Slave Court Chancery (Prikaz kholop’ia suda). Furthermore, the same decree legalized the sale 

of runaway serfs with the condition that their new owners “had to search for them according to 
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their deeds of purchase.”81 As seen, the emergence of both types of transactions was intertwined 

with the issue of peasant flight.82 The deterioration of status was dramatic for seigniorial 

peasants who now could be bought and sold, thus becoming not only separable from the land but 

also personally dependent on their landlords. 

The policies against harboring and regulation of disputes between landlords, however, 

constituted only part of the issue of fugitive peasants for the Muscovite government. Not all 

peasant migrants moved to frontier areas. Large towns, especially Moscow, also attracted a 

considerable flow of outsiders, among whom were both individuals permitted to work for hire 

and fugitive peasants and kholopy. Towns naturally appealed to this broad spectrum of people 

because of the growing demand for wage laborers in river trade, shipment, and construction 

work. This situation did not escape the attention of the government. In 1649, it confirmed the 

already-existing practice of working for hire by peasants and bobyli, but their employers had to 

register hired outsiders in a government office or face punishment, as the tsar colorfully 

reminded the Moscow residents in 1654 and 1655.83 A 1683 decree made another step in the 

regulation of wage labor by approving the employment of people not only with surety bonds but 

also with “sustenance certificates” (kormezhnye pamiati), a new type of an identification paper 

that was one of the precursors to the eighteenth-century passport.84 Although the goal of this 

procedure was to complicate the chances of illegal employment, it could hardly be effective. As 
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the numerous edicts attest, employers showed little concern for the certificates or surety bonds. If 

they wanted to have the work completed on time, they likely had no other choice but to hire 

laborers without them. 

In 1684 and 1686, the government reiterated the requirement to provide surety bonds and 

register outsiders at the Service Land Chancery in Moscow. For the first time failure to register 

an outsider, the host was to pay a fine of 25 rubles. The amount was increased to 50 and 100 

rubles for the second and third violations, respectively. The decrees also laid bare that the 

authorities viewed this procedure as the means to separate law-abiding persons from potential 

criminals who could “do lots of malice and thievery.” Two years later, the government 

specifically noted the rise in crime in the capital committed by outsiders and the so-called “free 

wanderers” (guliashchie liudi) who “had dwelled in taverns, bathhouses, households owned by 

boyars and people of other ranks, and on riverboats … for a month or two or a year” and who 

“lacked surety bonds or had them but did not sign them at the Service Land Chancery.”85 The 

criminal situation did not improve by the early 1690s when the tsar complained about a large 

number of unregistered free wanderers, some of whom performed “thievery” while others 

disguised “as cripples and blind men” were begging around the capital. Nevertheless, “the 

examination revealed that all of them are healthy.” If they were not free wanderers but 

townspeople, crown or seigniorial peasants, they were to be returned to their places of residence. 

If caught the second time, they were to be knouted and exiled to Siberian towns.86 
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The tsar’s exasperation with free wanderers was not surprising, as they constituted the 

only remaining social group not fixed to a locality and therefore permitted to travel and perform 

wage labor freely. For example, the Ulozhenie mentions such free people while outlining the 

official procedure for their enserfment by the landlord.87 Since cadastral and census books did 

not list their names, they were not bound to land and could find jobs in towns and villages for a 

day or a year, depending on their contracts. By moving around and not settling on anyone’s land, 

the free wanderers could maintain this special unfixed status, and some managed to do so even in 

the early eighteenth century. The very existence of this category, therefore, complicated the 

government’s policies to regulate population movement because any person could claim to be a 

free wanderer, and many runaways certainly did. Historian I.V. Stepanov has noted on this 

lexical loophole. The term “wandering” (guliashchii) was broadly applied to define an individual 

who moved around without restrictions regardless of whether he was legally free or runaway, or 

had a leave permit. Along the Volga basin, the term “wandering” was often equated with the 

term “working.”88 

At the same time, the tsar was right to be concerned with the criminal waves in Moscow 

in the 1680s and 1690s, but the social composition of those criminals was far more diverse than 

he believed. Moscow residents of different ranks, including hereditary nobles, organized and 

participated in crimes. In 1687, two nobles attacked the peasants traveling along the Troitsk road 

and seized “the tsar’s treasury (gosudareva kazna)” they were delivering. In another instance, a 

group of boyars killed several townsmen and pillaged their houses.89 While serving as a reminder 

for Moscow residents not to house any people without surety bonds, a 1699 decree vividly 
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described one of the recent crimes. Six people – townsmen and wandering people – robbed 

several houses and tortured their residents: musketeers and their wives. Under interrogation, 

these criminals confessed that they were members of large armed bands of twenty, thirty, and 

forty people and had several lairs in the capital.90 

A reading of decrees also illustrates a pragmatic side of the state’s dealing with fugitives 

and their owners. For one, the government was incapable of and unwilling to detain peasants for 

a significant amount of time. In the early 1660s, it ordered the fugitive’s release on surety bonds 

to their harborers if plaintiffs failed to pick them up from prisons “for a long time.” Keeping 

peasants imprisoned was also a financial burden. In 1676, the government refused to feed those 

runaways who were brought in as criminal suspects but then cleared of accusations.91 A 1690 

decree provided landlords with a one-month period to collect their peasants from the Slave 

Chancery, and only those who had to travel from afar could gain an extension. A year later, the 

period was shortened to one week. From 1694, a landlord had only a week to present proofs of 

ownership in the Moscow Court Chancery (Sudnyi prikaz). One’s failure to do so led to the 

runaway’s release without a surety bond. As a justification, the decree stated that many a peasant 

and kholop “were dying in detention from overcrowding and starvation.”92 

The articulation of state interests is especially well seen in the legislation on runaway 

women. The Ulozhenie’s provisions effectively enabled landowners to enserf male crown 

peasants if they married runaway serf women. At the same, not transferring a runaway woman 

with a husband resulted in the loss of people for landlords. A 1663 decree represented an 

interesting compromise, stating that landlords had a right to gain in ownership only those men 
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who married their runaway widows, but only a marriage fee (vyvod) from those who married 

runaway “daughters.”93 The government took an even more categorical stance on those runaway 

women whose husbands served in Moscow musketeer regiments. A husband had to pay a ten-

ruble marriage fee to his wife’s owner. “If the husband could not afford to pay, he was to suffer a 

beating until he did.”94 The compromising nature of such resolutions is evident, at the same time 

aiming to satisfy landlords’ claims and corresponding to Muscovy’s defense priorities. 

Overall, as a result of the Ulozhenie’s promulgation, the issue of enforcement replaced 

the issue of enserfment. The government continued to support the stratum of service landholders 

by dispatching ad hoc investigative commissions to retrieve missing peasants. Monetary fines 

and corporal punishment for harboring had a similar purpose, while at the same time affecting 

Muscovite society at large. The effectiveness of these measures is, nonetheless, questionable, as 

we may see in the government’s active experimentation with different penalties until settling on 

the twenty-ruble fine. Equally important was the creation of comprehensive instructions on how 

to resolve disputes over ownership and recovery of fugitive peasants. As seen in cases of women, 

the government did not initiate but added new regulations after such instances had come to its 

attention. In addition to courts, serf-owners were encouraged to find other ways to settle 

disputes, such as transfers, purchases, or reaching amicable agreements. 

In the second half of the seventeenth century, thus, the Russian state did not yet form a 

comprehensive system of controlling movement but sought to force its population into obedience 

by issuing prescriptive decrees. This approach to governance was neither satisfactory for the 

serf-owners nor effective in eliminating illegal migration in rural and urban areas. Likewise, the 
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ad hoc investigative commissions represented only temporary solutions for returning fugitives 

but could not prevent them from remaining where they belonged officially. 

 

From Peter the Great to Catherine the Great: Organizing the population 

Peter the Great’s (r. 1682-1725) ascension to the throne initially brought little change to 

the state’s approach toward the issue of fugitive peasants and regulation of geographic mobility 

overall. A couple of decrees reiterated the punishments for and prohibitions on harboring, 

demanded the return of all peasants, and warned against obstructing the capture of runaways.95 

They aimed at reminding the population about the government’s determination to uphold the 

existing laws on unauthorized movement. One 1706 decree, however, hinted about his future 

policies and showed that the tsar was willing to take more decisive steps against landowning 

harborers. If they failed to deliver fugitives within half a year from the issuance of the decree, 

their estates – regardless of being hereditary estates or service landholdings – were to be divided 

into two equal parts and transferred to the tsar and the fugitive’s owner.96 At the time, however, 

the government had no time to enforce the decree’s implementation because its chief concern lay 

elsewhere. 

In the early eighteenth century, foreign affairs dominated the tsar’s agenda, and his 

program of domestic reforms aimed at forming a strong European state. His top priority was the 

formation of a standing army that could contend effectively with Russian enemies in the west 

and south. With this goal in mind, Peter carried out other social and economic reforms. As 

Lindsey Hughes notes, “in Peter’s case the links between war, domestic policy, and the man 
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himself were quite explicit.”97 The defining challenge in his ruling career was the Great Northern 

War against Sweden (1700-1721) that required an extraordinary mobilization of people and other 

resources to gain access to and establish Russia’s presence on the Baltic Sea. As a result of the 

military reform between 1699 and 1705, a new European-style regular army was created. 

Military service became obligatory for nobles, and only some could substitute it with civil 

service. Instead of haphazard calls to arms, regular conscription levies forced peasants and 

townspeople into lifelong military service. 

Not accustomed to this degree of coercion, conscripts responded by deserting, going into 

hiding, and mutilating themselves.98 In practice, military desertion represented just another 

manifestation of peasant flight, but deserters found themselves under a different set of 

regulations because of their military status. Numerous decrees demonstrated the feebleness of the 

state efforts to recover deserters, which ranged from threatening them with exile, knouting, and 

execution to granting amnesties.99 Various systems of collective responsibility instituted by the 

government were perhaps somewhat more effective at thwarting desertion. For example, groups 

of twenty or more men would be subjected to punishment or fined if any of their numbers fled. 

Another decree made officers financially responsible for deserters. The amount of fine for every 

deserter that a colonel and lieutenant-colonel had to pay was set at 1.50 rubles and 50 kopecks, 

respectively.100 
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Resistance to conscription was just one of the challenges hindering Peter the Great’s 

aspiration for “a well-ordered police state” in the 1710s and early 1720s. According to his vision, 

Russia could achieve its highest productive potential through better administrative organization 

and mobilization of human resources by means of compulsion and prohibition.101 Understanding 

and controlling the population constituted a vital part of this vision. One of the first steps was to 

conduct a new household census in 1710, which was a necessary consequence of the 

administrative reform undertaken two years earlier. The census’s goal was to evaluate the 

population growth since the previous country-wide household census in 1677-78, but its results 

proved disappointing, to say the least. Rather than an increase, the census of 1710 showed a 

shocking population decline in some provinces: 40 percent in Archangelogorod gubernia, 36 

percent in Ingermanland (St. Petersburg) gubernia, and 21 percent in Smolensk gubernia. 

Immediately after the end of the census, the government began to doubt the accuracy of the 

collected figures but could do nothing else at that time. The main reason for the erroneously low 

number was the poor implementation of the reform, caused by census takers’ inadequate skills 

and corruption.102 

The poor administration of the 1710 census was noticed by several interested members of 

Russian society, whom historian Nikolai Pavlov-Sil’vanskii aptly dubbed the projecteurs. Many 

of them personally witnessed instances when census inspectors abused their power. The 

projecteurs advocated a set of measures that could potentially enhance the state’s ability to 

                                                 
101 Raeff, The Well-Ordered Police State: Social and Institutional Change through Law in the Germanies and 

Russia, 1600-1800, 206. The spot-on criticism of the concept of the well-ordered police state may be found in Andre 

Wakefield, The Disordered Police State: German Cameralism as Science and Practice (Chicago and London: 

University of Chicago Press, 2009). 
102 M.Iu. Zenchenko, “Prikzanoe deloproizvodstvo v epokhu petrovskikh preobrazovanii: traditsii i reformy: (Na 

primere organizatsii gubernskoi perepisi 1710 g.),” Problemy sotsial’noi i politicheskoi istorii Rossii, 2009, 119–29. 

On the incompleteness and ineffectiveness of the population censuses of 1710 and 1716-17 also see A.L. Shapiro, 

“Krest’ianskie otkhody i krest’ianskii naem v petrovskoe vremia,” Uchenye zapiski Leningradskogo 

gosudarstvennogo pedagogicheskogo instituta imeni M.N. Pokrovskogo 5, no. 1 (1940): 23–54. 



50 

 

control the population and thwart peasant flight, the chief cause of the localized population 

declines. They noted that, as many peasants had done in the seventeenth century, they still 

mostly ran away to the lower towns along the Volga basin in Kazan and Nizhnii Novgorod 

gubernias. To address the issue, Ivan Filippov, probably a church peasant, proposed increasing 

the amount of compensation for harboring to fifty rubles per year and assigning town and village 

officials to police and report on unregistered outsiders. Semen Iurlov, a colonel from St. 

Petersburg, suggested that persons caught harboring should swear a mandatory oath (prisiaga) to 

return their current runaways and not to welcome others in the future. Violators of this oath were 

to receive the death penalty.103 Although Ivan Pososhkov, a peasant-turned-entrepreneur, 

recognized the abusive nature of serf-owners who overtaxed and overworked their peasants, he 

expressed the ideas consistent with those of other projecteurs. He argued for the institution of 

special written passes, without which a peasant would not be allowed to move farther than about 

11 kilometers (10 verst) outside his official home.104 Overall, these suggestions underscore that 

the need for stricter control of mobility did not only emanate from the government and nobility 

but was also shared by, at least, several individuals from the lower ranks of society. Peter the 

Great was likely familiar with some of these ideas since they closely corresponded to his future 

policies.105  

The nearing victory in the Great Northern War allowed the tsar to refocus on and bring 

order to domestic matters. As a strong believer in the role of the state in the rational organization 

of society, the tsar attributed great significance to written legislation. He imbibed modern 
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theories of state-building, specifically that the “common good” could be achieved by the creation 

of comprehensive legislation and its timely enforcement. He dreamed of an ideal edifice that 

would run like clockwork. All bureaucratic institutions and subjects had to play their part to 

ensure the correct work of this structure. Influenced by the cameralist ideas that dictated the 

creation of specialized institutions, Peter undertook the reforms of the central and provincial 

administration. While the Senate (1711) was created to govern the state in the tsar’s absence, the 

Kollegii (1717), nine to begin with, were responsible for individual spheres, such as commerce, 

manufacture, foreign affairs, etc. In 1708-12, The provincial reform divided the country into nine 

gubernias, further split into provinces and then districts.106 The envisaged rational administration 

was just part of the plan. Another was the formation of an orderly, stratified society that could be 

governed and directed to realize different state goals. 

Every social estate had to fulfill their obligations in some capacity: through military 

service, trade, prayers, and agriculture. Peter perceived nobles as natural officers and the main 

servants of the state. Pronounced during the Muscovite period, the differences in status between 

hereditary nobles and service landholders disappeared as a result of the 1714 decree on single 

inheritance. The introduction of the Table of Ranks unified all nobles into a single corporation 

that had to perform compulsory military or civil service for the empire. Discussed in detail 

below, the first population census and the poll tax effectively helped to separate the nobility that 

did not pay it from other social categories that did. The results were twofold. From that point on, 

all officers and officials were paid salaries instead of receiving land tenures. Therefore, new 

members of the nobility could only acquire land through purchase or by special grants from the 

ruler. For those nobles who already owned landholdings, this reform de facto recognized their 
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proprietary rights over them along with serfs who dwelled there.107 Over the eighteenth century, 

selling and buying serfs, and punishing those who committed a crime became important markers 

of the nobility’s status. At the same time, a greater authority went hand-in-hand with greater 

responsibility for their serfs, at least in theory, and more independent actions in their 

reclamation. 

As for the peasantry, Peter’s efforts focused on collecting accurate knowledge about them 

and improving the mechanisms of mobility control. Undertaken between 1719 and 1724, the first 

census (reviziia) aimed at rectifying the errors of the 1710 census and providing a more realistic 

count. The most significant change implemented in the first census was to replace a household 

with a male “soul” as a unit of taxation. In the past, peasants had established large households 

with many men living under the same roof as a strategy to avoid paying taxes. With a male 

“soul” as a taxation unit, this strategy could no longer work. Along with the poll tax introduced 

in 1724, the first census could finally make the population legible, thus allowing the government 

to plan its budget, evaluate production capabilities, and estimate conscription levies.108 In 

addition, the new census updated the old eighteenth-century population records and therefore 

could assist in tracking fugitives and resolving lawsuits over peasants’ ownership. 

Soon after the census was begun, reports about census takers’ abuses accumulated. They 

carried news of provincial authorities’ incompetence in conducting the census, cases of 

concealment (utaika) in villages and towns, and a high number of fugitives. For the first three 

years of the census, it was later discovered that there were about 430,000 peasants concealed 
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(nine percent of the total population count) from census takers.109 In 1722, the government 

founded the Census Chancelleries (Kantselirii svidetel’stva dush) to correct these problems. 

Staffed with military officers and directly subordinate to the Senate and the War College, the 

Census Chancelleries were to operate separately from provincial authorities and town and village 

elders, and therefore were supposedly less biased and more accurate in their efforts to count the 

entire male population. Specially issued, the Census Instruction not only served as a manual for 

the officers on how to administer the census but also threatened serf-owners, estate managers, 

and village elders with the death penalty if they were found guilty of concealing peasants or 

sheltering runaways.110 Although the census went on in some gubernias until 1727, it ultimately 

resulted in a more accurate population estimate. 

The Census Chancelleries’ records provide a glimpse at the scale of in- and out-migration 

in the Volga region. Between 1720 and 1722, 2,071 male peasants voluntarily appeared in 

Alatyr’ district, and another 1,141 were listed as on the run. A significant number of fugitives 

from other districts were also discovered. From Novotroitsk volost’ alone, the chancellery 

officials had to send away 3,940 fugitives out of 4,472 people residing there in total.111 For the 

same period, 18,049 runaways were discovered in Nizhnii Novgorod gubernia. Another 4,098 

families living in Ufa district, Kazan gubernia, had to return to districts of Kazan, Simbirsk, 

Azov, and Nizhnii Novgorod gubernias. In total, the Census Chancelleries and local officials 

                                                 
109 In fact, since the population count of 1710, the authorities were aware of numerous cases of concealment. For 

example, in the town of Kazan and several Kazan district villages, census takers uncovered 4,407 male and female 

individuals concealed by different means between 1710 and 1720. RGADA, f. 248, op. 3, kn. 101, ll. 525-530. 

According to the 1719-1721 count, the total male population was 4,364,000, but government officials later corrected 

this figure to 4,797,000 people. The final population count was only completed in 1747. V.M. Kabuzan, 

Narodonaselenie Rossii v XVIII - pervoi polovine XIX v. (po materialam revizii) (Moscow: Akademiia nauk SSSR, 

1963), 123–24. 
110 PSZ, vol. 6, no. 3,901 (February 5, 1722). 
111 N.V. Razorenova, “Beglye krest’iane pervoi chetverti XVIII veka,” Problemy istorii SSSR 4 (1974): 115. 
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uncovered over 37,000 illegal male migrants in the mid-Volga region in the 1720s and 1730s.112 

These numbers indicate a certain level of success but do not tell us whether these peasants 

remained in their official localities or fled again. 

In addition to the Census Chancelleries, the Petrine government initiated the 

establishment of a more comprehensive system of surveillance and punishment for illegal 

peasant migration. Two major decrees came out on February 19 and April 6 of 1721. They 

contained provisions aimed at forming extremely unfavorable conditions for both fugitives and 

harborers and reflected the government’s emphasis on keeping the taxable population where they 

belonged. The amount of compensation per year for harboring was set at 100 rubles for a male 

and 50 rubles for a female runaway, and the deadline for their reclamation – to a year and a half 

through August 1, 1722. Harborers had to furnish escorts and deliver runaways along with their 

families and property to their official owners. Confiscation, galley work, and knouting awaited 

guilty estate managers and village elders, depending on whether they concealed runaways from 

the state, crown, church, or seigniorial lands. A knout also remained as punishment for fugitives 

and was used as an admonition to law-abiding peasants.113 At about the same time, town and 

village officials received an order to take notice of any wanderers and peasants and check if they 

were runaway soldiers or peasants.114 By expanding the punitive framework, these decrees went 

beyond summarizing and reiterating previous laws against fugitives of all ranks. Their evident 

focus on control of movement acted in unison with other Petrine policies directed to improve the 

collection of taxes. 

                                                 
112 Kozlova, Pobegi krest’ian, 35–36, 135–36. 
113 PSZ, vol. 6, no. 3,743 (February 19, 1721). Clarifications for this decree, PSZ, vol. 6, no. 3,936 (April 4, 1722); 

vol. 7, no. 3,939 (April 6, 1722). For a detailed discussion of 19 February 1721 decree and its subsequent 

modifications, see Anisimov, “Struggle.” 
114 This decree is not included in the PSZ, RGADA, f. 248, op. 7, kn. 412, ll. 849 ob-850.  
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Another Petrine innovation was the introduction of standardized internal passports, which 

replaced sustenance passes issued in the seventeenth century.115 The 1719 decree first mentions 

passports – in the context of temporary leaves for soldiers and recruits – but the promulgation of 

the 1724 plakat (broadsheet) marked the actual beginning of the passport regime.116 The plakat 

drew an official distinction between those who traveled within their districts – not further than 

about 32 kilometers (30 verst)– and those who searched for jobs outside. For the former, a 

written permit was sufficient, on the condition that it was signed by a landlord, estate manager, 

or village elder and specified a job search as its bearer’s objective. But peasants and townspeople 

intending to work outside their districts had to obtain formal passports issued on special forms, 

signed by local officials and providing descriptions of their holders’ physical features, such as 

height, hair and beard color, and distinctive marks. Only men could apply for these permits, 

which were valid for no longer than three years.117 As a consequence, the introduction of 

passports and the 32-kilometer limit on travel without documents simplified the verification of 

whether a traveling person was law-abiding or fugitive. Now, a government official or anyone 

could check a migrant’s status by inquiring about his place of origin and passport. 

At the same time, the internal passport system expressed the government’s recognition 

that, if correctly regulated, mobility was desirable and necessary because it could benefit both 

migrants and the state economy. With a passport, an individual could move around freely, gain 

employment, and be legally protected from denunciations and forced return to his official places 

of residence. In turn, the state received fees for issuing such documents and obtained a valuable 

                                                 
115 For a useful overview of the history of passport in imperial Russia, see  V.G. Chernukha, Pasport v Rossii, 1719-

1917 (St. Petersburg: Liki Rossii, 2007). 
116 PSZ, vol. 5, no. 3,445, (October 30, 1719). Simon Franklin notes that in the early eighteenth century a passport 

varied in meaning and could denote a document for safe passage, a work permit, a ship registration, etc. See Simon 

Franklin, “Printing and Social Control in Russia 1: Passports,” Russian History 37, no. 3 (2010): 210. 
117 PSZ, vol. 7, no. 4,533 – Plakat (June 26, 1724), 315. 
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tool to distinguish between legal itinerant workers and runaways. At the same time, the 

appearance of official passports led to the emergence of the new problem of forgery. Because of 

a low level of literacy in eighteenth-century Russia, checkpoint guards could rarely verify the 

authenticity of a passport. A counterfeit document, thus, could provide its owner with a sense of 

security and an opportunity to travel. 

Checkpoints (zastavy) placed on the major roads and at postal stations (iamskie stantsii) 

served a similar function of thwarting the unregulated movement. Even before the introduction 

of internal passports, checkpoint guards were responsible for the verification of identification 

papers and turning back illegal migrants. In 1683, checkpoints were set to stop the population 

flow from the core districts of Russia into Siberia. 118 As a result of Peter the Great’s orders, new 

checkpoints appeared on the roads leading to the Urals, Siberia, and Bashkiria.119 In 1732, the 

Senate directed additional troops to the Russian-Polish border outposts to stop peasants from 

fleeing abroad.120 In order to prevent illicit migrants from entering St. Petersburg, the Senate 

instructed to set sentries on small roads and block unsanctioned walkable paths with fallen trees, 

as well as give a two-ruble reward to anyone who turned in a runaway to the Main Police 

Department in the city.121 By the early 1740s, checkpoints were spread all over the country and 

particularly near important towns and along the main roads.  

No data are available to assess the effectiveness of checkpoints, but ordinary people were 

certainly aware of their locations and the ways to circumvent them. Isaia Zakharov, a military 

recruit, was dispatched to Moscow to await his further assignment in 1752. After staying in the 

                                                 
118 PSZ, vol. 2, no. 1,030 (June 24, 1683).  
119 E.I. Zaozerskaiia, “Begstvo i otkhod krest’ian v pervoi polovine XVIII v. (K voprosu o nachal’nykh formakh 

ekspropriatsii sel’skogo i gorodskogo naseleniia v Rossii),” in K voprosu of pervonachal’nom nakoplenii v Rossii, 

XVII-XVIII vv. (Moscow: Akademiia nauk SSSR, 1958), 168. 
120 PSZ, vol. 8, no. 6,181 (September 15, 1732). 
121 PSZ, vol. 11, no. 8,411 (July 2, 1741); the state took similar precautions along the Novgorod road, declaring that 

it should be cleared 30 sazhen’ (over 60 meters) on each side, PSZ, vol. 9, no. 6,822 (October 14, 1735).  
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city for two weeks, Zakharov and two other recruits encountered Asaf, a vagrant, who incited 

them to run away to Poland. At night, Asaf led them from Moscow to Kaluga along country 

roads. Then, they continued traveling, evading towns and villages, and crossed the border near 

the town of Roslavl’.122 In addition to illustrating people’s awareness of checkpoints’ locations, 

this story also suggests the existence of specialized guides who earned money by helping people 

move around the country without notice. 

The tsar’s efforts to eradicate vagrancy represented an extension of his policies against 

illegal migration. While viewing it as a social problem, his Muscovite predecessors believed that 

different circumstances drove people to beggary and vagrancy and that some financial support 

was necessary for them.123 By contrast, Peter shared the common European perception of them 

as uprooted, desperate, destitute, and ignorant men who had neither firm determination nor the 

means to accomplish well-defined goals.124 The tsar was convinced that such persons, including 

the so-called free wanderers, frequently concealed their real identity of runaway soldiers and 

peasants; their “loafing about” in his new capital of St. Petersburg was particularly vexing. In his 

view, all capable men, disguising themselves as beggars or vagrants, should be put to work or 

drafted into the army.125 Another senatorial decree listed various problems that they could cause: 

“free wanderers only pretend to trade, but in reality they are drunks who sing and loaf about in 

streets at night; they were to be apprehended because among them there are many fugitive 

soldiers, sailors, and other thieves who rob, kill, and live in taverns and bathhouses instead of 

                                                 
122 RGADA, f. 786, op. 1, d. 952, l. 3.  
123 I.G. Pryzhov, Nishchie na Sviatoi Rusi. Materialy dlia istorii obshchestvennogo i narodnogo byta v Rossii 

(Moscow: Tipografiia M.I. Smirnova, 1862), 84–87; Kozlova, Liudi, 21–39. 
124 Kleinschmidt, People on the Move: Attitudes and Perceptions of Migration in Medieval and Modern Europe, 11. 

For example, Anton Blok notes that the Dutch authorities believed for a long time that vagrants were responsible for 

many crimes taking part in the rural parts of the country that, in fact, were committed by the notorious Bokkeryders. 

Blok, Honour and Violence, 40.  
125 PSZ, vol. 5, no. 3,203 (May 25, 1718), art. 10; no. 3,212 (June 20, 1718); no. 3,213 (June 20, 1718); vol. 6, no. 

3,945 (April 6, 1722). 
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apartments…”126 At the same time, Peter the Great recognized that some vagrants do need help, 

but such persons should reside at almshouses (bogadel’ni) rather than wander around towns and 

villages.127 

To address reports or petitions about largescale instances of illegal peasant migration, the 

government continued dispatching investigative commissions, similar to those used in the 

seventeenth century. An extensive search for runaway peasants took place in 1732, as a response 

to a petition filed by Prince Alexey Cherkassky, a prominent statesman, who owned 

approximately 70,000 peasant men and women and approximately 47,000 hectares of land. 

Appointed as the main investigator of this case, Lieutenant Zinov’ev reported two years later that 

he captured and returned 11,457 serfs (6,021 men and 5,446 women) who had escaped from 

Cherkassky’s estates in Nizhnii Novgorod, Kazan, and Moscow gubernias. Runaways settled 

predominantly in the villages of Kazan and Voronezh gubernias: 4,899 people in Znamenskoe-

Kamyshleika, 1,511 Samodurikha, and 2,121 in Nikol’skoe-Poim. After their reclamation, 

however, most peasants did not remain long in their official homes and soon fled to the same 

places. During his second search in 1737, Zinov’ev remanded 5,863 fugitives who were knouted 

prior to their return to Cherkassky’s estates. Even the second capture, however, did not 

discourage peasants from running away again to their new villages in Kazan and Voronezh 

gubernias. Only in 1752, Petr Sheremetev, a new owner of these serfs, found a more permanent 

and innovative solution to the problem. Instead of trying to retrieve his peasants, he acquired the 

lands where they resided and established his residence with an administrative office and a prison. 

                                                 
126 PSZ, vol. 5, no. 3,212 (June 20, 1718). Similar points in decrees: PSZ, vol. 5, no. 3,294 (January, 1719), arts. 19-

21 – Instruktsiia ili nakaz voevodam; vol. 5, no. 3,334 (March 19, 1719); vol. 6, no. 3,676 (November 16, 1720); 

vol. 6, no. 4,130 (December 10, 1722), arts. 28-30 – Instruktsiia, dannaia Moskovskoi Politsmeisterskoi kantseliarii.  
127 Until 1775, Peter’s successors adopted a similar approach to the issue of vagrancy and mendicity. Kozlova, Liudi, 

29–42. 
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In doing so, Sheremetev, turned the villages of Znamenskoe-Kamyshleika and Nikol’skoe-Poim 

into his typical serf estates.128 For the eighteenth century, such a scale of peasant out-migration 

from one landowner was exceptional and resulted from serious social and economic flaws in the 

administration of Cherkassky’s estates. 

In order to better understand how the state dealt with large groups of runaways, let us 

examine the instruction given by Empress Anna to Second Lieutenant Dmitrii Vyndomskii in 

1734. It prescribed that the officer should immediately journey to the villages of Voskresenskoe, 

Bugae, and Berezki in Simbirsk and Penza districts, where many peasants had found shelter and 

work. Upon arrival, Vyndomskii needed to meet and consult with Captain Surovtsov, appointed 

to oversee the ongoing conscription in Simbirsk district, who was to provide the required staff: 

soldiers and scribes. Together, they were to travel to Voskresenskoe and interrogate estate 

managers and elders “separately, secretly, and under pain of death.” The instruction then 

included seven points about conducting interrogations, dealing with estate managers and elders 

“who were likely to lie,” and ensuring that fugitives would have no way of escape. The available 

record of the operation suggests that Vyndomskii acted as instructed. Foreseeing the futility of 

questioning village officials who would deny harboring fugitive peasants, he set hidden sentries 

around the village who at night intercepted runaways’ attempts to escape. In total, they 

apprehended 782 people, 305 of whom were surprisingly from the category of crown peasants 

typically less inclined to move.129 

In the late 1730s, the state income from the poll tax proved much lower than expected. 

According to the Army College’s calculations, the overall tax deficiency (nedoimka) since 1724 

                                                 
128 K.N. Shchepetov, “Beglye krest’iane kniazia A.M. Cherkasskogo v pervoi polovine XVIII v.,” in Istoriia SSSR, 

vol. 6 (Moscow: Akademiia nauk SSSR, 1963), 128–36. 
129 RGADA, f. 248, op. 6, kn. 332, ll. 1-10.  
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amounted to over five million rubles or approximately 6.5 percent of the tax income.130 A special 

commission at the Senate concluded that the tax rolls from the first census were outdated and did 

not reflect the actual population of the country, thus explaining the tax deficiency. For the 

government, this finding was far from new. In “The Note on the Situation in Russia in 1726,” 

Pavel Iaguzhinskii, a general-procurator, condemned the state’s fiscal policy – the poll tax and 

conscription – that placed a heavy burden on peasants and led to an increase in peasant flight. 

According to Iaguzhinskii, the remaining population would be much lower than officially on 

paper and would fail to meet the state tax requirement.131 The commission’s calculations 

revealed the astonishing correctness of his observations (Table 1.1). From 1719 to 1742, the 

overall decline comprised 2,877,767 men out of 5,331,673, the total male population according 

to the first census. The loss due to peasant flight figured substantially among other reasons, such 

as conscription, death, and exile for hard labor. Between 1719 and 1727, 198,876 male peasants 

were absent from their places of residence, and another 327,046 fled from their homes between 

1727 and 1742, bringing the number of runaways to 525,922 or 18.2 percent of the total 

population decrease for the period 1719-1742. Moreover, the Senate considered this number as 

an underestimation because it was impossible to assess how many people ran away or were 

brought to Poland.132 These circumstances influenced the state’s decision to conduct a new 

population census in 1742.133 

                                                 
130The situation with tax collection did not improve much in the 1750s. According to Troitskii, an average 

deficiency of poll tax ranged between 7 and 14 percent in the 1750s. Troitskii, Finansovaia politika, 126. 
131 “Zapiska P.I. Iaguzhinskogo o sostoianii Rossii,” Chteniia v Imperatorskom obshchestve istorii i drevnostei 

rossiiskikh 4 (1860): 269–70. 
132 I.P. Rukovskii, Istoriko-statisticheskie svedeniia o podushnykh podatiakh (St. Petersburg, 1862), 192–93. On the 

fiscal system and taxes , see Kahan, Plow, 319–49. Several recent studies have shown that Russia’s male population 

was, in fact, greater and reached 6,345,132 people, among which there were 5,722,332 male peasants. As they did 

not pay taxes, women were not counted during the first census. Thus, we can assume that the total number of 

fugitive peasants was even more significant. Kabuzan, Narodonaselenie Rossii, 57–59; Moon, Russian Peasantry, 

20–21.  
133 PSZ, vol. 11, no. 8,619 (September 17, 1742). 
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Table 1.1 Population Decline between 1719 and 1742 

Years Conscripted 

in the army 

Deceased Fugitives Exiled for 

Hard Labor 

Total 

1719-1727 53,928 733,158 198,876 2,494 988,456 

1727-1742 353,883 1,203,776 327,046 4,606 1,889,311 

Total for 

1719-1742 

407,811 1,396,934 525,922 7,100 2,877,767 

Source: I.P. Rukovskii, Istoriko-statisticheskie svedeniia, 192. 

 

At the same, the commission’s view of fugitive peasants as the population loss (emphasis mine) 

is surprising. Since they mostly moved within the state boundaries – some moved abroad to 

Poland-Lithuania or Sweden – they did not vanish but remained integrated into the Russian 

economy, working as wage laborers, barge haulers, and agriculturalists. Furthermore, many paid 

taxes together with their harborers. The larger problem, however, was that they did not pay in 

their official localities. As the government levied the same amount of taxes per the number of 

registered inhabitants in a village according to the census rolls, an illegal departure of even one 

person increased the total tax share of remaining village members. At the same time, the same 

person’s dwelling in another village decreased its residents' total share from what it should have 

been. From a clearly economic point of view, thus, the existence of fugitives constituted a loss 

for the state budget. 

Like the first census, the second represented a complex set of measures to restore order 

over the population, and consequently to eliminate deficiencies in tax collection. In contrast to 

conscription or death, the government considered itself capable of making flight more 

challenging, if not completely impossible. Since a person’s decision to escape hinged upon 

finding places of employment or settlement, the Senate paid close attention to punishments for 

various categories of harborers. Referring to Peter the Great’s 1721 decree, it confirmed the 
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amount of compensation at 100 rubles for a male and 50 rubles for a female runaway. If proved 

to shelter runaways intentionally, landlords were to be deprived of their estates; knouting awaited 

their estate managers and village elders. In the church, state, and crown landholdings, estate 

managers became the main culprits of harboring. Instead of paying compensation, they were to 

transfer all their property to runaways’ owners. 

During the second census, Empress Elizabeth (r. 1741-1761) placed the main emphasis 

on the maintenance of surveillance by high and low officials, both in urban and rural areas. 

Governors, police, town and village elders, estate managers, landlords, and others were supposed 

to continually watch and inform of any suspicious wanderers, distinguished from law-abiding 

subjects by the possession of government-issued passports. Quartered in provinces, the troops 

had to ensure security and apprehend fugitives and other criminals alike.134 The vision of 

effective population control the government aspired to have, however, differed significantly from 

reality. 

In 1744, Elizabeth harshly criticized the work of both the investigators and provincial 

governors. Despite many published decrees and instructions, they demonstrated little zeal to 

eradicate bandits and catch fugitives. To “encourage” them to fulfill their duties, Elizabeth issued 

a warning: “if you do not make enough effort and the number of such criminals increases, you 

will be treated like criminals, condemned, and tortured without mercy.” Once more in 1744, the 

empress decided to dispatch investigative commissions to make up for the lack of results 

achieved by local administrations. The provided instruction required investigators’ close 

cooperation with gubernia and provincial governors, obligating the latter to supply them with 

                                                 
134 PSZ, vol. 11, no. 8,699 (February 5, 1743). The order for everyone to maintain surveillance was confirmed in 

PSZ, vol. 13, no. 10,033 (October 16, 1752). 
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provision and resources and to disclose probable hideouts of criminals and runaways.135 

Notorious for a high number of bandits, areas along the Volga were divided into several zones 

among the investigative commissions: from Tver to Kineshma, from Kineshma to Kazan, from 

Kazan to Saratov, and from Saratov to Astrakhan. In each zone, there was a military detachment 

comprised of 200 dragoons to patrol along the riverbanks and 100 infantry soldiers on ships to 

oversee the waterway. Similar expeditions operated along the Oka and in central and northern 

gubernias. The high number of troops deployed prompted the Army College to complain to the 

Senate that more than 3,000 soldiers were withdrawn from the military forces.136 

Like those in the late seventeenth century, the investigative commissions in the 1740s 

faced endemic problems of Russia’s administrative apparatus: the lack of staff and cooperation 

between different government bodies. Quite common were conflicts between investigators and 

provincial authorities over scribes necessary for filing in reports and transcribing interrogations. 

For instance, the investigator Colonel L’vov petitioned the Senate to compel the Kazan Gubernia 

Chancellery to delegate to the commission the required number of scribes. So far, he had 

received only unqualified individuals who had been previously rejected by the Census 

Chancellery and lacked essential skills. Because of the shortage of competent scribes, he was 

unable to process many criminal cases.137 Another issue that investigators encountered was the 

refusal to cooperate and even disregard of law demonstrated by state and crown peasants. From a 

1747 report about the situation in several crown estates in Tambov district, the Senate learned 

                                                 
135 PSZ, vol. 12, no. 9,025 (September 7, 1744); no. 9,026 (September 7, 1744). 
136 Iurii V. Got’e, Istoriia oblastnogo upravleniia v Rossii ot Petra I do Ekateriny II, vol. 2 (Moscow and Leningrad: 

Akademiia nauk SSSR, 1941), 105–6.  
137 For this and other examples of conflicts, see Got’e, 2:107–10. 
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that village elders and constables concealed many fugitive peasants and single homesteaders who 

had been ordered to hide in forests and other places during the second census.138 

Local resistance and bureaucratic quarrels underline the cumbersome nature of the 

system of population and criminal control. Instead of helping, different authorities competed and 

impeded each other’s work. In the short period 1742-1747, the state reestablished the Census 

Chancelleries, deployed investigative expeditions, and expanded responsibilities of provincial 

authorities. On paper, all these governmental bodies were supposed to cooperate and maintain 

surveillance against illegal mobility closely, but whether they could work together in practice 

was questionable.  

Elizabeth’s continuous efforts to curb illegal population movement culminated in the 

decree of May 13, 1754, which represented a comprehensive set of measures to resolve various 

issues with fugitives. Instead of the mid-seventeenth-century cadastral books, it marked one’s 

inscription in the first census as a point of reference to settle disputes over serf-ownership. For 

those accepting fugitives since 1754, the amount of compensation per year of harboring was 

doubled in comparison with the 1721 decree, reaching 200 rubles for a male and 100 rubles for a 

female runaway. The decree, however, left a loophole for nobles. If previously they had to pay 

compensation regardless of whether they harbored runaways knowingly or not, now one of the 

provisions stated that a defendant’s guilt had to be proven. If not, the defendant would only pay 

five rubles per year for harboring, and sanctions would be laid on guilty estate managers and 

village elders who were to be deprived of property and drafted into the army. For marrying a 

runaway woman, her husband or his landlord had to pay a 100-ruble fee; if unable to pay, her 

husband, along with all their children and property, were to be transferred to the runaway’s 

                                                 
138 The Senate ordered to set fines for harborers at 10 rubles per a male and 5 per a female runaway, as well as to 

escort fugitives to their official places of residence. PSZ, vol. 12, no. 9,394 (April 10, 1747). 
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owner. When two fugitives married, the man’s owner was to gain the couple into ownership and 

pay a ten-ruble fee to the woman’s owner. While a lashing was the punishment for state and 

crown peasants, nobles could discipline their serfs as they wished.139 The 1754 decree marked 

the highpoint of state legislation on peasant flight and replaced the Ulozhenie in court 

proceedings in the second half of the century. 

Although surprisingly underexamined in the scholarship, the effects of this decree on the 

peasantry were significant. By setting one’s registration in the first census books as a reference 

point in legal disputes, it de jure approved any unauthorized changes of residence by fugitive 

peasants that had occurred prior to that census in 1719-1724. Only if peasants had been listed as 

on the run, could their owners or authorities file a claim for their return. Otherwise, even if 

discovered that a peasant fled before 1719 and now lived under a wrong landlord, his original 

owner had no grounds for recovery. As a result, the government did more than only codify 

previous legislation; rather, it re-confirmed the peasant’s permanent attachment to their place of 

registration and much more clearly delineated their subordination to their respective authority 

than the Ulozhenie had done a hundred years earlier. Furthermore, the 1754 decree increased the 

nobility’s prerogatives, delegating them with a right to punish their returned fugitive peasants as 

they pleased. This decision stresses the continuity in the official recognition of the private nature 

of the noble-peasant relations that required no direct interference from the state. 

During her reign (1762-1796), Catherine the Great built on the existing legal framework 

and brought consolidation to the system of social control. Like Peter the Great, Catherine was 

influenced by German cameralism but also drew on the ideas of enlightened governance that 

                                                 
139 The decree was comprised of more than 30 articles addressing possible varying situations. PSZ, vol. 14, no. 

10,233 (May 13, 1754). As seen in the draft of the Legislative Commission of 1754, the nobility initially viewed this 

decree as satisfactory, see V.N. Latkin, ed., Proekt novogo ulozheniia, sostavlennyi zakonodatel’noi kommissiei 

1754-1766 gg. (St. Petersburg: Tipografiia SPb. odinochnoi tiur’my, 1893), 136–73. 
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were popular throughout Europe during her rule. In Catherine’s view, population growth was 

central to the well-being and power of the state and the happiness of its subjects. A larger 

population would help the government achieve progress and success in wars, social organization, 

and finances. These views were widely shared by her contemporaries, foreign rulers, and Russian 

state officials, such as Count Petr Shuvalov and the scientist Mikhail Lomonosov. Thus, the chief 

responsibility of the state was to facilitate the population growth through improvements in 

medical services, a decrease in mortality, and encouragement of immigration.140 At the same 

time, effective governance necessitated a more comprehensive and stable system of social 

control within the state boundaries. 

Accumulating statistics on the population of the Russian Empire remained one of the 

priorities during her reign, and three more population censuses took place between 1761 and 

1765, 1781 and 1787, 1794 and 1795. In contrast to previous censuses, the government did not 

deploy military officers to compile books during the third census and, instead, entrusted this task 

to the gubernia, provincial, and district chancelleries. The fourth and fifth censuses placed the 

entire process in the hands of the lower administrative organs: town provosts (gorodnichii), 

lower land courts (nizhnie zemskie sudy), and treasure chambers (kazennye palaty). As a result, 

these censuses proved to be more accurate and better organized.141 One of the consequences was 

the absence of the issue of fugitive peasants in the census reports since local officials with 

personal interests were probably disinclined to investigate such cases. Instances of concealment 

were still numerous, though. 

                                                 
140 For an excellent analysis of the influence of foreign ideas on Catherine’s population policy, see Roger P. Bartlett, 

“Cameralism in Russia: Empress Catherine II and Population Policy,” in Cameralism in Practice: State 

Administration and Economy in Early Modern Europe, ed. Marten Seppel and Keith Tribe (Woodbridge: Boydell 

Press, 2017), 65–89. 
141 Third census, PSZ, vol. 15, no. 11,364 (November 26, 1761); fourth census, PSZ, vol. 21, no. 15,278 (November 

16, 1781); fifth census, PSZ, vol. 23, no. 17,221 (June 23, 1794). For an analysis of these censuses, see Kabuzan, 
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In the same vein of strengthening provincial authorities, we may understand the 

disbandment of investigative commissions ordered by Peter III and confirmed by Catherine the 

Great in 1762.142 On a large scale, the commissions were dispatched for the last time in 1756 to 

investigate multiple reports of crime in Shatsk, Kazan, Nizhnii Novgorod, and other towns and 

villages situated along the Volga, Oka, and Sura rivers.143 But it was unclear whether their work 

decreased the scale of crime or brought more conflicts with village and town residents who had 

to accommodate the commissions' troops. To eliminate such conflicts and streamline local 

governance, in 1762 Catherine transferred all investigative affairs to provincial governors who 

could use any police mechanisms available to them. The 1775 Gubernia Reform confirmed this 

order and reiterated that town and village officials should always report outsiders and bandits. 

Until escorted, fugitives and “passportless” people were to repair roads and bridges in exchange 

for food.144 

In 1782, Catherine undertook the police reform to improve the maintenance of public 

order in the capitals and twenty-three major towns. In her view, the police was more than merely 

a coercive organ, but a creative institution that promoted the rational organization of society for 

the welfare of the state and its people. Considerably deviating from its modern understanding, 

the police then had a broad set of responsibilities, such as inspecting public baths and buildings, 

organizing street lighting, and supervising town trade. Regarding illegal migration, townsmen 

had to register and report to the constable the arrival and departure of any visitors.145  While we 
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may hardly judge its efficiency without conducting extensive research, the police probably 

provided greater security, or at least a sense of security, in the major towns of the country. 

Catherine’s reforms of local administration were influenced not only by her aspiration to 

enhance the governance of the empire but also by internal and external problems. The crucial 

challenge to her reign occurred between 1773 and 1775 when Emelian Pugachev led the revolt of 

the disaffected Iaik Cossacks in the Southern Urals. The cossacks were mostly of peasant descent 

but had a special status and performed military service in the towns and along the borders. Apart 

from the cossacks, Pugachev’s followers consisted of various social groups, including non-

Russians, serfs, townsmen, and some runaway peasants. Although their goals were different, 

they were united by their overall discontent with the social and economic situation in the 

country.146 The provincial administration’s inability to suppress the revolt before it alarmingly 

encompassed a significant part of the Volga region demonstrated the deficiencies of local 

governance.147 

An instance of discontent from above occurred during the sessions of the 1767 

Legislative Commission when the noble delegates from all over Russia complained of the 

inadequacy of the state policies against fugitives. They noted a large scale of peasant flight both 

internally and abroad, especially to the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, Livonia, and Finland, 

and viewed the introduction of more repressive policies as a solution. A noble delegate from 

Pustorzhevsk district claimed that its poorest areas were close to the border from where the 

majority of peasants had departed. Other delegates suggested that the amount of compensation a 
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year needed to be set at 300 rubles for a male and 150 for a female runaway, and that estate 

managers who were guilty of harboring needed to suffer a knouting and exile to Siberia.148 

As the perusal of the decrees demonstrates, the government ignored the wishes of the 

noble representatives and limited itself to just several orders that attempted to make the 

runaway’s capture and return simpler. In 1782, the reward for turning in a fugitive was set at 

three rubles, initially given by the state but then reclaimed from the fugitive’s owner, the only 

incentivizing effort made during the entire eighteenth century.149 In 1775 and 1787, Catherine 

granted amnesties “for soldiers of all ranks, peasants, and others who departed from … their 

homes and regiments, if they appear voluntarily within a year” of the respective manifesto’s 

publication.150 While the amnesties did not offer any social or economic benefits, a chance to 

return without punishment was significant in itself. Interestingly, neither of the manifestos 

pointed out whether harborers would have to pay for such returnees. 

By the 1760s, the passport system overcame most of its difficulties with shortages of 

printed forms and distribution. At the same time, peasants and townsmen became more 

accustomed to applying for such identification papers and carrying them around to confirm their 

status of legal laborers. The growth in the number of passports can explain the decision to 

introduce an application fee of ten kopeks, though the official statistics on the number of issued 

passports are still unavailable.151 The government, thus, found an additional source of income in 

the increase of authorized departure (otkhod) of people from their places of residence. For the 

local administration and police, passports continued playing the role of the primary method of 

                                                 
148 N.N. Firsov, Vopros o beglykh i razboinikakh, podniatyi v kommissii dlia sostavleniia proekta Novago 

Ulozheniia (1767 g.) (Kazan: Tipografiia Imperatorskago Universiteta, 1890), 1–8. 
149 PSZ, vol. 20, no. 14,275 (March 17, 1775). For the Russian fugitives abroad, the return time was extended to 2 

years. PSZ, vol. 22, 16,078 (October 9, 1784). 
150 PSZ, vol. 22, no. 16,551 (June 28, 1787). Another amnesty for fugitives, PSZ, vol. 24, no. 17,928 (April 23, 

1797). 
151 Chernukha, Pasport v Rossii, 41. 



70 

 

differentiation between official migrants and fugitives. As a reminder for the latter category, the 

Senate periodically issued decrees confirming the prohibition against hiring people without 

documents. Furthermore, one decree deprived individuals of the right to obtain passports, if they 

had been punished in the past, “so that they would not cause any harm” to respectable people in 

the capitals and other towns.152 

So far, we have seen that Catherine paid a remarkably small amount of attention to the 

issue of fugitive peasants inside the country. For the empress, internal migration, even if illegal, 

was much less important than the emigration of low-ranking people to the neighboring states, 

most notably to Poland-Lithuania but also Sweden, Livonia, and Courland. Because of their 

escape by the beginning of her reign, Russia lost countless thousands of people from its western 

and central gubernias.153 For the first time, the Treaty of Perpetual Peace of 1686 with the 

Commonwealth mentioned the illegal peasant migration flowing in both directions.154 But in the 

first half of the eighteenth century, many more peasants, townsmen, recruits, and soldiers were 

moving to Poland than arriving from there. In 1759, Agei Svechin, a court councilor, who had 

been in the Commonwealth a year before, commented on the number of Russian fugitives there: 

“Because of my appointment to purchase provisions and fodder, I had a chance to deal with 

nobles and other people, witness and learn that in Poland, Lithuania, Livonia, Courland, and near 

our border, so many fugitives live that we could certainly populate with them the largest 
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gubernia.”155 In their instruction to the Legislative Commission of 1767, the Smolensk noble 

delegates claimed that over 50,000 runaway peasants from their gubernia alone were living in 

Poland by 1767.156 A perusal of similar statements even prompted historian Robert Jones to 

provocatively propose that the issue of fugitives influenced Russia’s decision to partition Poland 

in the late eighteenth century.157 

By the beginning of Catherine’s reign, the government already tried several measures to 

curb flight abroad and recover those who had already left Russia. In the 1720s, it dispatched 

several dragoon regiments to secure the border and turn around all peasant migrants. According 

to another decree, instigators and guides who led peasants across the border were to be 

hanged.158 Empress Anna took a more direct approach. When Russian troops were returning after 

the War of the Polish Succession (1733-35), they captured and recovered 10,663 men and 

women from Vietka and other Polish villages near the border.159 During Elizabeth’s reign, 

additional dragoons were dispatched to control the flow of goods and people between two states. 

A lashing and return to their official homes remained as punishments for apprehended 

runaways.160 Although some amnesties for repatriates had been issued in the 1730s and 1740s, 

this policy became more pronounced only in the 1750s. The 1755 manifesto appealed to a broad 

spectrum of Russian fugitives: “Great and Little Russians of different ranks, especially the Old 

Believers, merchants, serfs, and deserters, who left Our empire and stayed in Poland-Lithuania. 

Many of them remember their true subjecthood and eagerly wish to return but hover due to their 

fear of the deserved execution and punishment.” According to the manifesto, all “good” 

                                                 
155 RGADA, f. 248, op. 113, d. 647, l. 2.  
156 Firsov, Vopros o beglykh, 5–6. 
157 Robert E. Jones, “Runaway Peasants and Russian Motives for the Partitions of Poland,” in Imperial Russian 

Foreign Policy, ed. Hugh Ragsdale (New York: Woodrow Wilson International Center, 1993), 103–18. 
158 PSZ, vol. 6, 4,181 (March 8, 1723); vol. 7, no. 4,273 (July 26, 1723); vol. 8, no. 5,347 (November 20, 1728). 
159 RGADA, f. 248. op. 12, kn. 752, ll. 313-323. 
160 PSZ, vol. 14, no. 10,310 (October 5, 1754); no. 10,215 (April 29, 1754). 



72 

 

repatriates were to come to their places of residence or service by January 1, 1757. Apparently, 

forgiveness alone did not suffice to attract fugitives to Russia, as seen in her 1760 manifesto that 

reprimanded those who “ignored Her gracious mercy.”161 

Catherine the Great was certainly aware of this ongoing problem and began to address it 

several months after she assumed the throne. In her approach, we may see how the government 

learned from previous policies and used both amnesties and aggressive methods of recovery. In 

several manifestos circulated between 1762 and 1765, she did more than just proclaim 

forgiveness to the Old Believers and runaway peasants who repatriated voluntarily. They were 

granted a six-year tax waiver and had a right to choose a social estate, including serfs, state 

peasants, and merchants, and to settle in the designated areas of Siberian, Kazan, Orenburg, and 

Belgorod gubernias. At the same time, the empress distinguished voluntary repatriates from 

fugitives who decided to remain abroad. In order to recover people from the latter category, 

military expeditions traveled to Poland in 1763. According to their instruction, they were to 

retrieve by force those who were disinclined to return but assist voluntary repatriates in traveling 

“to the fatherland.”162 It appears that the combination of coercive methods and incentives was 

quite effective. Within the short period between December 1, 1764, and March 3, 1765, 14,373 

fugitives arrived in Russia, over half of whom were voluntary repatriates who settled near the 

border or in the Volga region.163 By the end of 1765, 12,000 forced returnees were sent to 

Siberia, “whence they would have no opportunity to escape abroad,” and turned into two cavalry 

and five infantry regiments.164 Two last waves of amnesties came out in the late 1770s and mid-
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1780s that extended the benefits for repatriates who could now also choose to become residents 

of any town of the Russian Empire.165  

Although historians disagree on the effectiveness of amnesties, the sheer number of them 

issued during Catherine’s reign points out that she viewed them as a useful tool.166 Even more 

important is the shift in the government policy toward fugitive peasants and other migrants. 

Consolidated in her reign, the internal mechanisms of social control already in place, such as 

laws, passports, and local surveillance, served their purpose, and unlikely something else could 

be done to improve the government’s capacity to control the population. The repatriation of 

runaways living abroad, therefore, enabled the state to focus on the problem that could bring 

social and financial benefits. Once back in Russia, these people would become taxpayers and 

potential conscripts, thus benefiting the state. Finally, we may find some irony in the fate of 

Russian fugitives who decided not to return. As a result of the Partitions of Poland in the mid-

1790s, the Russian state not only caught up with them and but also re-incorporated them into 

imperial society. 

 

“States within a state”: The nobility and runaway peasants 

Nobles shared the government’s concern with policing and regulating population 

mobility and were responsible for enforcing the legal-administrative authority at the local level. 

It comes as no surprise since they directly ruled over half of the entire peasant population. 

Whereas nobles owned 3,781,097 out of 6,697,410 serfs according to the second census (1744), 
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5,132,366 out of 9,654,921 seigniorial peasants were under the nobility’s control at the time of 

the fourth census (1782).167 Their ability to directly manage the affairs on their estates improved 

after 1762 when Emperor Peter III liberated nobles from compulsory military service, the reform 

that Catherine II confirmed in 1785. As did the state, the privileged estate benefited from 

peasants primarily in the form of taxes, paid both in cash and kind, as well as through labor 

extraction. 

For many nobles, however, keeping peasants on their lands was a more personal matter 

because their livelihood hinged on their presence and labor. The statistics from the latter half of 

the eighteenth century illuminate a significant disparity between nobles regarding how many 

peasants they owned. The noble estate was estimated at over 50,000 in the 1750s. In 1762, over 

25,000 male nobles owned fewer than twenty serfs and had to survive on the miserable income 

of about 50 rubles a year with no hope to make a profit. By 1797, 83.8 percent of serf-owners 

had fewer than one hundred serfs (11.1 percent of the total serf population) in ownership, which 

amounted to; 12.1 percent owned between 101 and 500 serfs (43.1 percent of the serfs); 2.6 

percent owned between 501 and 1,000 serfs (10.5 percent of the serfs); and 1.5 percent owned 

over 1,000 peasants (35.3 percent of the serfs). From the middle of the century to the 1790s, an 

average revenue per serf grew from 2.5 rubles to between 5 and 10 rubles.168 Thus, most nobles 

had control only over several peasants, and the loss of even one of them could result in serious 

financial problems. 

Unfortunately, our knowledge of small-estate nobles (melkopomestnye) is minimal, 

making it challenging to assess how many peasants fled from their villages or how they sought to 
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retrieve. By contrast, some information on this question is available in the records of large 

landowners. For example, in the Volga region between 1751 and 1773, the Polianskiis lost 46 

peasants to flight, the Kurakins – 10; the Vorontsovs – 21, the Iusupovs – 7, and the Naryshkins 

– 41.169  These numbers do not appear very high and may probably be explained by the large 

landowners’ capacity to manage their peasants or thwart them from moving more efficiently. 

The nobility’s approach to regulating mobility of their serfs and retrieving those who 

escaped, closely mirrored that of the government. The similarity in their approaches was not a 

coincidence but a reflection of how nobles learned from state policies and institutions already in 

place. Like no other historical document, the cahiers (instruktsii), vividly illustrate different rules 

that large landowners considered essential for the management of their estates.170 Having drafted 

the cahiers themselves, the landlords did more than simply compile available laws but rather 

identified and modified the most relevant of them to govern the lives of their serfs. Commenting 

on the purpose of the eighteenth-century cahiers, the prominent Soviet scholar Vadim 

Aleksandrov wrote that they primarily reflected the aspiration of serf-owners to increase control 

over their peasants and ensure the timely payment of taxes by the well-defined regulation and 

rationalization of administrative and economic life.171 As Edgar Melton aptly remarks, the 

analysis of the cahiers demonstrates how landlords, “following the ideal of the well-ordered 

state, took their own initiative in extending it to the village.”172 The control of mobility and 
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prevention of peasant flight constituted an integral part of this vision of good, rational 

administration. 

As did several state decrees, the cahiers stressed the significance of surveillance and 

supervision maintained at the local level through hired agents and village communes. Provided 

by Nikolai Stroganov for his estates in Solikamsk district in 1725, the cahier assigned managers 

and priests to oversee that no fugitives stayed in or passed through villages and pay attention to 

taverns, mills, and other “haunts of vice” where outsiders were likely to hide. Hundredmen and 

decurions were tasked to supervise smaller groups of a hundred and ten peasants, respectively, 

and were to pay fines for any runaways who were sheltered by their peasants.173 Artemii 

Volynskii, a prominent statesman, also forbade his estate managers and village elders to shelter 

fugitives even for one night. If caught harboring, a guilty peasant was to escort a fugitive to the 

nearest government office and suffer appropriate punishment.174 As a general policy on his Perm 

estates, Mikhail Golitsyn specified in 1767 that his administrators could hire only itinerant 

workers with official passports or passes but deliver any suspicious people to a local government 

office.175 

In addition to maintaining surveillance against outsiders, cahiers contained regulations 

for serfs on mobility within and outside landlords’ estates. According to Volynskii’s instruction, 

a peasant could not depart, even for trade, anywhere over 11 kilometers (10 verst) from his estate 

without permission from a decurion. Those who intended to travel farther than 54 kilometers (50 
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verst) were required to obtain passports that were valid for the maximum period of three months 

and signed by an estate manager and a priest.176 Likewise, both Golitsyn and Stroganov 

instructed their managers that a peasant could depart for work only with an official passport. 

They also relied on the collective responsibility (krugovaia poruka) – when peasants vouched for 

each other with an estate – as a means to prevent serf flight, prompting villages to denounce 

potential fugitives in their midst and capture them in the act.177 The application of passports and 

collective responsibility likely improved the landowners’ capacity to keep track of their peasants. 

Some of the landlords, however, realized that social and economic factors influenced a 

peasant’s decision to run away and offered measures to address them. For instance, Golitsyn 

viewed one’s poverty as intertwined with the ability to pay taxes and intention to flee. For 

Golitsyn, in other words, a poor person was a bad taxpayer and, consequently, potential fugitive. 

His cahier instructed the estate manager to gratuitously transfer arable lands and hay fields from 

better-off peasants to their poorer counterparts so that “these indigent people could prosper in 

time.”178 Somewhat different from that of Golitsyn, Volynskii’s cahier expresses the concern 

with the economic integration of serfs who returned from the flight. He ordered that his other 

serfs should help a former runaway plow and sow a field with grain and build a house, as well as 

to provide him “with two sheep, one pig, five hens, and two horses.” Through such measures, 

Volynskii hoped not only to return the runaway to agriculture but also to turn him into a 

consistent taxpayer.179  
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Volynskii and Golitsyn were not alone in their understanding of the link between the 

economic conditions of peasants and their decision to flee. For the second half of the eighteenth 

and early nineteenth centuries, scholars have identified about twenty “enlightened” serf-owning 

families who controlled approximately 800,000 peasants and sought with varying efficiency to 

better their economic conditions through moral and administrative reforms.180 Without extending 

this observation to other “enlightened seigniors,” we should note that neither Volynskii nor 

Golitsyn offered to use their financial resources to assist those in need but placed the burden on 

other serfs, thus worsening their economic situation. The question of whether we may consider 

such examples of governance “enlightened” or simply exploitative, however, is outside the scope 

of the present study. 

Overall, the cahiers reveal some striking similarities between the government’s and large 

landowners’ approaches to controlling and regulating peasant mobility. In the center of the serf-

owners’ vision was the creation of a system ensuring that their serfs would neither move off 

unless permitted nor harbor outsiders. Although left unmentioned in the cahiers, the latter was 

especially important because it protected the landlords from potential lawsuits resulting in the 

payment of considerable compensation to the fugitive’s owner. The cahiers also point out that 

nobles primarily utilized available human resources and relied on estate managers and serfs who 

maintained surveillance and impeded attempts to flee.181 Thus, at least some of the villagers were 

interested in ensuring the owners’ interests and considered useful the existing regulations. 

Even though the cahiers help us cast a glimpse into the estate governance, they lack 

specific information about how serf-owners actually located and retrieved their missing peasants. 

Petitioning the government for assistance was one of the means to solve this problem, but there 
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was no guarantee that state officials would be dispatched or capable of discovering serf-owners 

“movable property.” Other records demonstrate that some serf-owners employed investigators, 

or “trusted agents” as historian Evgenii Anisimov has called them, to track down their 

fugitives.182 The instruction (pamiat’) written by the stol’nik Andrei Bezobrazov in 1683 

provides one of the earliest available mentions of investigators. According to the instruction, 

Bezobrazov’s estate managers were responsible for “learning about their runaway peasants” 

through rumors and other channels of information and, upon learning, for traveling and catching 

them “without delay.” Two years earlier, for example, two of his estate managers had searched 

for fugitives in the Ukrainian towns and villages where they even received assistance from local 

cossacks. The managers, however, failed to capture a single peasant.183 

In order to catch their fugitives, some serf-owners ordered that their investigators not 

travel openly but employ a more cunning strategy. In 1688, the landlord Ivan Meshcherinov 

obtained a search certificate from the tsar, authorizing him to track down his fugitives. 

According to the certificate, Meshcherinov had a right to send “his man” Grishka Stepanov with 

several peasants to Kazan, Saransk, Simbirsk, and other “lower towns” where his serfs were 

suspected of hiding. If necessary, the search party could obtain additional men from the local 

authorities.184 Meshcherinov then indicated one of the locations and instructed Stepanov, along 

with several trusted men, how he should proceed with the search without frightening fugitives 

away. Once in the town of Alatyr’, two of Stepanov’s men were to disguise themselves as 

beggars and journey to the boyar Petr Matiushkin’s estate where two runaway families were 

dwelling. After their identification, one of the beggars was to return to Stepanov, who would 
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then apprehend the fugitives. Stepanov also received a list of Meshcherinov’s runaways in other 

places and seven rubles for his expenditures.185 The file does not specify Stepanov’s exact status, 

but probably he was either an estate manager or hired servant, to whom Meshcherinov was 

willing to entrust the search. 

Similar investigators – in disguise or without – operated all over the country in the 

eighteenth century. In 1700, Grigorii Stroganov, a prominent Ural industrialist, directed two 

servants to hunt down over two hundred fugitives who had hidden in Verkhoturye, Tobolsk, and 

other Siberian towns. Just in one year, they recovered 122 male and female peasants.186 Several 

investigators were searching for fugitives in Saratov district in the early 1720s and Astrakhan in 

the 1750s.187 Likewise, Mikhail Kozlov, a single homesteader, tracked down three runaways of 

Second Lieutenant Andrei Arapov, who lived in the village of Krasnyi Iar near Astrakhan in 

1778. In the Saratov Voivode Chancellery, Kozlov showed a letter of trust (veriushchee pis’mo), 

which had been granted to Ivan Antonov, a chancellery clerk. A perusal of the letter shows that 

Kozlov was one among several investigators, assigned to retrieve Arapov’s peasants.188  

Whereas most investigators appear to be either persons of low rural ranks or landlords’ 

estate managers, the following instance demonstrates that merchants also took advantage of this 

job as an opportunity to earn money. In 1790, the state councilor Aleksandr Polianskii hired the 

third-guild merchant Kiril Evreinov to find a few serfs reportedly dwelling around the town of 

Penza. For his agreement to carry out the job, Evreinov received twenty-five rubles and a right to 

take any of fugitives’ belongings except for clothes.189 Perhaps, merchants of the third guild were 
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especially suited for this job because many of them engaged in petty trade, kept taverns, and 

worked for hire. Such occupations allowed them easier access to villages and towns where they 

could ferret out information about outsiders and suspicious persons. 

As is evidenced, employing investigators could be either a personal or monetary 

arrangement, likely made without a formal guarantee of success. We may only wonder how this 

type of search functioned from a legal perspective and how such investigators interacted with 

local officials. This arrangement probably exemplifies one of the matters in the private sphere of 

the serf-owner’s life that requires further research. A similar lack of information surrounds the 

question of investigators’ effectiveness. Only in the few mentioned cases, do we know that they 

succeeded in capturing fugitives, whereas glimpses of plans and hiring processes are laid out in 

others. Soviet historian Pavel Preobrazhenskii also notes that some investigators – especially 

those working in disguise – faced many obstacles during their search, such as resistance from 

village inhabitants. In one instance, while trying to ferret out about several fugitives in a village 

in Atkarsk district, three peasant-investigators were abducted and kept imprisoned for several 

days.190 

With the establishment of police in major towns of the country, new opportunities for 

returning runaway peasants emerged. In 1794, Aleksandr Polianskii wrote a letter to a certain 

Mikhail Grigor’evich who worked as a constable in Astrakhan. Polianskii complained that many 

of his peasants illegally resided in the town and made no tax payments to the state or him. He 

specifically mentioned Fedor Kurmyshev, who owned an expired passport and worked as a tax 
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collector for an Astrakhan merchant. Polianskii “kindly requested” the constable to detain and 

question Kurmyshev to learn about his other runaways’ whereabouts.191 

From at least the late 1770s, noblemen began posting notices in newspapers about their 

missing peasants. A 1789 posting, for instance, stated that the household serf Vasilii Rubtsov had 

run away from the house in Arkhangelsk belonging to Prince Fedor Urusov. To assist in 

identifying the fugitive, the posting included his physical description: “Rubtsov is of average 

height, shaves his beard, and has a pale pockmarked face, a straight nose, dark blond hair, and 

gray eyes. His body is rather wide. He is twenty-two years old and can read and write. If he 

comes anywhere and shows a fake passport, do not believe it but bring him to a chancellery.”192  

Such postings, however, appear to be mostly about runaway household serfs who were of 

particular value for their owners or who had stolen some property in addition to leaving.193 As 

seen above, Rubtsov was young, literate, and therefore capable of performing useful services. 

All of this – the employment of investigators, newspaper postings, and personal 

correspondence – illustrate various practical means at serf-owners’ disposal to search and catch 

their runaway peasants. It appears, however, puzzling, quoting one historian, “how a landlord 

hundreds and thousands of miles from where a fugitive had hidden could learn about him and 

petition the chancellery in a particular province, requesting his runaway peasant be returned.”194 

As shown above, finding out about fugitives from rumors and by traveling around was one of the 

principal responsibilities of estate managers and investigators. Provincial chancelleries also had 

to report about all apprehended illegal migrants to their owners. But even more commonly, under 
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interrogation peasants themselves gave away pieces of information about their still “free” 

counterparts. The runaway serf Matvei Petrov in 1719 openly testified that his wife, children, 

and father-in-law with his family were wandering around and looking for work in Syzran.195 In 

1749, likewise, Leontii Ivanov specified the exact locations of several fugitives belonging to his 

landlord: “[by origin] from Tereshino hamlet, Gavrila Dement’ev and his son Nikifor live in 

Burlakovo hamlet, Kazan district; from Slonovo village, Petr Trofimov lives in Rybaki hamlet,  

Urzhum district.196 Indeed, peasant testimonies proved useful for serf-owners who could then 

dispatch their agents or request assistance from the chancelleries nearest to the fugitives’ 

locations. In 1738, Ivan Sologubov, a landlord from Galich district, succeeded in capturing two 

peasant families residing in Kungur district as a result of his other serf’s questioning.197 Albeit 

impossible to determine from archival files, fear of torture and punishment or personal animosity 

may explain a peasant’s decision to denounce other runaways. 

The examination above brings to the fore the importance of regulating peasant mobility 

and recovering fugitives for serf-owners. Nobles' approaches to these issues represented both an 

extension of state efforts and their independent considerations of which methods could be 

applied in practice. Over the eighteenth century, it became increasingly clear to serf-owners that 

the government was willing to intervene only in particularly massive instances of peasant flight 

when this phenomenon was all too noticeable and potentially dangerous. In other instances, 

nobles themselves were left to devise means to retain peasants on their estates and to track down 

those who fled. After all, nobles “owned” and profited from their serfs, and it was only natural to 

expect that they should independently govern them without official interference. Although 
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cahiers provide a glimpse of the organization of noble estates that, to a large extent, mirrored 

official policies to peasant geographic mobility, court records and letters illustrate that serf-

owners applied a number of means and relied on local intermediaries and informational networks 

to discover and bring to obedience their peasants. Nobles willingly employed investigators from 

several social strata and corresponded with local authorities in order to achieve these goals. In 

doing so, they were surprisingly independent of the central government and realized well that it 

was incapable of providing any actual assistance in their private governance of their peasants. 

 

Conclusion 

According to historian Petr Kolesnikov’s calculations, the government issued 324 decrees 

on runaways, wanderers, and beggars between 1649 and 1801.198 The sheer number seems to 

indicate the state’s inability to maintain legal order by regulating population mobility effectively. 

Kolesnikov and other historians, however, tend to overlook the casuistic nature of Russia’s law-

making. Most of these decrees did not introduce new measures or clarified the legislation; 

instead, they addressed specific cases of illegal migration or vagrancy in urban and rural areas. 

After a careful reading of laws and court files of fugitives, the legislation on fugitive peasants 

appears surprisingly straightforward. After the Ulozhenie of 1649 set the legal foundation, the 

government issued comprehensive updates only a few times, beginning with the 1683 Instruction 

to Investigators. In the eighteenth century, Peter I’s decrees of 1721 stiffened the penalties for 

fugitives’ harborers, and Elizabeth’s decree of 1754 replaced the Ulozhenie, codified the laws on 
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peasant flight, and set the 1719-1724 census rolls as a point of reference for all future disputes. 

These major decrees consistently focused on two interrelated issues, the recovery of fugitive 

peasants and punishments for their harborers, with the latter issue being far more significant, as 

evidenced by the steady increase in the amount of compensation for sheltering over the 

eighteenth century. 

Because of the fragmentary statistics, we may hardly judge whether the state policies 

were effective. Posing this question even hinders our understanding of the relations between the 

state and the peasantry. Rather, we should consider the constant repetitions of laws against 

fugitives and publication of others providing regulatory mechanisms for mobility as evidence of 

the state’s attempts to educate its people on appropriate social and cultural norms. By 

accustoming themselves to passports, surety bonds, or reporting on others, peasants gradually 

learned how to behave according to the existing regulations and therefore could help enforce 

them. 

Between 1649 and 1796, the government also changed its approach to enforcement and 

recovery of fugitives. If the dispatch of investigative commissions was the preferred method in 

the Muscovite period, their significance declined in the eighteenth century. On the one hand, it 

stems from Peter the Great’s reforms to remold all nobles, regardless of their status, into the 

service category with more articulate claims to their peasants and the corresponding growth in 

their responsibility for their search and reclamation. The nobility – especially large landholders – 

took advantage of this opportunity by employing investigators or emulating the government’s 

policies on their own estates. On the other, the delegation of local authority into the hands of 

provincial governors and institutions that policed and surveilled their administrative units made 

investigative commissions not only less relevant but also a source of conflict and unnecessary 
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expenditures. The assemblage of reforms, undertaken by Catherine, transformed the official 

approach to fugitives into a local issue that should be resolved at a provincial level and not 

require coordination from the center. 
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CHAPTER 2. THE COMPROMISING STATE: PEASANT MIGRATION AND THE 

POLICY OF EXCEPTIONS 

 

In 1747, the Imperial Senate received a petition from the Commission of Investigative 

Affairs about five families residing in different households of Saratov and working as yardmen 

(dvorniki). Not only did they lack passports, but they also had no knowledge about their official 

status and place of residence. With the Saratov Voivode Chancellery’s permission, however, 

they had been living in the town for many years until their detainment during the second 

population census. The commission inquired regarding the further course of action: whether 

“these five families and other similarly apprehended peasants should be permitted to live in 

Saratov or escorted to their previous localities.”199 As is often the case with files in the senatorial 

archive, there was no response recorded, and we can only wonder what the Senate’s decision 

was. 

This petition brings to our attention a common problem on the agenda of the eighteenth-

century Russian government. On the one hand, a considerable number of decrees required the 

return of all fugitive peasants regardless of their circumstances. An assemblage of measures, 

such as local surveillance, internal passports, sentry posts, and others, aimed to curb illegal 

peasant migration and improved the government’s capacity to collect taxes. On the other hand, 

military, financial, and populating goals prompted the government to contravene this official 

course and implement more flexible policies concerning illegal migrants on its frontiers and sites 

of economic significance. This chapter explores four specific instances and regions – the 

Belgorod Line, Orenburg Line, Ural factories, and Astrakhan – where these conflicting situations 
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starkly manifested themselves. It stresses the role of provincial administrators and local 

environmental, economic, and social factors that shaped the government’s policies. Ultimately, I 

argue that the state learned valuable lessons from these instances and issued decrees that 

represented compromises among all interested parties: the central government, provincial 

administrators, serf-owners, harborers, and peasant migrants. 

The focus on the cases of contravention in the overall population policy assists us in 

reconsidering Russia’s capacity to control the movement of its population. In his influential 

study of Russia as “a well-ordered police state,” Marc Raeff has stated that “Russian society was 

based on immobility” and that “mobility had to take place outside the officially recognized 

institutional framework … and its rules were informal.”200 By primarily stressing the policies of 

control, Raeff has largely overlooked another body of imperial decrees, which responded to 

specific conditions on the ground. These decrees, together with archival sources and secondary 

literature, illustrate that the government was often very pragmatic in its approach toward illegal 

migrants. This pragmatism emerged not only because of runaway peasants’ “unruly behavior” 

but also because of the state’s conflicting interests and negotiations with powerful local actors. 

Although several scholars have already made remarks on Russia’s flexibility regarding fugitive 

peasants serving on frontiers,201 the flexibility, in fact, extended to those who found work at 

important industrial and commercial sites and large construction projects. Time and again, the 

government approved the presence of fugitives and mobilized them for the realization of its 
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goals. The emerging picture demonstrates that early modern Russia created and gradually 

improved a set of mechanisms that enabled it to resolve complex local problems effectively. 

 

Belgorod Line 

The case of the Belgorod Line is the earliest instance when the government approved the 

presence of runaway peasants on its southern frontier soon after the Ulozhenie’s promulgation in 

1649. In some respects, this case established a template for how the state could relatively quickly 

strengthen the defense of its territory by building a set of fortifications, transferring military 

settlers, and utilizing marginalized members of society. Having proven to be a success, the 

template was then used several times during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries to secure 

Russia’s ever-expanding frontiers in the south and east.202 

The primary motive behind the decision to construct the Belgorod Line was the incessant 

threat of raids from the Crimean Tatars. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, they 

frequented crossing the steppe grasslands and sometimes succeeded in ravaging the southern 

districts of Muscovy, plundering properties, and taking peasants and townspeople into slavery. In 

the years 1632, 1633, and 1637, they captured more than 10,000 Russian people. In response to 

these raids, the state founded a defensive line (zasechnaia cherta), a line of felled trees bolstered 

by earthen ramparts along the southern shore of the Oka river and in the towns of Riazan, Venev, 

Tula, Belev, Odoev, and Kozel’sk. In the 1580s-1590s, similar fortifications appeared far to the 

south of the line linked through the frontier towns of Lebedian, Belgorod, and Kursk. Between 

1635 and 1653, the government restored the existing defenses and completed the construction of 

the Belgorod Line, which stretched from Akhtyrka in the west, went through Belgorod and 
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Userd, and ended around Kozlov. As the government had intended, the line improved the border 

defenses and was more effective in thwarting the Tatar raids.203 

The Belgorod Line represented the extent of Muscovy’s territorial claim in the south. 

Laying beyond the line, the steppe symbolized a space of freedom for disgruntled and discontent 

individuals who wished to escape the grasp of the tsarist government with its taxes and laws. 

Infamous for their free way of life, the cossacks populated the Don region beyond the Belgorod 

Line and openly welcomed migrants of lower ranks. As Brian Boeck has shown, the cossacks 

had “a separate deal” with the Muscovite state. For the military services they provided, the 

government rewarded them with gifts and felt obliged to respect their liberties. The crucial point 

in their agreement was the right of non-extradition (s Dona vydachi net); anyone accepted into 

the Don cossack society was no longer a subject of the tsar and thus non-reclaimable.204 

At first, the Law Code of 1649 had little effect on the cossack policy of welcoming 

runaway peasants, and therefore moving to the Don provided an opportunity to escape from the 

state and landowners and evade newly introduced restrictions on mobility. According to the 

available yet far from comprehensive statistics, the cossack population steadily increased from at 

least 1,700 men in 1648 to 3,000 in 1668, and 6,000 in 1675. The number of cossacks enrolled in 

service was estimated at 8,000 in 1696. Since these figures only account for those who received 

the annual subsidy from the Muscovite tsar, we may assume that the total number of cossacks 

was even greater.205 Although initially reluctant to revoke their separate deal with the cossacks, 

                                                 
203 V.A. Aleksandrov, “Organizatsiia oborony iuzhnoi granitsy Russkogo gosudarstva vo vtoroi polovine XVI-XVII 

v.,” in Rossiia, Pol’sha i Prichernomor’e v XV-XVIII vv., ed. B.A. Rybakov (Moscow: Nauka, 1979), 161–68; 

Michael Khodarkovsky, Russia’s Steppe Frontier: The Making of a Colonial Empire, 1500-1800. (Bloomington, IN: 

Indiana University Press, 2002), 130. On the history of the Belgorod Line, see V.P. Zagorovskii, Belgorodskaia 

cherta (Voronezh, 1968). 
204 Brian J. Boeck, “Containment vs. Colonization: Muscovite Approaches to Settling the Steppe,” in Peopling the 

Russian Periphery: Borderland Colonization in Eurasian History, ed. Nicholas B. Breyfogle, Abby Schrader, and 

Willard Sunderland (London and New York: Routledge, 2009), 43; Man’kov, Razvitie krepostnogo, 170. 
205 Boeck, Imperial Boundaries, 60. 



91 

 

Muscovy nevertheless sent the first decree against harboring Russian fugitives in 1666. After the 

Stepan Razin rebellion (1670-1671), it adopted the policy of containment for its southern 

boundary, preferring to impede runaways’ attempts to leave Russia rather than enforcing its 

prohibitions on the cossacks who welcomed peasants. Outposts were set up along the Belgorod 

Line, and a person had to carry a travel permit to cross.206 As the statistics above demonstrate, 

these measures were insufficient to cease the flow of migrants slipping out of Muscovy. 

The policy of containment was also beneficial for the Belgorod Line itself. Instead of 

moving to the Don, fugitive peasants could settle along the line where they were urgently needed 

in the mid-seventeenth century. Like any defensive structure, the supply and maintenance of the 

Belgorod Line required a considerable number of people, preferably with military experience 

and agricultural skills. Because it lay at some distance from more populated parts of the country, 

the Muscovite government had to encourage and even force the resettlement of its residents. The 

transfer of some service landholders, along with their peasants, was only a partial solution to this 

problem. They were too few to effectively garrison and provision the frontier towns.207 The 

reliance on the “undesirable” runaway townsmen, kholopy (slaves), and peasants from seigniorial 

and church landholdings, hence, became unavoidable. In 1636, for example, Archimandrite Iosif 

of the Novospasskii Monastery estate near the town of Kozlov complained of disobedience 

among their peasants and the loss of more than 300 people who had already left for Kozlov. The 

inflow of fugitives led to a significant increase in the number of servicemen (sluzhilye liudi), 

such as cossacks, soldiers, or musketeers in Kozlov from 1,300 in 1638 to 2,276 in 1648.208 
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Before the Ulozhenie of 1649, the government favored illegal peasant colonization and 

largely disregarded landowners’ complaints. From 1619 to 1639, the state turned a blind eye to 

the flight of taxpaying townsmen into the frontier garrisons. During roughly the same period, 

peasants could also become legally free if they were not captured and remanded within five years 

of their departures. While these were common ways to become a serviceman, the opportunity for 

the juridical freedom announced in a 1636 decree was exceptional. Seigniorial peasants who had 

been former servicemen were permitted to restore their “free” status on the condition that they 

would settle along the frontier. If born while their fathers were still in service, their children 

gained a similar right. For ineligible peasants, this permission presented a remarkable chance to 

invent a fictitious background and to attempt to change their status. As Brian Davies notes, 

provincial voivodes were more interested in enrolling migrants as musketeers or using them as 

agriculturalists rather than investigating their actual backgrounds.209 This behavior on the part of 

the voivodes was far from surprising. The task to recruit enough men to garrison their towns was 

more significant than satisfying landowners’ complaints, of which there were many. 

After the Ulozhenie, the migration to and presence of fugitives in the southern frontier 

towns became legally unacceptable. As the previous statutes of limitations were no longer in 

effect, the remand of all peasants became law without any exceptions. At the same time, a legal 

prohibition by itself could not deter peasants from moving to the Urals, Volga region, and other 

places. Undoubtedly, many rural dwellers were aware of the special status of the Belgorod Line 

before 1649 and moved there to escape from their recently instituted permanent registration and 

subsequent dependence to the crown or seigniorial and monastic proprietors. As discussed in 

Chapter 1, service landholders were particularly bitter about the flight of their peasants and 

                                                 
209 Davies, 33. 



93 

 

constantly pressured the government to dispatch investigators and introduce harsh penalties 

against those who sheltered their peasants and kholopy.  

In response to the service landholders’ petition submitted in 1653, the government issued 

a decree that instituted a different legal process for the reclamation of runaways who lived and 

served along the Belgorod Line. According to the petition, many runaways, along with their 

families, built houses, received salaries for military service, and lived there for five or more 

years. A decree of 1653 reflected the government’s unwillingness to lose servicemen with 

established households, while at the same time constituting a compromise with serf-owners. “In 

order not to depopulate the [Belgorod] Line,” the tsar ordered that those people who had run 

away before the Code of 1649 be exempt from return. As recompense, their owners were to 

receive ten rubles for a single male peasant and twenty rubles for a married male peasant. 

Perhaps, because of the ongoing war with Poland (1654-67), this regulation was never enforced, 

and it received legal force only in the 1656 decree, which reiterated the compromise and moved 

the cutoff date of non-reclamation to 1653.210 Massive searches of fugitives that took place in 

1658 and the 1660s aimed to enforce the modified legal order along the Belgorod Line and 

distinguish between fugitives depending upon the date of their arrival. While searching for 

runaways in Tambov, Kozlov, and Lebedian districts in 1664-1665, the investigator Eropkin 

frequently referred to the 1656 decree and the Ulozhenie to resolve cases of peasants’ status and 

ownership. In Tambov district, Eropkin examined cases of more than 500 families of former 

runaways who had fled before the Ulozhenie and commanded that only five or six families be 

returned to their official owners. The number of returnees was slightly greater among those who 

had come to the frontier towns between 1649 and 1653. But almost all persons who had arrived 
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after 1653 were remanded. The crucial aspect in Eropkin’s decision-making was not only that 

former fugitives arrived before the designated date but also that they managed to register either 

as servicemen or townsmen along the line.211  

In the decrees of 1653 and 1656, the government continued the policy of prioritizing its 

military goals over landowners’ right of recovery, as it had done during the first half of the 

century. Due to the issuance of the Ulozhenie, however, it could no longer ignore the nobility’s 

demands by simply approving the presence of runaways in the frontier towns and had to offer a 

mutually beneficial compromise, from which both parties could gain rather than lose.212 

Considering the amount of recompense promised, we may speculate that the nobility also won 

financially, receiving more money for each peasant than their market price. Albeit an object of 

the compromise, the peasants who arrived by 1653 also emerged as winners, escaping from their 

seigniors. Likely discontented with the service, some former fugitives were not permitted to 

return to their former crown and seigniorial estates, though.213 

Concerns over the southern border reemerged in 1675 because of the threat of war with 

the Ottoman Empire (1676-1681). One of the preparatory measures was the military census 

(razbor) of the servicemen in the towns of the Belgorod regiment. The census revealed that many 

fugitives were among the servicemen, prompting the voivode Grigorii Romodanovskii to petition 

the tsar to instruct whether they should be returned to their landowners. Romodanovskii’s 

petition made clear that cases of fugitives were processed according to the 1656 decree, but it did 

                                                 
211 Bulygin, “Beglye krest’iane,” 135; Novosel’skii, “Otdatochnye knigi,” 140–41. 
212 Man’kov disagrees with the evaluation of these decrees as a compromise and argues that the nobility gained 

much more than the state in the exchange. By contrast, Skliar argues that the state benefited more from the 

compromise because it enabled the fulfillment of the military objectives on the southern frontier. Man’kov, Razvitie 

krepostnogo, 126–27; I.M. Skliar, “Iz istorii politiki pravitel’stva tsaria Alekseia Mikhailovicha po krest’ianskomu 

voprosu nakanune vosstaniia Stepana Razina,” Uchenye zapiski Kirgizskogo gosudarstvennogo zaochnogo 

pedagogicheskogo instituta 4 (1959): 87. 
213 The fugitives-turned-servicemen registration was as permanent as that of other lower ranks of the Muscovite 

population. PSZ, vol. 1, no. 217 (November 21, 1657). 



95 

 

not pertain to persons included in the military census. The decrees that came out in 1675 and 

1676 demonstrated the state’s pragmatic attitude toward illegal migrants. They distinguished 

between those who were enrolled in service but had no military experience and those who were 

previously injured or taken into captivity. Unlike the former, men from the latter category were 

exempt from reclamation because “they were trained spearmen, heavy cavalry, dragoons, and 

soldiers and, as such, necessary for the military service and [forthcoming] campaign.”214 

Although the transition to servicemen was approved only for a fraction of illegal migrants, the 

government again prioritized its own needs over the rights of serf-owners. 

The spread of rumors in rural areas was a natural shortcoming of this policy. In the early 

1680s, large numbers of peasants from Novosil district traveled to the frontier towns after 

hearing a rumor that the tsar had permitted them to depart from their landlords. The runaways 

claimed that “according to the tsar’s edicts distributed in all towns, they were to gain freedom if 

they left their landlords before September 1, 1683. Those who did not depart were to remain as 

peasants.” In order to suppress these rumors, the government dispatched investigators authorized 

to set sentry posts on the roads and apply force to intercept the migrants in 1681. Five years later, 

the town voivodes of the Belgorod regiment received a directive to track down runaways and 

prevent them from slipping to the cossacks in the Don.215 As they lacked battle experience, these 

fugitives were of no use along the Line or in the Belgorod regiment. 

The differentiation between fugitives with and without military training persisted through 

the last two decades of the century. In 1683, the tsar rewarded fugitive peasants and kholopy who 

participated in the Chigirin expedition against the Ottoman Empire by confirming their 

                                                 
214 Quoted in A.A. Novosel’skii, “Kollektivnye dvorianskie chelobitnye o syske beglykh krest’ian i kholopov vo 

vtoroi polovine XVII v.,” in Dvorianstvo i krepostnoi stroi Rossii XVI-XVIII vv., ed. N.I. Pavlenko (Moscow: 

Nauka, 1975), 342–43. Man’kov, Razvitie krepostnogo, 129.  
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96 

 

enrollment in the Moscow musketeer regiments if they had enlisted before May 3, 1681.216 

Because “they had served in the regiment for many years or had been injured,” a similar reward 

was granted to the fugitive crown and seigniorial peasants listed as servicemen in the 1675 

military census in the districts along the Belgorod Line and in the towns of the Sevsk and 

Belgorod regiments. Landlords could not sue for their reclamation because “they had failed to do 

so for many years.” At the same time, landlords had the right to remand other fugitives, 

registered not as soldiers but as townsmen and wage laborers. A couple of the clauses prohibited 

the acceptance of new runaways and confirmed the validity of all court rulings and resolutions of 

lawsuits made before this decree.217 

The evident logic behind the central government’s policy remained consistent since the 

1656 decree, specifically to preserve the human cadres necessary for the realization of concrete 

goals. But if then all types of illegal settlers – servicemen, peasants, and townsmen – were 

useful, from 1675 onwards, the focus shifted to only those with military training or experience. 

These servicemen gained security from their landlords' attempts to sue for their return. 

Interestingly, unlike that of 1656, the decrees of 1675, 1676, and 1683 mentioned no 

compensation to nobles for their peasants who turned into servicemen, a fact that points to the 

prevalence of the state’s interests over those of the nobility. 

The established procedure for the reclamation of peasants also underscores the 

importance of this issue for Muscovy. According to the decrees of 1676 and 1680, the voivodes 

of sixty towns on the Belgorod Line and beyond could not resolve cases of peasants “without 

                                                 
216 PSZ, vol. 2, no. 991 (February 8, 1683). 
217 The original decree is not included in the PSZ. For its clauses, see Man’kov, Razvitie krepostnogo, 136–41. The 
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confirmation from the Servicemen (Razriad) Chancery and honest investigation.”218 Typically in 

other parts of the country, local authorities or investigators required validation from the central 

administration only in challenging cases of flight. By contrast, all lawsuits over runaways in the 

southern and eastern frontier towns were put under the consideration of the Servicemen 

Chancery in Moscow, thus complicating the return for serf-owning plaintiffs and thwarting the 

possibility of arbitrary decisions at a local level. 

The practical execution of the 1683 decree did not proceed without complications, 

though. Aleksei Shein, the Kursk voivode, returned two former serfs, included in the 1675 

census books, to their landlord Nepliuev. One of the serf’s sons petitioned to the Servicemen 

Chancery against their illegal enserfment. The chancery ordered their release, but Shein 

explained that he had acted correctly and according to the decree of February 8, 1683, which 

went into effect in Kursk only after its receipt in June 1683. The peasants’ return, however, took 

place on April 22 and therefore was valid.219 An analogous case occurred in 1698. The Voronezh 

voivode Dimitrii Polonskii approved the return of the soldier Mikhail Goncharov to his former 

landlord. Instead of the 1683 decree, the voivode referred to the 1669 Criminal Articles 

justifying his decision with the claim that the accused did not deny his former fugitive status. 

The Moscow officials, however, annulled his verdict and fined him 10 rubles because Polonskii 

could not use the Criminal Articles for this case.220 

As seen above, the Servicemen Chancery generally defended servicemen from landlords’ 

attempts at reclaiming them. In 1685, it resolved the case, filed by S. Golovin, in favor of his 

fugitive peasants. Because they registered as servicemen in Dobryi before and during the 1675 
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military census, his claim had no grounds.221 In other instances, the chancery even ruled against 

plaintiffs who had lawful claims. In May 1683, the cossack Eremei Demidov was freed from the 

kholop bondage even though the owner had already remanded him before the issuance of the 

1683 decree.222 In doing so, the decision rendered contradicted one of the decree’s articles, 

stating that all previous resolutions remained in force. 

The final consolidation of the government’s policy toward fugitives along the southern 

frontier occurred in the last quarter of the century. New illegal peasant migrants were arriving in 

the region, and some of them managed to register as servicemen in the military census of 1680. 

As seen in another military census of 1686 in the Sevsk regiment, the government continued 

sanctioning the transition of such people into servicemen with the provisos that they should not 

be runaways of local landowners and that there were no petitions for their recovery. The official 

calculation was that serf-owners from faraway districts, unlike their counterparts owning 

landholdings along the frontier, had only a small chance to discover their runaways. Vitally, the 

1692 instruction to investigators, dispatched to the frontier, extended the immunity from 

reclamation to brothers, sons, and grandsons of the servicemen included in the 1675 military 

census. In 1676, similar immunity was granted to peasant women who had run to the frontier and 

married local servicemen. Opposite to the Ulozhenie’s articles, her husband did not have to pay a 

marriage fee of ten rubles, thus turning an escape to the frontier into an attractive option for 

peasant women.223 

Considering the decrees issued between 1653 and 1692, Soviet historian Lev Cherepnin 

has argued that they represented the extension of the statute of limitations on the period of the 
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fugitives’ recovery by their owners to the southern frontier of Muscovy. While the prohibitions 

on geographic mobility remained enforced within the rest of the country, the significance of the 

border defense against the Tatars justified these exceptions.224 The state’s approach, however, 

was more pragmatic and selective than Cherepnin believed. In regard to the Belgorod Line and 

the southern frontier, the state’s main interest was not in liberating serfs or extending the statute 

of limitations but in consolidating a group of servicemen. While there was a universal need for 

settlers, townsmen, and military personnel before the mid-1650s, only the servicemen, preferably 

with military experience, remained in demand after 1656. Former fugitives, along with their 

families, were gradually converted into the hereditary stratum, bound to the frontier, and 

disallowed to return to their previous status. 

Besides, the population policy along the Belgorod Line was far from exceptional but part 

of a broader trend to mobilize available human resources for defense goals. The provisions of the 

decrees of 1656 and 1683 were also in force along the Siberian frontier.225 As mentioned, 

fugitive peasants, who fought in the Russian-Ottoman War, gained the legalization of their 

musketeer status. The same military considerations extended to the crown estates in “the lower 

towns” of the Volga region, including Astrakhan, Tsaritsyn, Samara, Kazan, Kurmysh, Terki, 

Alatyr, and Kadoma. In 1688, the tsar ordered that fugitives registered as servicemen by 1675 or 

as townsmen by 1674 should be exempt from return.226 Through the issuance of such decrees, 

the government essentially encouraged the marginalized individuals to join its military forces 

and move to the frontiers. 
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In respect to the Belgorod Line and the southern frontier, we should mention that despite 

or perhaps due to the government’s approach, the overall population increased rapidly. One 

estimate reveals the growth in the south of Muscovy from about 230,000 in 1648 to 470,000 

people in 1678. The total population exceeded a million people by the end of the century.227 

Another scholar calculated that 150,000 Russians settled behind the line, and 30,000 more 

established their households along its eastern edges in government-controlled lands between 

Tambov and Penza between 1637 and 1710.228 Evidently, a large number of runaway peasants 

managed to find their way into those areas because the birth rate and population resettlements 

alone are insufficient to explain this rapid growth. As a result, this region transformed from 

scarcely populated to an integral part of the tsarist realm by the early eighteenth century. 

The settlement of the Belgorod Line and the southern frontier illustrates the shrewdness 

of Muscovy’s population policy. Rather than satisfying the interests of serf-owners, as Man’kov 

claims,229 it included a set of practical measures to use the migrants’ potential while at the same 

time addressing the landlords’ demands. At the core of the policy stood a pragmatic interest to 

defend and populate the frontier. Turning a blind eye to fugitives or enrolling them as 

servicemen were both practical and cheap. This policy required surprisingly little from the 

government because peasants and kholopy, escaping dependence and serfdom, arrived 

voluntarily and were interested in any opportunity to establish themselves in a new place. From 

rumors and actions, we may glance at the runaways’ knowledge of and perhaps a conscious and 

ingenious misinterpretation of the decrees. Facing the reality of serfdom in the center of the state, 

ordinary peasants understood well that there was still a way out, even if only a temporary one. 
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Orenburg Line 

The history of the Orenburg Line’s foundation illustrates the consistent flexibility, with 

which Russia approached the question of fugitive peasants on its expanding frontiers. In contrast 

to its policy toward peasant migrants along the Belgorod Line in the previous century, Russia 

implemented a more comprehensive policy on fugitives in the mid-eighteenth century. Not only 

did it draw from incoming migrants, but it also mobilized and incentivized marginalized persons 

from other parts of the country. The core of the policy, nevertheless, remained the same: the 

achievement of an effective compromise between the conflicting interests of serf-owners who 

sought to return their peasants, and the provincial administrators who needed these people to 

protect and populate the imperial frontier. 

Russia’s territorial expansion and the corresponding movement of peasant settlers beyond 

the Ural Mountains and into Central Asia led to frequent confrontations with steppe nomads, 

specifically, with the Bashkirs, Kalmyks, and Kazakhs. In the late seventeenth century, among 

the first steps taken to protect settlements along the Ishim and Irtysh rivers was the construction 

of a line of forts from Kurgan to Ishim, linked to one another by a sentinel service. The rapid 

development of metallurgy in the Urals and the Altai, crucial for Russia’s military goals in 

Europe, led to the growth of commerce, transportation, processing, and, most significantly, the 

influx of workers, traders, and peasants. Russia further strengthened its defenses in the southeast 

by founding a more comprehensive Siberian Line, mostly completed by the mid-eighteenth 

century. The line extended for approximately 4,000 kilometers, from the Caspian Sea, along the 

Iaik (now Ural) river, across the West Siberian Plain and then along the foothills of the Altai to 

the town of Kuznetsk.230 A significant part of this lengthy defense chain was the Orenburg Line 
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that sheltered the industrial sites in the Urals from the steppe nomads’ raids. An original reason 

to build Orenburg and other forts was a request from Abulhair, the Kazakh khan of the Lesser 

Horde (Juz), covering the western part of (now) Kazakhstan. While the Bashkirs and Kalmyks 

had already been nominal subjects of the Russian state, Abulhair swore an oath of allegiance to 

Empress Anna in 1731 in exchange for Russian help against the Jungars, another steppe people 

of Mongolian descent.231 The Jungar aggression threatened the stability of the Lesser Horde and 

justified their request for protection by their powerful neighbor. 

In 1734, Empress Anna decreed the creation of the Orenburg Expedition with the center 

in Orenburg, built at the confluence of the Or’ and Iaik rivers.232 The town’s official purpose was 

to facilitate the development of trade in the region and to expand imperial control over the 

nomadic subjects. Envisioned as a commercial hub with Central Asia, Orenburg furthermore 

required a considerable number of settlers to defend and provision the town and other forts along 

the line. In the Privileges to Orenburg, the empress emphasized the importance of attracting 

settlers from various social categories of Russian people and foreigners, especially, merchants, 

artisans, and raznochintsy (people of various ranks). These free people were to receive assistance 

to build their houses and enterprises and were permitted to conduct business tax-free within the 
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first three years of residence. Illegal migrants, such as deserters and fugitive peasants, were 

prohibited from settling in Orenburg or its vicinity.233 

Ivan Kirilov, the state councilor and first head of the Orenburg Expedition, realized that 

for the success of his mission he needed to populate the towns and forts along the Line not only 

with merchants and artisans but also with people with military training. The beginning of the 

Bashkir Uprising in 1735 further prompted him to find suitable settlers. For the garrison of the 

forts and protection of the lands between them, Kirilov relied on local warriors from loyal 

Bashkirs and service Tatars. Also, cossacks, land-militia, and servicemen were transferred from 

former frontier towns of Ufa and Menzelinsk, which lost their significance as defensive sites due 

to the foundation of the Orenburg Line.234 In 1736, furthermore, the government invited “retired 

dragoons, soldiers, and sailors” to serve along the line, incentivizing them with a promise to 

allocate each family approximately from 20 to 30 hectares of land, as well as money loans and 

supplies until they could provide for themselves.235 The intention was to use these people for 

both the defense and promotion of agriculture, the latter would enable them to become self-

sufficient without a need for future economic assistance. 

Kirilov viewed the cossacks as crucial for fending off attacks and raids from the steppe 

nomads. Unlike servicemen and land-militia, the cossacks represented an irregular mobile force 

that could garrison the forts and engage in agriculture. Kirilov estimated that 3,000 Cossacks 

would suffice for the thirteen forts, founded from Samara to Orenburg by 1736. At the time, 

however, only 455 men resided along the line, and an additional 424 manned the Tabynsk and 

Krasnoufimsk forts, situated at some distance to the north of the line, bringing the total to 869 
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cossacks.236 The government provided Kirilov with several methods to boost the cossack 

numbers. The first was a call for up to 1,000 volunteers from other cossack societies, 

servicemen, and state peasants who were to be exempt from the poll tax.237 In 1736, the Senate 

also ordered the redirection of exiled criminals from Siberia to Orenburg. Depending on the 

degree of their crimes, they were divided into three categories: cossacks, agriculturalists, and 

miners.238 According to a report submitted in October 1736, 125 former exiles had already been 

enrolled as cossacks.239 By June 1737, there were 548 exiles assigned to fortresses and villages, 

accounting for eighteen percent of the total number of the cossacks.240 A 1739 follow-up decree 

required that wives and children were to accompany their exiled husbands.241 Neither volunteers 

nor exiles could fulfill the Orenburg Expedition’s demand for auxiliary forces and laborers. 

Kirilov addressed a challenging task to increase the cossack ranks by recruiting 

marginalized people, such as various wandering persons and fugitives, of whom there were many 

in the South Urals. In the early decades of the century, the Senate frequently received reports 

about people crossing the steppe and finding refuge among the Bashkirs.242 In response to 

Russia’s demands, from 1720 to 1722, the Bashkirs returned to Count Gavriil Golovkin 4,965 

families of runaways or 19,815 male “souls” who had settled in the South Urals within ten 

years.243 Kirilov’s decision to recruit fugitives was a natural solution to the shortage of cossacks 

and peasants, but it went against the official policy against fugitive peasants all over Russia and 

particularly in Bashkiria. In the decrees of 1734, 1735, and 1736, Empress Anna, taking a hard 
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stance on the issue of flight, commanded the forced enrollment in military service of “all 

runaway and passportless Russians and people of other faiths” discovered in the region. They 

were to be relocated for service in faraway places, such as Ostsee gubernia by the Baltic Sea, “so 

that they could not return.” Hard labor awaited everyone, unfitted for the army. As 

compensation, serf-owners gained waivers for the next conscription cycle.244  

Independently from the government, nonetheless, Kirilov permitted to enroll as cossacks 

fugitives and outsiders living along the Iaik river “who claimed to have not been on tax rolls 

elsewhere.” In the report submitted to the Senate, he argued for the need to accept such 

individuals and supply them with loans and provisions for the growth and defense of Orenburg 

and other forts along the line.245 In February 1736, Empress Anna sanctioned Kirilov’s 

willfulness allowing fugitives to remain in service “until Our further decree.” At the same time, 

she stated that this was a one-time measure and that additional sentries were to be established 

near Samara and Syzran to control the traffic of people and to prevent new illegal migrants from 

coming to the Iaik.246  

The “further decree” was issued in 1740.247 It instructed the Orenburg Expedition’s 

officials to conduct a census of all enrolled people and transcribe “veracious testimonies” on their 

places of domicile and status. Giving a truthful testimony was a condition allowing them to remain 

in the cossack ranks. “If any of them does not tell the truth or tell it erroneously, they will be 

returned to their landlords.” The census report of 1741 revealed to the Senate that there was a total 
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of 5,154 illegal migrants listed in regular and irregular forces.248 A considerable part of the census, 

examined by the prerevolutionary historian Iurii Got’e, provides a fascinating insight into the 

migrants’ social and geographic origins. In total, Got’e had at his disposal information about 6,006 

fugitives, including 2,096 cossacks with their 1,567 male and 2,343 female relatives. All of their 

relatives were also permitted to stay because of their husbands’ or fathers’ military service. While 

the cossacks fully recounted their stories of life on the run, the female and male relatives were 

simply identified according to the heads of the households in which they resided. Thus, the 

testimonies were taken from the cossacks but not from their relatives.249  

The information about newly enrolled cossacks’ places of domicile shows that they 

arrived from across the Russian Empire and beyond. The adjacent Volga region understandably 

provided 1,084, the greatest number of migrants. Another 458 came from the central districts 

(Murom, Suzdal, Vladimir, and Moscow). The remaining 554 were from the Don, Ukraine, 

Urals, and even Poland-Lithuania.250 These statistics matched traditional migratory patterns of 

peasant movement from the historical center of Russia to the Volga region and then beyond. The 

arrival of migrants from Ukraine and Poland-Lithuania, however, points to more complex social, 

economic, and personal motives that brought them so far from their homes. Testimonies also 

contained statistics concerning the cossacks’ former social statuses. 982 men claimed to have 

been former court peasants from the crown estates in the Volga region. 327 people were by 

origin church peasants from the Volga and central districts. 159 serfs arrived roughly from 

Simbirsk, Kazan, Penza, and Saransk districts. Of the remaining 628 men, 135 were soldiers 

from Sloboda Ukraine, 28 – townsmen, 455 – cossacks from the Iaik, Don, and Little Russia, 89 
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– non-Russian peasants, and 10 – Polish subjects.251 Among the migrants, there were 

unexpectedly few seigniorial peasants, conventionally considered as the most likely to flee. 

Probably, some “cossacks” concocted fictitious backgrounds and concealed their real identities 

because they were afraid of being returned to their landlord despite official promises.  

In their testimonies, many cossacks stated that had moved to the Orenburg Line after 

“having heard Her Majesty’s merciful decree.” Such statements suggest that an unknown number 

of fugitives arrived between 1736 and 1740, while the government was still considering its 

policy. They were listed in the report to the Senate despite the restrictions on accepting new 

fugitives. Evidently, the rumors about the 1736 decree, issued specifically for the Orenburg 

Expedition, reached much broader circulation. After all, why else would Ukrainians, Poles, and 

Lithuanians travel that far from their homes? 

During the ensuing five years, the government closed the opportunity to become cossacks 

and confirmed the general restriction on welcoming fugitives. To some extent, the ongoing 

second population census required a firm country-wide population policy in order to classify 

people of all social ranks and estates accurately. In February 1743, Empress Elizabeth promised 

that harborers would not be subject to any penalties if they returned fugitives before January 1, 

1744.252 But there was also a local matter. Several serf-owners, including the influential 

Demidovs, discovered their peasants among those registered in Orenburg and other forts along 

the Line, and Isetsk province, an administrative unit of Orenburg gubernia established in 1744. 

According to the serf-owners, Isetsk province was almost entirely populated by their seigniorial 

peasants. Additionally, the 1740 report exposed some serfs who lied to Kirilov about their status 

and, in doing so, tricked him into enrolling them as cossacks in forts. Parrying the serf-owners’ 
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complaints, Ivan Nepliuev, the new head of the Orenburg Expedition, argued that the return of 

Isetsk peasants was impossible because “those villages would become quite desolate; no one 

would pay taxes and execute state works essential for the well-being of Orenburg gubernia.” The 

same argument extended to other people registered in the forts.  

In the 1744 decree, the government outlined a compromise between the interests of serf-

owners and Nepliuev. Among the fugitives in Isetsk province, only those who arrived after the 

first census in 1719 were subject to reclamation. All others were to remain in the province. The 

decree, furthermore, confirmed the 1736 enrollment of fugitives into cossack forces, even though 

some serfs had provided false accounts of their origin. As compensation, serf-owners received 

recruit waivers.253 Of 5,154 illegal migrants, 2,415 were officially registered as cossacks. 

Although there is no conclusive information about the remaining 2,739 people, we may assume 

that most of them also stayed in Orenburg gubernia either as peasants or townsmen.254 Overall, 

through this compromise, the government achieved precisely what it needed to over a short time. 

The cossacks manned the fort garrisons, and other people engaged in crafts and agriculture 

supplied the defensive line. Once the number of settlers was sufficient, the decrees reconfirmed 

the prohibitions on illegal migration and covered the legal loophole. 

To populate the region, the imperial government did more than just utilize local human 

resources, but it also deliberately resettled other groups of people, including criminals exiled for 

hard labor, vagrants, and the so-called people of unknown origin (liudi nepomniashchie rodstva). 

A 1736 decree addressed reports about beggars and outsiders swarming the streets of St. 

Petersburg and other towns. Many of them were, in fact, “young and suitable for work but lazy.” 
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This standard declaration made them an expedient human resource that could facilitate the 

fulfillment of the state’s goals. After apprehension, they were to be separated into two categories: 

those who were fit for the military service and those who bore marks of corporal punishment. 

The latter had to join the ranks of exiles in Orenburg and perform hard labor at manufactories.255 

In 1746, likewise, the Senate published guidelines regarding the people of unknown origin. 

Lacking an official status and registration, these nominally “free people” were especially 

convenient subjects for relocation. One’s official destination depended upon one’s place of 

discovery. Except for those found in the town of Astrakhan and Isetsk and Solikamsk provinces, 

Orenburg accepted all people of unknown origin discovered across the empire. The Senate 

instructed the provincial governors to supply the forced migrants with good land, exemption 

from state labor obligations, and a three-year tax waiver.256 As the following chapters will 

demonstrate, many people of unknown origin were actually fugitive peasants and townsmen. 

Claiming such ambiguous origins was a useful legal cover that allowed fugitives to move 

around, work, and even register in urban and rural places. Their declared ambiguity was also 

beneficial for the government that could easily coerce people of unknown origin into fulfilling its 

colonizing goals.  

Another official program also inadvertently led to the arrival of runaways along the 

southeastern frontier. The head of the Orenburg Expedition between 1737-1739, Vasilii 

Tatishchev approved the resettlement of 2,000 Russians and Ukrainians who claimed to have 

been “free” people not on the tax roll. With Tatishchev’s permission, some of them traveled to 

the former villages to bring their families and belongings. It comes as no surprise that the 

relocation evoked concerns of provincial authorities and serf-owners who quickly pointed out 
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that the supposedly free “Russians” were, in fact, their fugitive peasants. Once again, the central 

government’s pronouncement represented a compromise between its own needs and those of 

serf-owners. While seigniorial peasants were banned from the transfer, Ukrainians could 

continue to move to the territory of the Orenburg Expedition. To incentivize migration, a 

recruiter was sent to “Little Russia” to enlist settlers for the Orenburg Line in 1740.257 The 

Ukrainians responded so enthusiastically that some villages became completely desolate, 

prompting the government to limit the maximum number of migrants to one-fourth of any 

village.258 

Although it is challenging to quantify and evaluate illegal migration, the available 

statistical data demonstrate a substantial population growth in Orenburg gubernia, the growth 

that birth rate alone cannot explain. Whereas there were 240,000 residents in the 1730s, the 

figure reached 323,000 in the 1740s. The majority of new inhabitants were Russians, as 

evidenced in their increased proportion in the region from 15.2 percent at the time of the first 

census to 33.1 during the second census. New settlers predominantly moved from the adjacent 

Kazan gubernia, as the census takers identified the absence of 54,000 people who had been 

registered there twenty years earlier. In the mid-century, this trend continued, and 46,900 people 

illegally migrated from Kazan gubernia to Orenburg gubernia by the time of the third census in 

the early 1760s.259  

The Senate was undoubtedly aware of the ongoing large-scale movement and noted its 

detrimental effect on tax collection. In 1768, it expressly forbade the unauthorized migration of 
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people along this route but could not implement the prohibition. According to a 1777 report, 

2,730 of Kazan gubernia’s people – single homesteaders, Tatar servicemen, iasak and state 

peasants – illegally resided in Orenburg gubernia. While 321 people arrived before the 1768 

prohibition, 2,409 did so after the decree. In 1782, the Senate concurred with the proposal, 

presented by Ivan Iakobi, the head of Ufa viceregency, and registered 2,535 illegal migrants 

because “they had already established households.” The remaining 195 persons, who “were 

wandering uselessly without tilling the fields,” were to be returned to their official homes. As 

usual, the Senate justified this resolution as a one-time exception and reconfirmed the existing 

restriction.260 In contrast to the cossacks legalized in the 1740s, the considerations of the region’s 

prosperity and migrants’ economic usefulness influenced the government’s decision this time. 

Through the examination of numerous state decrees, we may discern that the official 

policy toward fugitives arriving in Orenburg gubernia remained remarkably consistent over time. 

It mostly followed a similar pattern that had been used to garrison the Belgorod Line in the 

second half of the seventeenth century. This pattern began with the restriction on mobility that 

the government could not enforce in practice because fugitive peasants and other people were 

constantly moving to more promising places of the country. The local administration welcomed 

those who came at an opportune time if they agreed to provide military service. Initially, the 

central government turned a blind eye to their presence. In time, it had to respond to a growing 

number of serf-owners’ complaints by issuing decrees that reestablished the legal order but also 

legitimized migrants’ new status. By then, however, the demand for soldiers was already met, 

and the legal loophole became unnecessary. Later, the government continued adopting this 
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attitude, not toward military personnel, but ordinary settlers whose presence promised economic 

benefits for new parts of the empire. 

The story of the Orenburg Line also underscores the significance of frontier 

administrators, who made independent decisions and managed to persuade central officials in St. 

Petersburg. Kirilov, Tatishchev, Nepliuev, and later Iakobi clearly prioritized their own specific 

goals whose realization would be problematic or even impossible if they followed every letter of 

the law. It would be simply strange if they chose to ignore the incoming flow of versatile peoples 

who could defend the frontier from the nomads and make their mission a success. As long as 

their policy proved effective, the central government was also willing to approve their willful 

behavior and limit its interference in local affairs. 

 

Ural manufactories 

The settlement of the Urals was significantly different from those of the Belgorod and 

Orenburg lines, which developed above all as defensive structures. In the eighteenth century, the 

Urals evolved into the center of industrial production that provided essential goods for the rest of 

the Russian Empire. Closely entangled with the state’s military ambitions and goals, the 

development of private and state-owned enterprises also hinged upon the availability of the 

workforce. The increasing demand for laborers served as a pull for fugitive peasants and other 

discontented individuals. Like in other examined cases, the official policy toward these people 

was often contradictory but also resulted in the transition of thousands into manufactory workers, 

thus permanently changing their social status. 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the Urals was one of the destinations where 

fugitive peasants from the Russian North moved to in the second half of the seventeenth century. 
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This migratory flow was advantageous not only for local governments, interested in populating 

their vast yet remote territories but also for large landowners. Mostly uninhabited in the late 

sixteenth century, the lands along the Obva, Inva, and Kosva rivers became populated by peasant 

migrants by the end of the following century. A large landowner and industrialist, Grigorii 

Stroganov, took an interest in these lands and petitioned the tsar to permit him to add them to his 

holdings. In 1700 Peter the Great granted permission and Stroganov acquired 14,003 male 

peasants.261 

At the turn of the eighteenth century, the Urals began to figure prominently on the 

government’s agenda. Peter the Great’s military goals depended on a steady supply of iron and 

copper, and the government had already been aware of significant ore deposits in the mountains. 

Between 1701 and 1704, four metal factories were constructed in the Middle Urals, a region that 

was already quite densely populated. In 1719, the government published the Berg Privilege, 

allowing any person to build factories and search for ores in the Urals. Furthermore, it liberated 

manufactory workers from the poll tax and conscription and decreed that they should receive 

wages. As a result, the Berg Privilege became an important incentive for enterprising individuals 

and accelerated the industrial development of the region. By the mid-eighteenth century, the 

number of both state and private factories rapidly grew to 71. These factories manufactured 

weapons and ammunition, and iron and copper for Russia’s war needs and export trade.262 

The industrial development, however, hinged upon the availability of the workforce, 

whose scarcity was a natural consequence of the existing restrictions on geographic mobility. 
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Moreover, the Bashkir Uprising (1704-1711) led to the desolation of many villages, with many 

residents being taken captive or fleeing.263 Although after the uprising the population had mostly 

recovered, the problem of labor shortages remained pressing for landowners. In 1721, Peter the 

Great provided a partial solution by sanctioning purchases of populated villages by manufactory 

owners, a privilege previously granted only to the nobility and the church.264 A 1736 decree 

allowed the acquisition of peasants without land, but this decision was reversed in 1744 because 

“those [peasants] purchased without land would flee from factories to their former homes.”265 

The reasoning behind this decision was simple. Living near a factory would gradually transform 

at least some of the peasants into trained workers who could improve the overall performance of 

the enterprise. An estimate reveals that manufactory owners – not only in the Urals but all over 

the country – purchased approximately 60,000 peasants by 1762 when the government repealed 

this permission.266 

Both state and private factories also obtained permanent workers through the so-called 

“ascription” of peasants. The category of “ascribed” peasants (pripisnye krest’iane) emerged 

through the forced transfer of state peasants to manufactories. They were obliged to work from 

two to four weeks, in exchange for which the manufactory owners paid their dues to the state. 

The number of ascribed peasants increased dramatically from over 33,000 in 1719 to 115,000 in 

1750, and 312,218 people at the time of the fifth population census (1794-1796).267 Within the 

Urals, the growth in the number of ascribed peasants mirrored this general trend, from 25,000 
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male “souls” registered at state-owned enterprises to about 120,000 people ascribed to state and 

private industrial sites in the mid-1760s.268 As Roger Portal has remarked, the peasants who 

ended up at the factories effectively turned from “land serfs” into “manufactory serfs” as a result 

of ascription and purchases.269 These policies proved to be effective in the long term but could 

not resolve the issue of labor shortage at the initial stage of industrial development in the Urals in 

the early eighteenth century.  

Hiring wage laborers was a solution to this problem. In the 1720s, the government 

introduced internal passports to facilitate the peasants’ legal departure (otkhod) and opportunities 

to gain short-term jobs. But the temporary nature of passports, valid for no longer than three 

years, posed considerable problems for factory owners whose enterprises not only depended on 

the steady supply of laborers but also required skilled and competent individuals. The short terms 

of passports’ validity and the need for their renewal made most of their holders suitable for low-

quality jobs but not for serious long-term training. Keeping workers with expired passports was 

risky, and the state threatened everyone who did so with fines. At the same time, there was a 

flow of illegal peasant migrants who carried no passports and looked for job opportunities. 

Employing them was expedient and practical, allowing manufactory owners to complete their 

work quotas on time and construct new industrial sites. They could be hired for a short time and 

then discharged, and the entire process could occur without ever notifying provincial authorities. 

This practice, however, did not remain unnoticed by the central government, forcing it to 

consider whether it was more advantageous to grant permission for retaining fugitives at 

factories or forbidding their acceptance altogether. 
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Several serf-owners had already protested that their runaway peasants were sheltered in 

the Urals in the seventeenth century, but such complaints became more frequent in the first 

quarter of the following century. In 1720, the Stroganovs petitioned for the retrieval of more than 

a hundred of their serf families who moved to state-owned factories.270 According to a 1721 

report, “[there are] a hundred and forty households in the sloboda of Uktus whose people engage 

in trade and manufactory labor but do not make any payments to the state treasury.” In the 

Neviansk, Aramysh, and Murzin slobodas, 300 out of 768 households belonged to the 

“outsiders” (prishlye).271 In contrast to the reclamation of fugitives, Vasilii Tatishchev, appointed 

as director of the state’s Ural mining and manufacturing operations in 1720, argued that the 

reliance on the hired labor of migrants, mostly fugitive serfs, could assist in construction works 

and supplementary labor. Because they constantly sought work to earn money and obtain food, 

Tatishchev reasoned that they would agree to toil at manufactories for small rewards.272 While 

not viewing them as a source of skilled laborers, Tatishchev believed that through employing 

fugitives the government could achieve its economic goals in the Urals much faster.  

In arguing for the hiring of fugitives and peasant migrants, Tatishchev also departed from 

the official stance on wage labor. In 1718, Peter the Great approved the employment of skilled 

migrants or apprentices and emphasized the importance of verifying that they “did not escape 

from military service” and were not “of false backgrounds.”273 This measure also aimed to 

thwart the hiring of deserters. In 1722, however, the official interest in industrial production 

outweighed the serf-owners’ petitions for the recovery of fugitives. In March, 5,389 peasant 
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migrants “from different gubernias” were registered at manufactories and saltworks. In July, 

another decree suspended the return of all peasants illegally working in manufactories.274 A year 

later, the tsar clarified this decision. While still permitted to use runaway peasants, manufactory 

owners had to ascertain their origins and pay taxes and dues to their respective authorities. In 

1724, Peter the Great’s Plakat made an exception for those fugitives who were trained and 

skilled in factory labor. In order not to threaten the industrial production, the factory owners 

could buy them out from their landlords for fifty rubles.275  

Once again in the decree of June 1725, the Senate confirmed this state of affairs but also 

instructed to send back all new runaways. Perhaps inadvertently, this decree also described 

potential benefits that a factory laborer could gain, therefore shedding some light on runaway 

peasants’ motives when they settled in villages near to factories. Inhabitants of the “ascribed” 

slobodas (large villages) were exempt from the recruitment levies. In lieu of military service, 

they were to become trained “in various crafts” and be capable of defending their places of 

residence. The Senate also encouraged the payment of higher salaries to experienced laborers, 

thus describing the financial benefits of one’s professional growth.276 The compromising, 

pragmatic considerations are evident in the government’s policy toward illegal migrants at 

factories. It aimed to achieve two goals simultaneously: (1) to support the industrial development 

by permitting factory owners to retain trained individuals and (2) not to threaten the seigniorial 

rights of the nobility who received tax dues or compensation for their peasants employed in the 

Urals. 
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This concession, nevertheless, did not sate the growing demand for laborers. In 1726 and 

1727, the government first allowed the settlement of “outsiders” from the ranks of crown and 

church peasants in factory slobodas and then temporarily approved the presence of all current 

illegal migrants at state factories.277 Local administrators in the Urals not only argued for the 

need to use free wanderers and runaways as a source of labor but sometimes took the legislative 

initiative in their own hands. In 1722, Georg Wilhelm de Gennin, the new director of the state-

owned Ural factories, approved the hire of raznochintsy in the Egoshikha manufactory – except 

for runaway peasants and deserters – if they wished to acquire the requisite skills. In practice, 

however, factory managers like Iukhan Berglin also employed illegal peasant migrants. In 1732 

Berglin confessed that he had hired “several passportless people” not due to his desire for profit 

but due to the manufactory’s interest. The count revealed that there were 302 peasant migrants 

with their families, toiling at Egoshikha.278 We may easily assume that Berglin was not the only 

factory manager who dared to violate the official restrictions. Appointed to run factories and 

meet production quotas, they had little time to look for legal workers, and fugitives were just too 

available to ignore. 

At the same time, Ural industrialists continued to complain about a shortage of laborers. 

For example, Ivan Tverdyshev, an owner of copper factories in the South Urals, wrote that there 

were too few people to hire among those with official passports and that most of them were 

willing to work only for a short time of less than a year. According to Tverdyshev, this situation 

not only negatively affected his factories’ output but also raised the costs required to produce 

copper. The administrators of state-owned manufactories expressed similar criticisms of current 
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prohibitions on the employment of runaways.279 Consequently these restrictions were inflicting 

financial harm to the industrial development of the Urals. 

The new wave of decrees concerning fugitives at manufactories arrived during the reign 

of Empress Anna. In 1732, the Senate ordered a census of all people residing and working at 

industrial enterprises across the country and temporarily approved the presence of all 

passportless people and outsiders.280 The census revealed 2,604 outsiders at Akinfei Demidov’s 

Ural factories and 1,249 fugitives at those owned by the Osokin family281 Two years later, 

Vasilii Tatishchev, reinstated as the director of the state mining works, received an instruction to 

maintain surveillance of illegal migrants in the region and cease their employment at state and 

private factories. All already accepted individuals were to be returned to their owners and places 

of residence.282 In November of 1734, Tatishchev reported that the erroneous nature of this 

approach could leave factories without workers. The reclamation of a fugitive was a challenging 

endeavor because landlords often lived far from the Urals and preferred to settle the matter by 

selling their serfs to residents or by striking bargains with fugitives themselves. The government, 

however, did not heed Tatishchev’s arguments and continued to demand the return of runaway 

serfs.283  

The government’s objections to the presence of runaways at factories did not last long. In 

January 1736, Empress Anna granted permission to bind to factories fugitive peasants of all 

ranks, who had been trained or acquired specialized skills. The compensation was set at fifty 

rubles for a married runaway man and thirty rubles for a bachelor and was to be paid to the 
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peasant’s respective authorities. As highly skilled laborers, these peasants gained exemption 

from conscription and the poll tax and received wages for their work. Their children also became 

hereditary workers and in cases of flight, they were to be returned to factories. In essence, these 

peasants and their progeny became industrial serfs. At the same time, their new status ensured 

their security from some of the most onerous official obligations. Lastly, the decree only covered 

currently present fugitives. No others could be employed after its publication.284 The 

implications of this policy were quite significant for the peasants. Regardless of their previous 

peasant rank (state, court, church, or seigniorial), they severed their ties with former localities 

and were all transitioned into the new social category of “eternally bestowed” (vechno-otdannye) 

peasants. The way the government framed this decree resembles counterparts issued to legalize 

the new status of peasants who arrived in Orenburg and Belgorod. The only difference was that 

they became “eternal” laborers in the Urals rather than “eternal” servicemen. 

The second population census again demonstrated that industrialists and managers did 

not cease to employ outsiders and fugitives. Census takers discovered that there were 2,357 

fugitives among 5,184 laborers at state-run enterprises who had arrived between 1727 and 1742. 

The proportion of outsiders at private manufactories was even more significant, reaching 

approximately 9,000 people. According to a 1746 decree, 6,852 outsiders were registered at 

Akinfei Demidov’s factories. Most of them – it was claimed – were from the state and court 

villages in Arkhangelsk, Kazan, Moscow, Nizhnii Novgorod, and Siberian gubernias, but there 

were also a significant number of church and seigniorial peasants. Historian A.S. Cherkasova has 

noted that not all of these peasant migrants remained at state and private manufactories; some 
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escaped to avoid being enserfed again but in a different place.285 This observation is particularly 

interesting because it highlights the contradiction between the government’s intention to coerce 

peasant migrants into becoming factory workers and some fugitives’ preferences for a mobile 

lifestyle.  

Peasant migrants continued to constitute a considerable source of labor in the first half of 

the 1750s. According to a senatorial decree of 1753, 25,672 male “souls” toiled at iron and 

copper factories in Siberian and Kazan gubernias, including 11,391 ascribed peasants, 8,377 

peasant migrants, and 5,856 purchased peasants.286 Therefore, every third worker was recruited 

from temporary migrants. Unfortunately, it is unclear whether these migrants were fugitives or 

persons with legal passports, but these data indicate the continuous reliance on temporary 

workers despite the significant increase in the number of forced laborers.  

The consolidation of the official policy toward fugitives in the Urals occurred in the 

decree of May 13, 1754, that confirmed both the prohibitions on harboring and employing 

fugitives and the validity of all previous decrees that sanctioned the transition of fugitives into 

manufactory laborers.287 The reason for the decision is well articulated in another decree of 

1755: “Because of the remoteness and population scarcity of Siberian gubernia and the 

abundance of high-quality ores and metals … at factories, there is a significant demand for 

craftsmen and laborers.” 288 Therefore, it was more beneficial to retain all outsiders, registered at 

enterprises in accordance with previous laws. 
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The available statistics do not allow us to accurately estimate the full scale of illegal 

migration to the Ural factories. The numbers, mentioned above, only capture the instances when 

the government took censuses of industrial sites, but there was also a stream of people coming to 

work for a short period who left no trace in the archival records. Regardless of these statistical 

shortcomings, in-migration was an essential component in the development and functioning of 

Ural enterprises, a fact that both local official administrators and factory owners recognized. The 

practice of hiring wage laborers – both legal and illegal – did more than simply complement 

other sources of labor, acquired through purchase and ascription; rather, it enabled factory 

managers and owners to operate manufactories and produce necessary goods for commerce and 

the imperial state. 

Instances where peasants were turned into hereditary factory workers or settled near 

industrial sites, resemble those of peasants who settled and served along the Orenburg and 

Belgorod lines. Rather than the pursuit of strictly military objectives, the state’s interest in the 

Urals was economic, and it faced more problems from serf-owners who sought to retrieve their 

peasants. Its approach, however, was similar to those in Orenburg and Belgorod and reliant on 

navigating between the conflicting groups of serf-owners and factory owners who competed for 

sources of labor. Pragmatism and compromise were at the core of the state’s policies, both when 

confirming restrictions on mobility and when setting compensation for turning peasants into 

factory serfs. 

 

Astrakhan 

“The region of Astrakhan, situated on the southeastern frontier, was one of the most 

peculiar regions of the Russian state in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the region 
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where Europe and Asia met.” In her study of the region, Nina Golikova has acutely emphasized 

its environmental and ethnic characteristics. First, the predominance of the steppe and scarce 

arable lands led to the absence of large estates concentrated on grain production. Most people 

tended to reside and work in towns and commercial (promyslovye) settlements. Villages grew 

around fisheries and saltworks. The Volga’s floodplain was well-suited for gardening and 

production of gourds, melons, and grapes. Second, because of the trade along the Volga and the 

proximity of the steppe full of nomadic peoples, the ethnic composition of the region was very 

diverse. The Tatars, Kalmyks, and later Kazakhs all lived alongside Russians. People from 

different European and Asian countries not only engaged in trade but also resided in 

Astrakhan.289 The economic specialization directed toward fishing, trade, and the cultivation of 

gourds set Astrakhan and the Lower Volga region apart from other regions of the country where 

grain production was dominant.  

This economic specialization also influenced relations between the central government, 

provincial administration, and local entrepreneurs. All three had different and sometimes 

conflicting interests regarding peasant migrants and various outsiders who constantly flooded 

Astrakhan in search of work and new opportunities. Like in other cases, the emperors and the 

Senate strove to uphold the legal order instituted in the Ulozhenie and frequently confirmed in 

the ensuing decrees. At the same time, the government was willing to deviate from the letter of 

the law and negotiate with local actors if the circumstances dictated. As a result of these 

convoluted relations between different groups, the Astrakhan gubernia witnessed an 

uncommonly high number of decrees that approved the registration of fugitives and, in doing so, 

incentivized others to arrive. 
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A brief historical overview is necessary to understand the reasons why intensive in-

migration began in the eighteenth century. When Muscovy conquered the town of Astrakhan in 

1556, it had neither the capacity nor the human resources to establish control over the town’s 

surrounding areas. Only thirty years after the conquest, the government erected new forts on the 

Lower Volga: at Samara in 1586, Tsaritsyn in 1589, and Saratov in 1590. Near Astrakhan, the 

forts of Chernyi Iar and Krasnyi Iar appeared in 1627 and 1665-67, respectively.  The foundation 

of Enotaevsk between Chernyi Iar and Astrakhan took place in 1742.290 The formation of the 

gubernia dates to 1717.291 These forts and towns were built not to facilitate migration but to 

protect the increasing river trade and commercial fisheries along the Volga’s estuary from the 

raids of the steppe nomads. As a result, most urban residents were military servicemen. At the 

turn of the eighteenth century, the Astrakhan garrison included 3,650 servicemen living together 

with their wives and children, bringing the total population to more than 10,000. The formation 

of the regular army, initiated by Peter the Great, devastated the ranks of these servicemen. Many 

were conscripted as soldiers and dragoons and had to abandon their families for service in other 

parts of the country. In the 1720s, Astrakhan maintained a regular garrison of 7,826 soldiers. 

Furthermore, the cossacks strengthened the gubernia’s defense.292  

The gubernia’s remoteness and the presence of steppe nomads influenced the rate of free 

migration. The official population counts in the eighteenth century reveal the steady growth in 

the number of townsmen. During the first census, there were 1,660 male residents recorded in 

Astrakhan, but the outbreak of plague in 1728-29 decreased the population to 877. The second 

                                                 
290 P.G. Liubomirov, Zaselenie Astrakhanskogo kraia v XVIII veke (Astrakhan, 1926), 1. 
291 The major administrative reform took place in 1785 when the Astrakhan and Caucasus gubernias was included in 

the Caucasus Viceregency. Astrakhan became its capital in 1790.  
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and third censuses noted 1,891 and 2,373 male townsmen, respectively.293 The town’s population 

remained quite small until the end of the century.  

During the second half of the seventeenth century, various job opportunities attracted 

peasants, townsmen, and free wanderers to Astrakhan and its surrounding villages. They claimed 

to be wage laborers and were hired on surety bonds as such. Because of landowners’ complaints, 

local officials conducted searches in fishing villages that usually revealed that many of these 

laborers were actually fugitive serfs.294 The situation did not change in the 1710s and 1720s. 

Local merchants and townsmen frequently hired wandering laborers without permits from their 

local authorities or serf-owners. Such laborers were essential to conducting business on time. 

There was also a low risk of their arrest since the laborers usually toiled as barge haulers or 

fishermen, jobs that required a great deal of mobility or living outside big towns.295 

In 1692 and 1693, Astrakhan suffered from the pestilence (morovoe povetrie) that 

quickly spread and affected a large number of locals and migrants. According to one account, the 

death toll was equal to 11,013 people. Another outbreak occurred in 1727 and 1728 that claimed 

the lives of approximately eighteen thousand people. Having realized that fugitives and outsiders 

could compensate for the losses, the Astrakhan administration registered an unknown number of 

free wanderers as servicemen and 59 people as town residents in the late seventeenth century. 

During the first census, the Astrakhan Magistracy added 67 illegal migrants to the town tax roll: 

27 serfs, 30 church peasants, 5 iasak peasants, 2 crown peasants, and 3 unidentified persons. 

Although the law required two guarantors to vouch for every new town resident, local authorities 
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ignored this provision and registered the outsiders without official approval. No sanction from 

the Senate followed.296 

The trend toward integrating peasant migration into town society continued during the 

second population census. In 1745, the Astrakhan Gubernia Chancellery requested the 

permission to register “many base (podlye) people arriving in town and professing to have 

known neither their landlords nor places of origin.” The chancellery explained that there was a 

high demand for “such outsiders” among local merchants and ship-owners who “would like to 

purchase workers, but there is no one to buy. Wage laborers with proper passports from the 

upper towns cannot remain for long and receive the necessary training in crafts.” If not permitted 

to remain in Astrakhan, these migrants “would flee to Persia, the Iaik, or the Kuban” and 

“convert to Islam.” The Senate’s decree went beyond the chancellery’s request and legalized “all 

migrants, including court, church, and seigniorial peasants, and other raznochintsy.”297 In May 

1746, the census takers delivered a count of 3,560 male migrants and mentioned that more 

people were coming from “the upper towns” every day. Among the migrants, ethnic Russians 

predominated, but there were also 112 Ukrainians, 100 Poles, 10 Greeks, 20 Persians, 27 

Kalmyks, and 6 Swedes. Of the total number, 265 people enrolled as townsmen, 194 as 

craftsmen (tsekhovye), and 1,790 as state peasants. The permission to remain was granted to 

about 500 serfs, most of whom did not hesitate to change their social status and settle in 

Astrakhan.298 These migrants not only became the Astrakhan gubernia residents but also gained a 

temporary exemption from conscription levies.299 If considered separately from other policies, 
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the registration of outsiders and fugitives may seem surprising. But, in fact, it was not different 

from other policies on the Orenburg Line. The only distinction was that rather than military 

goals, the government pursued commercial interests in Astrakhan. 

Becoming an Astrakhan resident, however, did not ensure one’s immunity from serf-

owners’ attempts at reclamation even if they were unlawful. Several complaints prompted the 

Senate to reiterate the validity of the 1745 legalization of outsiders and inquire about their 

current situation. It turned out that “many ranznochintsy with formal passports departed for work 

in other towns and never returned. As a result, there is a deficiency in the poll tax collection.” As 

the complainants noted, their former owners’ discontent and dishonest actions were the primary 

cause of their absence. For example, the Sviiazhsk Monastery servants seized the former 

monastic peasant Fedor Mutovkin, now an Astrakhan raznochinets, while he was working in 

Kazan in 1746. Likewise, Captain Ferapont Surovtsev sued for the remand of his two former 

serfs and brothers listed as raznochintsy on the Astrakhan tax roll. The investigation exposed that 

one of the brothers previously lied about his serf status, but the plaintiff’s claim was declined 

anyway.300 The text of the decree demonstrates that both the Senate and the Astrakhan Gubernia 

Chancellery were adamant about preserving the new status of former fugitives. These incidents 

reflected an oversight on the part of the government that deprived serf-owners of their peasants 

but provided no compensation in return.  

The organization of “particular” enterprises and factories also suffered from a scarce 

workforce. Since their foundation in 1646, the Astrakhan grape orchards supplied the tsar’s 

palace in Moscow with wine and table grapes. In 1722, they were reorganized into the State 

Grape Factory consisting of 21 orchards near Astrakhan and Krasnyi Iar. A Serbian expert in 
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viticulture, Ensign Ivan Porobich, took charge of the factory thirty years later. Immediately upon 

assuming the position, Porobich had to deal with a shortage of suitable laborers, crucial for the 

timely provision of the imperial court. According to the instruction provided to Porobich in 1752, 

the full operation of the factory required 174 workers, including carpenters, blacksmiths, and 

coopers. In 1758, Porobich reported to the Manufacture College that he needed 1,052 workers. In 

reality, however, his enterprise was always short of staff with just 38 employees in 1752, 846 in 

1758, and 796 in 1764. The seasonal nature of production resulted in the emergence of two 

categories of laborers: salaried and unsalaried. In 1758, the salaried personnel comprised 270 

people of different ranks and specializations who performed varied tasks ranging from 

administration to gardening. The unsalaried laborers were not on the annual payroll and received 

payment for seasonal work during the summer months or for miscellaneous assignments. Despite 

the temporary nature of their labor, they were also ascribed to the factory and encouraged to seek 

employment in Astrakhan and other places.301 The organization of the State Grape Factory was 

similar to its contemporary or our modern agricultural enterprises largely dependent on seasonal 

labor, but it faced the challenging task of recruiting wage laborers in the country with an 

enserfed population.  

The Astrakhan Gubernia Chancellery was responsible for allocating workers to 

Porobich’s factory. The chancellery found some among people of unknown origin and Count 

Mikhail Golovkin’s former serfs, who had been relocated to the town during the second 

census.302 In 1753, the chancellery transferred 122 people, but the available laborers could not 

                                                 
301 In addition to wine and grapes, the factory produced silk, morocco, gourds, and various fruits and vegetables I.V. 
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maintain the factory’s production demands. In the spring of the same year, Porobich reported that 

he intended to hire wage laborers because the Astrakhan Gubernia Chancellery was incapable of 

supplying a required number of people. Hired laborers, however, were expensive and in high 

demand at local fisheries and saltworks. Porobich achieved a partial solution by requesting 

soldiers from the town garrison and employing local Tatars and other ethnically non-Russian 

peoples. Ultimately, he turned his gaze on numerous wandering people and fugitives who were 

“loafing around” Astrakhan. Upon his request for permission to hire them, Porobich received a 

decree in 1754 delegating the gubernia chancellery with a right to transfer to Porobich any 

wandering people if they claimed not to know their places of domicile. At the same time, the 

chancellery had to return any discovered fugitive serfs to their owners. The intermediary role of 

the Astrakhan Gubernia Chancellery, however, was unacceptable for Porobich because its 

officials delayed the actual transfer of wandering people by questioning them meticulously. In 

St. Petersburg, he pleaded with the Senate to place the supervision of recruitment in the hands of 

the State Grape Factory’s administration. Soon thereafter, the permission was granted, also 

allowing him to dispatch couriers to towns on the Lower Volga and the Don region. The couriers 

could inform all eligible persons about the hire of wandering people at the factory.303 Regardless 

of the factory’s importance, this permission was unprecedented, essentially giving Porobich free 

rein to recruit a person of any status as long as he was qualified for the job.  

The consequence of the new recruiting order proved both beneficial and detrimental for 

Porobich. A 1758 report listed 587 free wanderers as factory employees, therefore sufficient to 

satisfy the labor demand. At the same time, runaway peasants took advantage of this opportunity 

because they just needed to invent a false identity to become a factory worker. In order to be 
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hired, they needed to claim to have had no recollection of their origins and to possess the skills 

necessary for the job. The rumors spreading along the Volga confirmed that peasants fully 

understood the existing legal loophole. According to one account that reached the Senate in 

1757, “at the Dmitrievsk quay, runaway people incite laborers on salt barges to travel to 

Astrakhan, where it is allegedly ordered to welcome people of any rank [to toil] at grape 

orchards.” The Senate’s immediate reaction was to publicize the false nature of these rumors and 

order the capture of anyone who was circulating them.304 As expected, such public 

pronouncements had a minimal effect in practice.  

The rumors continued spreading, and fugitive peasants continued to move to the Lower 

Volga. Several serf-owners from Tambov, Kozlov, Shatsk, and Voronezh districts petitioned that 

“having taken their belongings and horses, their serfs are fleeing … to Tsaritsyn where they cross 

the Volga and build mud huts (zemlianki) … others say that they are going to settle in Tsaritsyn 

and Kamyshenka at the state factory where Major Porobich is appointed to accept them.” The 

serf-owners believed that they would be financially ruined and unable to pay taxes unless the 

government promptly acted to resolve this problem by retrieving their runaways.305 An 

interrogation of the fugitive Vasilii Meshcherikov attested to the large influx of peasants to the 

region where there was freedom (vol’nitsa). He estimated that approximately 3,000 peasants 

settled on both banks of the Akhtuba river, the left distributary of the Volga, and 2,000 more in 

and around Astrakhan. Meshcherikov furthermore narrated about the dealings of Ensign Ivan 

Tsypliatov, who headed the commission for the settlement of people of unknown origin in towns 
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305 For example, Ensign Ignatii Bashkin of the Shatsk district lost to flight eight families of thirty-two “souls” who 

also took all their belongings and horses. Likewise, a Tambov gubernia secretary, Aleksei Danilov, complained 

about the escape of thirty serfs who stole some of his property and horses. GAAO, f. 394, op. 1 (dop.), d. 150, ll. 2-
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of the Lower Volga. Apparently, Tsypliatov charged each fugitive peasant two or three rubles 

and instructed him to call himself a person of unknown origin if he wished to register as a 

gardener. To help with the relocation of fugitives’ families and belongings, Tsypliatov issued 

special passes allowing holders to travel “for personal needs” and, crucially, “to inform people of 

all ranks about the acceptance for settlement.” Over five hundred passes had already been given 

to such “inciters,” who traveled around Tambov, Shatsk, and Voronezh districts.306 The archival 

record is silent as to whether Tsypliatov acted according to Porobich’s instructions, but it is 

likely that he simply took advantage of the situation and decided to earn some easy money.  

These circumstances put an end to Porobich’s right to regulate the recruitment process, 

which was again placed under the responsibility of the Astrakhan Gubernia Chancellery. The 

Senate dispatched a military team to eradicate illegal settlements and question those people who 

were working for the factory.307 To the central government, the episode with the State Grape 

Factory illustrated well the dangers of delegating too much authority to individual 

administrators, such as Porobich, whose independent actions could stir the discontented 

population. At the same time, the Senate or any other central institution could not independently 

control enterprises that were located far away from St. Petersburg and that faced their own local 

challenges. After all, the factory’s shortage of laborers emerged not because of poor 

administrative work but because of the country-wide limitations on mobility that made the 

operation of such enterprises particularly challenging. 

The settlement of Astrakhan gubernia gradually progressed in the second half of the 

eighteenth century. One of the peculiar features was the absence of seigniorial peasants engaged 

in agriculture anywhere in the gubernia. According to the third population census in the 1760s, 
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there was a meager total of 870 household serfs owned by people without landholdings. The 

landmark event took place in 1765 when Catherine the Great approved the sale of land in the 

gubernia to the nobility because of her concern with the low population on the country’s 

frontiers. By 1782, predominantly local nobles acquired twenty-three thousand hectares of land, 

but they did not hurry to fill their acquisitions with peasants. The fourth census listed only 1,288 

male and 1,316 female serfs, clearly insufficient for the government settlement goals. The 

nobility’s lack of initiative to relocate their peasants resulted from their view of the gubernia as 

better suited for the development of fisheries than for agriculture. Their serfs lived near the 

Volga’s estuary (mostly in Astrakhan and Krasnyi Iar districts) where fishing was profitable. The 

nobles were also disinclined to relocate their serfs because of the poor quality of soil in the 

region. Displeased with serf-owners, the central government admonished them with fines, but, at 

the same time, decided to expedite the transfer of state peasants. Their relocation began in 1785 

but occurred without proper organization. Peasants were directed to places without prior 

consideration whether these places were suitable for agriculture. According to the Astrakhan 

Gubernia Chancellery, 8,771 state peasants established their households, and 2,166 remained 

unsettled and wandered around Astrakhan and other towns in search of work in 1796.308 While 

the government was more productive than nobles in relocating peasants, the total number of new 

settlers was still insignificant for such a vast gubernia. 

The policy of tolerance toward illegal migrants somewhat mitigated the unsuccessful 

forced resettlement. In 1763, the government restated its ban on harboring fugitives in Astrakhan 

in particular. Despite the prohibition, 147 migrants from the upper towns somehow registered at 
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the Astrakhan Gubernia Chancellery and the State Grape Factory.309 Between 1764 and 1765, 

Nikita Beketov, the gubernia governor, reported 1,888 migrants who were state peasants and 

wished to reside in Astrakhan or its vicinity. Beketov’s requests to legalize them initially 

remained unheeded. Only in 1784, the Senate issued a decree that not only sanctioned their 

registration as “state settlers” (gosudarstvennye poseliane) but also granted them lands for 

farming.310 The coincidence between this decree and the general policy of resettlement to 

Astrakhan is not accidental. Rather, the government realized that it was more productive to 

sanction persons already living in the region than only rely on forced transfers of the population.  

The trend toward boosting the numbers of state settlers continued in 1789. Another 

decree added 938 illegal migrants to the population of Astrakhan. Among them, there were 713 

state peasants (634 men and 79 women) and 225 serfs (200 men and 25 women). The discovered 

text of the decree affords no explanation as to what reasons motivated its publication, but only 

declares that “the aforementioned state and seigneurial peasants, found in the town of Astrakhan, 

must be included in the category of “state settlers.” As all town residents on the tax roll, they had 

to pay the poll tax and other fees. Interestingly, the list submitted to the Senate a year later 

reveals that the decree’s phrasing does not reflect the actual social composition of the migrants. 

Whereas 225 serfs were indeed among the new residents, the collective name “state peasants” 

described a variety of social categories, including state, court, economic, and iasak peasants, 

townsmen, craftsmen, servicemen, single homesteaders, orphans, people of unknown origin, and 

people of non-Russian ethnic groups. Similarly, the designation as “state settlers” did not mean 

that the Astrakhan Gubernia Chancellery intended to use them as such. Instead, it turned all of 
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them into raznochintsy, the Fish Chamber (Rybnaia kontora) employees, and town members, 

who resided and worked either in Astrakhan or its proximity. Nobody engaged in agriculture.311 

Although we do not know about the motive behind this decree, the use of new residents by the 

gubernia chancellery corresponded to local economic interests in obtaining new laborers. It 

appears that the Astrakhan administration and local serf-owners alike had a much better 

understanding of the profitability of local industries than did their counterparts within the central 

government.  

The striking component of the 1789 decree’s text and implementation is its flexibility, 

with which both central and provincial administrations manipulated and modified social 

categories. For scholars of Russia, the state’s continuous attempts and incapability of confining 

its population to “a legally prescribed social administrative framework” is far from a novelty. 

Elise Kimerling Wirtschafter’s study of the raznochintsy – the collective category embodying 

various ranks of people in different periods of imperial Russia – persuasively exemplifies this 

difficulty.312 But the 1789 decree and many others examined in this chapter demonstrate 

something else: Russia’s ability to ascribe people to social categories when and where it needed 

to do so. These instances were part of the broader population policy in which people belonging 

to each category served their particular function, but the function could be altered if economic or 

military interests required it. Such instances also proved advantageous for fugitive peasants and 

free wanderers who not only directly benefited from official decisions but also could learn to 

note and foresee similar decisions in the future. 
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Overall, the population policy toward illegal migrants in Astrakhan was remarkably 

consistent during the eighteenth century. Unlike other instances from the eighteenth century, it 

illustrates the gradual realization by the central government – with the assistance of provincial 

entrepreneurs, such as Porobich – that it was more rational to authorize the presence of outsiders, 

rather than enforce their return. Many thousands of fugitives thus gained the formal approval to 

become townsmen, raznochintsy, and state settlers in the eighteenth century, and over 20,000 

more received the same opportunity in the early nineteenth century.313 Their migration was 

primarily shaped by peculiar characteristics of Astrakhan gubernia that prioritized commerce and 

fishing industries over serf-owners’ claims and complaints. But there was also a pattern of legal 

decisions that ordinary peasants learned to interpret and exploit in their favor. Although no 

guarantee existed that the government would change the status of outsiders in Astrakhan, the 

mere possibility remained, thus encouraging fugitives to move there. 

 

Policies and rumors 

The preceding discussion of the state policies pointed out that there were three major 

reasons for the legalization of fugitive peasants and outsiders: (1) the defense of Russia’s 

frontiers, (2) the shortage of laborers, and (3) the settlement of vacant lands. The cases of the 

Belgorod and Orenburg lines, Ural factories, and Astrakhan commercial enterprises were far 

from unique. On the contrary, they were an integral part of the broader trend toward illegal 

migration aimed at mobilizing and harnessing human resources by central and provincial 

administrators and local entrepreneurs. A perusal of numerous decrees speaks to how 

                                                 
313 N.M. Ushakov, ed., Istoriia Astrakhanskogo kraia: Monografiia (Astrakhan: Astrakhanskii gosudarstvennyi 

pedagogicheskii universitet, 2000), 223; A.I. Karagodin, “Krest’iasnkoe osvoenie Astrakhanskogo kraia v pervoi 

polovine XIX veka,” Materialy po istorii sel’skogo khoziaistva i krest’ianstva SSSR, no. 9 (1980): 132–34. 



136 

 

unexceptional and normal the transition of runaway peasants into members of other lower ranks 

was and indicates that at least tens of thousands were directly affected by this policy.  

The motives leading to the utilization of fugitive peasants remained virtually the same 

throughout the eighteenth century. For example, the search for laborers at the Kronstadt Canal 

construction near St. Petersburg prompted Peter von Sivers, the vice president of the Admiralty, 

to request permission to employ passportless workers in 1730 and 1731. The Senate approved his 

request “so that the work does not halt until the completion [of the canal].” In cases of hiring 

fugitive serfs, their serf-owners were to be informed.314 Several decrees, published in the early 

1730s, confirmed this order and stated that the Kronstadt police should not detain passportless 

people and barge haulers building the canal and employed as wage laborers “until a further 

command.”315 In 1735, the Senate repealed this practice. At the same time, the government made 

an exception for fugitives who had toiled at another nearby canal of Ladoga for ten or more 

years. They were to form a work battalion, tasked to guard the area around the canal against 

thieves and other criminals.316 In 1739, the Senate lifted the restriction on hiring fugitive 

peasants, but this time it needed them to complete the construction of the Kronstadt fort. The 

head administrators of the Ladoga and Kronstadt canals also continued to employ passportless 

outsiders, as is evidenced in a decree of 1743. While permitting the retention of all current 

workers, the decree established a five-ruble fine for future instances of hiring passportless 

people.317 Once again, the official attitude toward fugitives was pragmatic. The completion of 
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large state projects in or near the imperial capital of St. Petersburg was unquestionably more 

important than the enforcement of passport regulations and the recovery of fugitives.  

The goal of settling vacant or abandoned lands constantly figured on the government’s 

agenda during the eighteenth century. After the failure of the Pruth River Campaign against the 

Ottoman Empire, Peter the Great decreed in 1714 that fugitive church and crown peasants, and 

single homesteaders, discovered in the Ukraine, should be relocated to the towns of the Belgorod 

and Sevsk regiments. According to the decree, these towns had housed many heavy horsemen 

and servicemen but now “lay desolate.”318 Likewise, in 1765, a decree changed the status of all 

runaways who had settled along the Bolshoi and Malyi Irgiz rivers near Saratov into court 

peasants.319 Similarly, in 1763 the Senate concurred with Boris Chicherin, the governor of the 

Siberian gubernia, that recovering fugitives from Irkutsk province, Okhotsk, and Kamchatka was 

impractical. In his report, Chicherin stressed that “these peasants would be of no use” in their 

official localities and “would scatter away again.”320 Like other governors of scarcely populated 

gubernias on Russia’s frontiers, Chicherin utilized such arguments not because he worried about 

peasants’ well-being but because he realized the practical benefits of increasing the population of 

his gubernia.  

The policy toward newly acquired territories vividly illustrates the traditional approach to 

populating and defending frontiers. In 1788, the government permitted fugitive peasants to 

become state settlers in the North Caucasus, pending the approval of their owners, who could 

choose either to reclaim them or to receive a recruit waiver toward the next conscription levy. A 

year later, another decree eliminated this choice and prescribed to place all runaways on the tax 
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roll, compensating their owners with recruitment waivers.321 In 1796, the permission for 

fugitives to settle in New Russia (Novorossiia) was confirmed, allowing them to settle 

permanently in their new homes and change their social estate. Thousands petitioned to become 

state peasants and cossacks within a few years.322 Similar decrees followed until the 1840s. As a 

result of this policy, David Moon has estimated that over 600,000 people of both sexes moved to 

the region by the mid-nineteenth century. Runaway peasants constituted a considerable number 

of them.323 As was in the case of defensive lines, military objectives justified the state’s 

flexibility toward illegal peasant migrants, who eagerly availed themselves of this opportunity. 

Frequent clashes with the peoples of the North Caucasus that eventually led to the full-fledged 

war of 1817-1864 necessitated the creation of a strong populated boundary.  

Several instances of arrangements made with less problematic groups of migrants further 

assist us in recognizing that a flexible policy was the norm. As there was no private interest in 

their recovery, several decrees approved illegal resettlement of state, court, and iasak peasants, 

during the first census. As long as they paid taxes and moved to villages under the jurisdiction of 

the same authority as in their former places of residence, the government was willing to tolerate 

such movement.324 Likewise, exceptions were made for several communities of the Old 

Believers. A 1732 report from Nizhnii Novgorod gubernia identified 2,249 schismatics dwelling 

in forests of Balakhna and Iur’ev districts, many of whom were actually court, state, and 

seigniorial peasants. In 1746, another 1,800 new outsiders were found to have settled among the 

Old Believers in Olonets district. Even though they were fugitive peasants, the decree approved 
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their special status and added them to their community’s tax roll.325 “As long as they paid taxes” 

(lish by platili nalogi) the government considered violations of the laws of geographic mobility 

by members of such groups to be insignificant. 

A fascinating feature of the Russian decrees is that they enable us not only to examine the 

state policies, but also to reveal how peasants learned about different opportunities for work, 

settlement, and registration. For the predominantly illiterate rural population, rumors served as 

vital unofficial channels of communication that were sometimes recorded by government 

officials. As a representation of public imagination or memory, rumors highlight real and unreal 

facts and aspirations of people at the bottom of society who have limited access to reliable 

sources or might distrust official channels of information. Thus, rumors open a window into the 

social consciousness and mentality of masses.326  

One of the important qualities of rumors is that they spread because they are believed at 

some level to be true or at least contain a grain of truth. At the same time, rumors reflect popular 

beliefs, hopes, and aspirations, and thus may potentially stir or provoke behavior of ordinary 

members of society. As Lindsay Porter notes in her recent study of rumors in revolutionary Paris, 

“rumour is a shared piece of information that has not yet been confirmed, but is believed to be 

true.”327 The mere possibility of truth in rumors, therefore, makes them significant and 

galvanizes people into action. In some respects, rumors are like people. They can travel over 

long distances, end up in unexpected places, and deliver – often distorted – news about 

something happening on the other side of the country.  
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While discussing the Belgorod Line and the State Grape Factory in Astrakhan, we have 

already noted that rumors of “freedom” and settlement stimulated the migration of thousands of 

peasants. The instances were far from unique. In 1728, the government received reports about 

rumors “that many base people” travel to the Don, where it was allegedly permitted to settle by 

“Her Majesty’s Decree.”328 In the early 1740s, the hundred-man Grigorii Fomin captured 53 

runaway peasants who attempted to reach “the cossack towns by the Medveditsa river and in the 

Don.” According to their testimonies, a certain cossack Krasnoshchek (“Redcheek”) “was 

welcoming peasants to settle … and allegedly rewarded [each settler] with five rubles and a five-

year tax waiver.”329 In 1764, a rumor invited passportless people to work at the river 

constructions connecting the Volkhov and Volga rivers. The same year, someone spread the 

word that peasants were permitted to move to the vacant (porozzhie) lands. In 1784, according to 

another rumor, everyone could register as merchants and townsmen in Gatchina near the capital 

of St. Petersburg.330 A common feature of these rumors is the migrants’ shared belief in the legal 

nature of their movement. They maintained that their migration for work and settlement was not 

unauthorized but sanctioned by an official government-issued decree.  

In making these claims, peasants were not naïve or driven by “socio-utopian legends” 

about faraway lands and freedom, as ethnographer Kiril Chistov has argued.331 On the contrary, 

they referred to legal precedents that somehow reemerged in the popular imagination and 

mobilized peasant migration. In some respects, the collective political memory manifested itself 

in rumors that were taken as cues to action by people of lower ranks. The association of the Don 
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region with liberty had existed since the sixteenth century. The construction works between the 

Volkhov and Volga perhaps evoked memories of free employment at the Kronstadt and Ladoga 

canals. Especially telling are the rumors circulating in 1742 when many serfs left their landlords 

and petitioned to enroll in military service.332 Peasants’ belief that military service could liberate 

them from serf-owners can be traced back to Peter the Great’s policies during the early stages of 

the Great Northern War. Although we may hardly know where and how these rumors originated, 

the connection between them and past state decrees is too evident to ignore. 

 

Conclusion 

In each examined case, we have seen the convoluted interplay between the central 

government, local administrators, elites, and peasants. While always stemming from peasant 

migration, these cases progressed differently because of social, economic, and military factors. In 

Orenburg and Belgorod, the defense of borders necessitated the transfer of fugitives into the 

ranks of servicemen and cossacks. In Astrakhan and the Urals, economic considerations 

influenced the decision to turn peasant migrants into townsmen and laborers. The officially 

approved change of social status for fugitives allows us to analyze these instances as one united 

narrative or instances of the same pragmatic trend in Russia’s population policy. Qualitatively, 

this change was far from similar for fugitives because some ended up as industrial serfs, while 

others had to risk their lives by fighting against Tatar raids and nomadic incursions. 

Nevertheless, the acquisition of new social status was very significant for runaway peasants, 

helping them sever the ties with their formal localities and pursue new ways of life.  
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These cases also illustrate the conflicting interests that the state had both within itself and 

with serf-owners. Provincial administrators and entrepreneurs, such as Tatishchev, Kirilov, 

Chicherin, and Porobich, were able to persuade the central government by highlighting the 

economic and demographic benefits of utilizing peasant migrants where they were, rather than 

attempt to return them to their official homes. Their successful appeals for registering the 

fugitives certainly undermined the interests and rights of serf-owners, who effectively lost their 

“movable property.” The central government, however, had several solutions at its disposal that 

enabled it to placate landowners. In some instances, they received monetary compensation. In 

others, the government provided serf-owners with recruit waivers, thus saving their present 

peasants from military drafts. Such a compromising approach toward population movement was 

beneficial for the imperial state, helping it to reassert its control over its disobedient members 

and fulfill its economic, industrial, and military objectives. 

This flexibility also stemmed from the dynamic processes of territorial expansion and 

rapid economic development, processes that naturally stimulated ordinary peasants to leave their 

homes and try their luck elsewhere. Building and industrial projects naturally pulled in people 

from different parts of the country. Constantly shifting boundaries signified new opportunities 

for temporary escape or enrollment as servicemen. By acting upon rumors or evoking memories 

of past decrees, peasants could learn to anticipate, interpret, and take advantage of arising new 

opportunities. How else can we explain that 1,700,000 people, mostly from the central districts, 

settled on Russia’s frontiers during the eighteenth century?333 Peasant migration to frontiers or 

economic sites is, however, only part of the story of fugitive peasants. 
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CHAPTER 3. LIVING ON THE RUN: ESCAPE, WORK, AND RETURN 

 

The vast majority of fugitives’ testimonies are circular in nature. They revolve around the 

same several episodes in the peasant’s experience on the run: escape, travel, work, and return. 

Although examining testimonies as a group creates an impression of uniformity, this impression 

does not do justice to these sources. It prevents us from realizing how individual and dissimilar 

they are. Despite often working side by side and traveling together, peasant migrants had 

different social ranks and familial situations, motives and goals, skills and acquaintances. No less 

important were social, economic, and legal circumstances that often shaped peasants’ choices 

and contacts with other members of Russian society. 

This chapter weaves together numerous accounts of runaway peasant men and women 

and stresses the similarities and differences in their experiences. It uses the key episodes of 

departure, work/settlement, and return as a frame that enables us to pose a larger question of 

what these episodes can tell us about peasants’ views and understanding of their actions. As 

peasants did not exist in isolation, these episodes also highlight fugitives’ interactions and 

negotiations with landlords, employers, and others that shaped and altered their lives in myriad 

ways. I argue that the analysis of these questions allows us to re-conceptualize their behavior 

from resistance to migration and to emphasize the importance of social, economic, and personal 

factors. Through these factors, we may see an elaborate patchwork of peasants’ motives, 

intentions, and choices, all of which cannot be explained by imposing a single analytical 

framework of resistance.  
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Settlement of the Volga-Urals region 

In the latter half of the seventeenth and the eighteenth centuries, runaway peasants 

associated the frontier regions in the south and east as places where opportunities for work and 

settlement abounded. In testimonies, they sometimes talked about their plans to travel to 

locations along the Volga and in the Urals. In 1754, Ivan Ignat’ev, a household serf, explicitly 

stated that he and another serf had decided in St. Petersburg to reach Astrakhan on foot or by 

sailing down the Volga.334 In 1767, Fedor and Ignatii Grachev, factory serfs from Kazan, 

intended to move to Saratov but were captured. After being detained for about a week, they 

broke iron shackles on their feet and went directly to Saratov.335 In 1756, a serf woman from 

Kazan district, Luker’ia Fedorova, also realized that frontier regions were generally better for 

fugitives. She recounted that “she intended to travel to Orenburg” before her capture.336 Among 

different destinations, the Volga region perhaps had the most appeal for fugitives as the popular 

imagination associated the river with the mother “Volga-matushka” who would feed and sustain 

every person in need.  

Although the Volga-Urals region mostly lost its frontier characteristics because of 

Russia’s expansion by the second half of the eighteenth century, it remained a magnet for both 

legal and illegal migrants because of its central place in the agricultural, commercial, and 

industrial development of Russia. Scholars typically tend to concentrate on either the Volga 

region (also known as Povolzh’e) or the Urals region because of their different environmental 

features, such as types of soil, climate, and natural resources. These characteristics shaped the 

government’s approach to the management of these territories and the promotion of agriculture 
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or industry. A reading of testimonies, however, indicates that peasants viewed these regions as 

interconnected because of the opportunity to rotate jobs seasonally by working on rivers and land 

during the warm time of the years and at manufactories in winter.  

The regional geographical peculiarities also deserve our attention as they shaped the 

progression of peasant colonization, diversification of labor, and trade. The traditional 

geographical and historical division of the Volga region is related to three significant parts of the 

river: the upper, middle, and lower parts. In the early eighteenth century, the lands in the Upper 

Volga were of poor quality yet densely settled. As a result, its population developed specialized 

skills in crafts, such as the processing of timber, leather, and flax. By contrast, the Middle Volga 

boasted an extensive quantity of arable land but was scarcely populated. Most people lived near 

Kazan and Simbirsk. In addition to the increasing number of Russians, the iasak people, such as 

the Tatars, Chuvash, Mari, and Mordovians, comprised this region’s populace. In the Lower 

Volga, the overall scarce population was concentrated in several towns, most notably in 

Astrakhan.337 Because of these circumstances, a relatively safe route to travel and trade from the 

central provinces to Astrakhan initially existed only along the Volga. At the same time, a lack of 

considerable population and long distance from the capital made the Volga region appealing to 

illegal migrants of different social standings. 

The general movement of peasant settlers thus generally progressed from the most toward 

the least populated regions as well as toward more fertile lands. While peasant migrants rushed 

into the area around Nizhnii Novgorod, especially, Arzamas, Kurmysh, and Alatyr’ districts in 

the latter half of the seventeenth century, they tended to move toward Simbirsk, Kazan, Saratov, 

and Penza districts where lands were still relatively scarcely populated in the early eighteenth 

                                                 
337 Golikova, Naemnyi trud, 19–20; Moon, Russian Peasantry, 43–46. 



146 

 

century. Over half of 2,861 peasant migrants from Panino village, Nizhnii Novgorod district, 

ended up in different rural areas of Kazan gubernia. At the same time, there was also a 

significant stream of migrants within the Middle Volga region. Of 679 instances of flight in the 

Mid-Volga examined by Rzhanikova, 575 people remained in the region, although there was a 

preference to settle along the right bank of the Volga. In the latter half of the century, the flow of 

migration shifted toward the Lower Volga and the South Urals regions.338  

In the Middle Urals, Kungur and Verkhoturye districts welcomed an influx of migrants 

already in the second half of the seventeenth century. Predominantly, they were state peasants 

from Pomorye in the north of Russia. Mainly because of peasant migration, the population of the 

Urals reached approximately 200,000 by the turn of the century.339 In addition to forced transfers 

to factories and exiles, migration continued to play a significant role in the settlement of the 

region throughout the eighteenth century. A peculiar feature of the region was the prevalence of 

state peasants (approximately 70 percent), whose number increased from 426,800 in 1719 to 

1,510,300 in 1795.340  

The intensive settlement of the South Urals began after the foundation of Orenburg 

gubernia with its defensive line in the mid-eighteenth century. This region was well-suited for 

agriculture with large stretches of arable land, good pastures, forests, and rivers. Before the 

arrival of Russian settlers, Bashkirs constituted most of the population, but Tatars, Kazakhs, and 

Kalmyks were also present in lesser numbers. These peoples tended to lead a nomadic or semi-

nomadic way of life, and agriculture was widespread only in the western part of the region. 

                                                 
338 T.P. Rzhanikova, “Pomeshchich’i krest’iane Srednego Povolzh’ia nakanune vosstaniia E. Pugacheva (50-e nach. 

70-kh XVIII v.)” (Kandidatskaia dissertatsiia, Leningrad, 1953), 382, 384, 388–91, 401; Alefirenko, Krest’ianskoe 

dvizhenie, 102; Razorenova, “Beglye,” 59. 
339 Only fragmentary data by districts are available for the second half of the seventeenth century. 
340 Preobrazhenskii, Ural i Zapadnaia, 67–68; Preobrazhenskii et al., Istoriia Urala, 178–79, 299–301. 



147 

 

These dynamics began to change with the arrival of Russian peasants from the lands along the 

Volga and Kama rivers and the Russian North. According to the fifth census in 1795, the total 

male population of Orenburg gubernia was 380,282, out of whom over 200,000 peasants were 

ethnically Russian.341  Of course, we can hardly estimate the proportion of illegal to legal 

migrants in the Volga-Urals as official records generally lack such information. Instead, we 

should recognize the variety of sources for the settlement of the region that shaped the social and 

economic dynamics of rural and urban life. 

 

Reasons for departure 

What reasons motivated or forced peasants to depart from their official places of 

residence? The examination of this issue is crucial for our understanding of what illegal 

departure meant to peasants and what they sought to achieve. We may imagine that uprooting 

themselves from their homes was a difficult decision for peasants because they abandoned their 

families, neighbors, households, and food reserves. Moreover, migrants faced numerous risks 

and had no certainty that they would find a new place to settle and a job to work and evade the 

authorities. Even these preliminary observations suggest that a set of factors could influence the 

peasant’s decision to depart. 

Regardless of peasants’ motives, the government viewed any instance of unsanctioned 

mobility as a crime, regardless of whether a peasant or townsman traveled to find work, trade at 

a fair, or visit a relative. As Soviet historians have convincingly shown, the state’s view on the 

matter crystalized after the enactment of the poll tax reform in the 1720s that equated 
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unauthorized departure with tax evasion.342 At the same time, this observation underscores that 

the state did not consider geographic mobility by itself as a detriment unless it affected the tax 

collection.  

To some extent, the government maintained – perhaps, intentionally – some ambiguity in 

its attitude toward illegal migrants, which is evident in the myriad terms used to refer to them. In 

the eighteenth century, the most frequently used terms were skhodtsy (migrants), prishlye 

(outsiders), and beglye (fugitives). While skhodtsy referred to all persons who left their homes 

without official permission and, in the early eighteenth century, were often identified as free 

wanderers, the term prishlye could be applied to any outsiders and itinerant persons regardless of 

whether their status was legal or illegal.343 Unlike the terms skhodtsy and prishlye, the term 

beglye unmistakably identified that these migrants broke the law and had to be returned. Albeit 

slightly different in meanings, these terms were frequently used interchangeably in state 

decrees.344 This legal ambiguity was certainly convenient for peasant migrants, whose statuses 

remained unclear until confirmed through the check of identity papers and interrogation.  

Unlike the vague official language, nobles always recognized an act of unauthorized 

departure as flight and violation of their rights. The deliberations of the Legislative Commission 

of 1767 (Ulozhennaia komissiia) demonstrate a consensus among the nobles on this issue and 

provide important insights regarding their understanding of the causes of peasant migration. A 

catalyst for the discussion of this issue became an address from Ivan Sukhoprudskii, an Uglich 

townsman, delivered on April 28, 1768:  
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Why have we had such a considerable number of runaways for such a long time? 

Are the runaways themselves restless, unrestrained, willful, and susceptible to other 

vices, and they decide to escape from control due to their guilt and [fear] of 

deserved punishment? Or does it happen that they flee because they cannot endure 

any longer ill-treatment, hardship, heavy workload, monetary overextortion, and 

hefty taxes, or purposeless beatings?345   

Although Sukhoprudskii’s address was carefully phrased, its true meaning did not escape the 

attention of the delegates present. It posed a simple question of who was responsible for peasant 

flight: the state and nobles or peasants themselves. Already on the next day, Mikhail Glazov, an 

Oboian nobleman, made a stand for the latter, arguing that the nobility had been taking care of 

the peasants since Peter the Great’s reign, a fact which is evident in the overall population 

increase from six million in 1722 to eight million currently despite heavy losses in the past 

wars.346 Another noble delegate from Vereia, Petr Stepanov, found two reasons for peasant 

flight: “drunkenness and laziness. These chief vices breed evil in our people.” At the same time, 

Stepanov noted that there were good agriculturalists who “rarely abandoned their lots in search 

of unknown goodness.”347 

Noblemen, however, were not unanimous in their view. In his address, Grigorii Korobin, 

a delegate from Kozlov, unquestionably laid the responsibility for the flight on nobles. “There 

are owners who collect taxes which are higher than customary; because they frittered away their 

wealth and took many loans, others are forced to give away their people; … there are also those 

[nobles] who deprive their peasants of the little fortune that they had built themselves.” In 

conclusion, Korobin stated that “agriculturalists are the soul of society” and that they run away 

due to being overburdened by their landlords.348  
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Expectedly, other noblemen could not agree with Korobin’s harsh opinion of their 

governance. One delegate claimed that Korobin was simply unaware of the landlord’s obligation 

to care for and support their peasants in good and bad times.349 In Mikhail Glazov’s view, 

Korobin was too young and inexperienced in village administration, and therefore his opinion 

should not be taken seriously.350 Another delegate asked Korobin, “If nobles are to blame for 

flight, how can he explain the existence of runaways from “economical,” court, and single 

homesteaders’ villages?” Moreover, if some nobles lead a dissolute life, why can he not consider 

that the majority of “the inferior, unenlightened people would do the same?”351 The last point is 

interesting by itself because it directly compared nobles with peasants and contended that they 

shared similar vices and problems. 

The essence of the nobility’s general disagreement with Korobin appeared in the address 

of Mikhail Shcherbatov, a noble delegate from Yaroslavl. Shcherbatov noted that almost every 

landowner had at least several fugitives who fled not because of “venal landlords” but because of 

several major reasons: 

1) The Russian Empire’s vast expanses that encompass eight climate zones 

and push many people to search for better dwellings; in these climate zones, 

soil varies in quality and yields. 

2) There is a lack of lands or barren lands in some places, while at the same 

time an abundance of fertile lands in others. 

3) In order to elude the army recruitment obligation, many run not only from 

one place to another but also from Russia.  

4) The frailty, laziness, and poor morals of the peasants themselves, who 

became ruined or feared punishment for their misdeeds, abandon their houses 

and run away. 

Furthermore, Shcherbatov recognized that among “a great number of serf-owners,” there could 

be some nobles that matched Korobin’s description and that they should be stopped in their 
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abuses.352 While defending “the honest image” of the Russian nobility, Shcherbatov and other 

delegates argued that, rather than only abuses and exploitation, state policies, environment, and 

agriculture also influenced peasants’ decision to leave their homes. As there were fugitives from 

all categories of peasants, thus, no single reason could explain their migration. Although 

typically considered as the views oriented to protect the nobility’s interest, we should not 

disregard them simply on that basis. As nobles – especially those of middle and lower standing – 

engaged in direct management of their estates, they likely had a good understanding of at least 

some of the reasons for peasant migration. At the same time, the noble delegates appeared to 

have ignored larger social and economic processes that pushed peasants away from their homes, 

but, instead, they clung to the standard and convenient trope of peasant laziness and 

drunkenness. As will be shown below, the growth in trade and industry and better land for 

settlement were as significant reasons for peasant migration as the escape from conscription and 

abusive landlords. 

In their testimonies, fugitive peasants also explained the circumstances that shaped their 

decision to move. Many peasants did not provide details concerning their decisions to abandon 

their homes less because they wanted to conceal such information – and some likely did – but 

more because government officials did not usually ask about this matter. The Russian state was 

not interested in this information as it did not actually intend to act on it. What mattered the most 

to the state were the prevention of unauthorized departure and the return of fugitives to their 

official localities. 

Nevertheless, some fugitives sought to justify their flight to alleviate the extent of their 

guilt. Hunger and poor harvests most commonly figured in peasant testimonies. In the Middle 
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Volga in the first third of the eighteenth century, Kozlova calculated that in 1,322 examined files, 

399 fugitives indicated an insufficient amount of bread (khlebnaia skudost’) as the motive for 

their departure. In some cases, peasants additionally clarified that they had fled due to harvest 

failure, fire, or natural calamity.353 In 87 cases at my disposal, a shortage of bread also figured as 

the primary reason. For example, Denis Chelbyshev and his extended family escaped from their 

landlord because of the bread shortage in 1704.354 Explaining the reason for his illegal departure, 

the serf Matvei Zuev stated in 1785 that he “left not to take refuge in an unknown place but to 

find sustenance by means of work due to his destitute situation.”355 

The scale of such flight would grow in years of grave crop failures. In the first half of the 

eighteenth century, Russia was hit by famine twice in 1722 and 1733-34.356 The government was 

aware of the effects of the famine on peasants’ abandonment of their homes. For example, a 

1734 report informed the Senate about a calamitous situation in Kurmysh and Nizhnii Novgorod 

districts: “due to the lack of bread, Chuvash and Russian people and peasants grind acorns and 

bake bread. [After consuming it] many Chuvash become swollen (pukhnut) and ill; Russian 

peasants eat dried leaves, oak-bark, and other picked-up herbs. … Because of this famine, many 

peasants fled and wandered around.” According to the Nizhnii Novgorod district’s records, at 

least 3,863 peasants unlawfully left their villages that year as a result of the poor harvest.357 As 

this report illustrates, the outcome of such subsistence crises was not only the development of 

stomach illnesses and death but also a substantial departure of local peasants.  
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The evasion of conscription was another significant reason for peasant migration. An 

investigation in 1710 showed that recruits were frightened of the new lifelong regular army and 

their inhumane treatment during military drafts. This feeling was so widespread that authorities 

had to escort selected individuals in fetters (kolodki) to checkpoints and put them in prisons until 

their assignments. As a result of this report, the treatment was somewhat softened in 1712.358 A 

Roslavl’ noble delegate to the Commission of 1767 drew a vivid image of the effect that a 

conscription call had on ordinary people in his district. As soon as peasants “hear about the draft, 

almost all able [men] run beyond the Polish border, whence they covertly return and incite their 

fathers and relatives to cross that border.”359 Under interrogation, recruits and soldiers openly 

admitted their crimes. For example, in 1762 Iakov Zap’iantsev seized a moment to desert seven 

days after his draft “in order to evade the military service, find a suitable place to work, and 

provide for himself.”360 Recruits generally sought to escape prior to swearing an oath of fealty 

and, hence, beginning their military service, because they would be subjected to lesser 

punishment if captured.  

Interestingly, owners’ inhumane treatment and physical abuse rarely figure as a reason 

for departure in fugitives’ testimonies. The only exception was household serfs who interacted 

with their owners daily. In 1764, Prokofii Zarubin ran away because of the fear of a beating for 

“his disorderly behavior.”361 Two household serfs from Kostroma viceregency, Aleksei 

Kondrat’ev, and Vasilii Stepanov testified in 1783 that they had fled because of “unbearable 

beatings” (nesterpimye poboi).362 In total, I found only fourteen peasants who mentioned 

                                                 
358 Beskrovnyi, Russkaia armiia, 30. 
359 Firsov, Vopros o beglykh, 5. 
360 RGADA, f. 768, op. 1, d. 598, l. 1 
361 RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 177, l. 4. 
362 TsANO, f. 4, op. 1a, d. 3,272, l. 80. similar case: RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 231.  
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punishment and abuse as a reason for their departure, and only two of them were agricultural 

serfs.363 This number is somewhat surprising if we consider the frequency of punishment on 

landlords’ estates. As Steven Hoch has shown, one-quarter of all adult male peasants were 

punished at least once a year in Petrovskoe village of Tambov district in the first half of the 

nineteenth century.364 This observation suggests that receiving punishment from time to time was 

the norm and that household serfs who decided to flee experienced an excessively unusual 

amount of violence.  

Although household serfs appear to have suffered the most from their landlords, they also 

had greater access to owners’ houses and personal belongings. When fleeing, hence, they had a 

chance to take some landlords’ property with them. In 1774, Grigorii Emel’ianov stole from his 

owner 36 rubles.365 Mikhail Frolov stole a horse to facilitate his escape.366 In 1752, two 

household serfs and brothers, Ivan and Timofei Dmitriev, “secretly took two landlord’s horses 

and stole two hundred rubles from his chest;” then they fled.367 By stealing the property, of 

course, these individuals would face a more severe penalty (corporal punishment and exile) than 

just for the flight.  

Peasant interrogations suggest the presence of particular events that shaped the dynamics 

of village life. One such event was the change in ownership. In 1734, for example, Aleksei 

Semenov, a household serf, escaped from his new owner six months after the transaction had 

taken place.368 A similar change of life circumstances drove the serf Aksen Onin away from 

Poliany village, Arzamas district, in 1727. According to his testimony, his previous landlord 

                                                 
363 In one of the cases, peasant fled before the punishment was carried out. RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 246; f. 407, op. 

1, d. 177. 
364 Hoch, Serfdom and Social Control in Russia, 160–66. 
365 RGADA, f. 404, op. 1, d. 44, l. 2. 
366 RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 156, l. 10. 
367 RGADA, f. 768, op. 1, d. 1104, l. 1. 
368 RGADA, f. 409, op. 1, d. 59, l. 4. 
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died, and the village was transferred to Colonel Petr Zhukov “about ten years ago or more.” The 

timing of transfer interestingly coincided with the timing of Onin’s departure: “from the said 

village, he fled about ten years ago or more.”369 In both instances, the escape occurred soon after 

new owners took power in their villages, which means that peasants found their previous 

circumstances acceptable and responded negatively to the change itself and not to their social 

standing.  

The information about the effect of taxes on illegal migration is also very scarce in 

peasant testimonies. For the beginning of the eighteenth century, however, other sources shed 

some light on the issue. A 1714 report from Kniaginin volost’ in Nizhnii Novgorod gubernia 

revealed that 350 of 977 households were empty. It was decreed that “in this year no taxes 

should be collected so that the remaining peasants would not wander off.”370 In 1715, several 

runaways, who fled from Moscow gubernia to Murom district, provided the following 

justification of their illegal deed: “we ran away because of the shortage of bread and harvest 

failure, cattle mortality, excessive demands for tax payments, and tax collectors’ abuses.”371 I 

found only one testimony that mentions taxes and lists them as one of the reasons. In 1769, 

Venedikt Semenov said that six years ago, he fled “because of heavy taxes, beatings, and 

monetary requisitions (pobory).”372 Undoubtedly, some serf owners demanded various 

burdensome obligations from their peasants who additionally had to pay state taxes, but the 

direct effect of these on the peasant’s decision is difficult to assess. We may also imagine that 

some fugitive refrained from speaking of taxes and dues because they feared retaliation from 

their serf-owners.  

                                                 
369 RGADA, f. 436, op. 2, d. 23, ll. 1-2. Similar cases: RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 14; f. 407, op. 1, d. 220. 
370 RGADA, f. 409, op. 3, d. 6, ll. 3-4. 
371 Quoted in Kozlova, Pobegi krest’ian, 59. 
372 RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 246, l. 9 ob. 
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For those peasants who intended to resettle on other lands, other factors could be as 

significant as taxes. One of the ways to elude state and seigniorial obligations altogether, even if 

only for a short time, was by moving to “vacant lands” (porozzhie zemli) in the Volga-Urals 

region. Moving to the state, iasak, or court domains did not bring complete freedom from taxes 

but allowed the migrants to transfer to a more stable economic environment. Rather than pay 

arbitrary seigniorial dues, residents of the state and court villages paid a fixed amount of taxes 

and thus were able to plan their lives better.  

Computing even an approximate tax burden is a challenging task because of the 

combination of state taxes, dues, and indirect obligations that peasants had to pay and fulfill. 

Instead, studies of resistance usually present only scattered figures from individual nobles’ 

estates that are supposed to show the growth of tax burden but fail to explain what these figures 

meant in real terms.373 Peasants of all categories had to pay state taxes and supply conscripts to 

the army. In 1725, the poll tax was set at 70 kopeks per male soul and remained at this level until 

1794, when the government increased it to one paper ruble. Serfs’ seigneurial obligations 

differed depending on whether they performed labor services for their landlords (barshchina) or 

paid in cash. In the core provinces of Russia, the average amount of land cultivated by each male 

peasant increased from 0.87 hectares (0.8 desiatiny) to 1.09 hectares (1 desiatina) during the 

eighteenth century. In terms of average time spent, a peasant worked about three days on a 

landlord’s land. Average quitrent (obrok) per male peasant grew from 1.50 rubles in the 1760s to 

about 5 rubles in the 1790s. Real levels of quitrent increased nearly four times between the 1720s 

and 1770s, before falling back to 70 percent above their 1700 level by 1800. Additional dues in 

kind were worth around half of the monetary dues. 

                                                 
373 Alefirenko, Krest’ianskoe dvizhenie, 40; Zaozerskaiia, “Begstvo i otkhod.” 
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The state peasants also paid quitrent, but it was a smaller burden for them. Set at 40 

kopeks per male soul in 1723, the nominal rate was raised to 55 kopeks in 1755, 1 ruble in 1761, 

2 rubles in 1768, and 3 rubles in 1783. Over the eighteenth century, state peasants’ quitrent 

increased at around twice the rate of inflation, but more slowly than seigniorial peasants’ dues. 

Throughout the period from 1723 to 1861, state peasants’ dues were well below the mean level 

of seigniorial quitrent.374 These numbers point out that state and court peasants’ quitrent 

payments were approximately two-three times lower than those of serfs, a discrepancy which 

could influence serfs’ decisions to move. Such calculations, however, do not explain the state, 

court, or iasak peasants’ motives for departure.  

Other factors could also lay behind a peasant’s choice to move. Some peasants fled to 

evade toiling at factories.375 Others, employed as wage laborers, escaped because of abuses and 

offenses inflicted by their employers.376 Others mentioned being incited to flee without 

explaining what they hoped to achieve.377 Some wanted to break their ties with agriculture and 

try their luck working on barges and in factories. The promise of absolute freedom from serf 

owners, state, and taxes also played a role. Some peasants wished to return to the religious 

traditions of pre-Nikon Muscovy and joined the Old Believers.  

When considering the nobility and peasants’ explanations for illegal migration together, 

we may discern biases and prevarications that shaped the relations between these two categories. 

Noblemen tended to use the labeling of fugitives as lazy and drunk to justify their irrational 

decision to move off the land. More perceptive serf-owners also only looked at the surface, 

arguing for the significance of excessive taxes and physical abuse to account for peasant 

                                                 
374 Moon, Russian Peasantry, 72–83. 
375 Mamsik, Pobegi kak sotsial’noe iavlenie: pripisnaia derevnia Zapadnoi Sibiri v 40-90-e gody XVIII, 46–48.  
376 Golikova, Naemnyi trud, 146. 
377 TsANO, f. 4, op. 1a, d. 3,246, l. 1. 
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migration. Albeit influential in some cases, neither of these reasons could sufficiently explicate 

massive population migration taking place during the eighteenth century. At the same time, court 

testimonies provide an incomplete picture of fugitives’ decision-making that was shaped by 

several environmental, personal, and socioeconomic factors. Among the evident factors were the 

evasion of recruit levies and famine that left a peasant with little choice but to move. In all other 

examples, individual circumstances also played an important role, and it is often difficult to 

determine which specific factor was dominant in one’s decision. As shown below, the very 

existence of these opportunities allows us to transform our understanding of peasant flight into 

something much more similar to migration stimulated by distinct social and economic objectives. 

 

Two paths 

All runaway peasants may be roughly categorized into two major groups: settlers and 

wage laborers. Even though some illegal migrants managed to register in towns, lived by alms, 

or turned into bandits, these two choices appear to be the most prevalent among peasants. The 

instability of runaways’ positions and interactions with their harborers or employers also meant 

that these occupations were not mutually exclusive, and today’s agriculturalists could turn into 

tomorrow’s wage laborers or beg for food.     

The available statistics on fugitive peasants confirms the predominance of these choices 

as well as illustrates several other life trajectories. In Kozlova’s sizable sample of 1322 cases, 

431 peasants continued living as agriculturalists, 575 performed wage labor in towns and 

villages, 91 registered as landless townsmen (bobyli), 58 combined wage labor and alms 

begging, and 56 became vagabonds. Furthermore, 35 registered as townsmen, 7 became 

household serfs, 14 turned into servicemen, 2 became Old Believers, and 2 worked as 
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apprentices. There is no information about the remaining 51 persons 378 Although these figures 

seem to indicate the preference of wage labor over settlement among runaways, their 

interpretation becomes more challenging when we consider the statistics in the following tables. 

Table 3.1 Instances of Group and Solitary Flight in the Mid-Volga Region, 1710-1770 

Sources: Bondarevskaia, “Beglye,” 394; Kozlova, Pobegi, 55. 

 

Table 3.2 Serf Flight from Arzamas District, 1787-1811 

Number of 

fugitive serfs 

1787-91 1792-96 1797-01 1802-06 1807-11 Total 

Married serf men 

 

79 100 125 142 105 552 

Bachelor serfs 

 

4 13 5 2 6 30 

Married serf 

women 

25 52 47 61 52 237 

Unmarried serf 

women 

6 11 5 1 5 28 

Household serf 

men 

48 42 59 39 43 231 

Household serf 

women 

16 17 10 10 12 65 

Families* 

 

2 14 6 2 1 - 

Total by years 

 

178 235 251 255 223 1,143 

Source: Snezhnevskii, “K istorii,” 584. 

Notes: *Snezhnevskii does not add families to the total number. He includes their members to the categories of 

married men and women.  

                                                 
378 Kozlova, Pobegi krest’ian, 51. 

Years 

 

1710-1730 1700s-early 1770s Total for the period 

Solitary flights 

 

308 200 508 

Group flights (2-7 people) 

 

587 303 890 

Unable to Determine 

 

488 - 488 

Total 1322 503 1,825 
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According to Table 3.1, group flights occurred almost twice as often as solitary flights in the first 

half and mid-eighteenth century. These findings led a Soviet scholar to believe that the majority 

of peasants sought to find a new place of settlement rather than become wage laborers.379 At the 

same time, there is a high number of individuals marked “unable to determine.” This number is 

especially surprising because, in my sample of 462 cases, only 37 peasants did not state whether 

they fled in groups or alone. In fact, there were only 102 instances of group flight. Moreover, 

fleeing in groups did not necessarily mean that peasant families would live together. Some male 

peasants left their wives and children in villages and traveled to the Volga to perform wage 

labor.380 At the same time, solitary fugitives moved to villages where they put down roots 

through marriage.381 By contrast, Table 3.2 illustrates an almost complete absence of group 

flights and a high rate of solitary escapes by married and unmarried men and women between 

1787 and 1811. Snezhnevskii notes that the predominance of solitary flights was a relatively 

recent phenomenon and that group flights had been numerous before this period.382 Setting the 

two tables side by side, however, the questions arise whether any of these data may present a 

relatively accurate, or at least adequate, set of information on the prevalence of solitary or group 

flights and whether these statistics are actually useful.  

The first and foremost problem is the incomplete nature of available sources. Kozlova has 

examined the so-called “return books” (otdatochnye knigi) from the 1720s, the time of intense 

state searches for fugitives. We may assume with confidence that the state investigators would be 

more effective in rounding up peasant-settlers than their more mobile counterparts, and thus 

                                                 
379 Bondarevskaia, “Beglye krest’iane,” 394. 
380 RGADA, f. 916, op. 1, d. 15. 
381 In Kozlova’s sample, 156 solitary fugitives became married while being on the run. Kozlova, Pobegi krest’ian, 

56. RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 27; f. 407, op. 1, d. 546. 
382 Snezhnevskii, “K istorii,” 583–85. 
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more fugitive families were interrogated. It is also unclear how representative Bondarevskaia’s 

sample of fugitives was because she put together combined fugitives’ testimonies from several 

repositories over a long period. Moreover, she included a rather large sample from an atypical 

archival repository containing sources on peasant migration from Cherkassky’s estates in the 

1720-1750s.383 Lastly, Snezhnevskii based his examination on serf owners’ petitions submitted 

to the Upper and Lower Land Courts in Arzamas in the late eighteenth century. For some reason, 

even in the earlier periods, these petitions appear to have recorded only some instances of flight 

and rarely provided a full account of all family members on the run. My sample encompasses 

most of the eighteenth century but is also far from comprehensive: we need considerably more 

data to develop a sustainable generalization of this issue.  

In effect, we might consider that the previous scholars asked the wrong question: how 

many people fled alone or in groups is less relevant than the presence of various opportunities 

available to peasants at the time. Peasants did not move off the land irrationally but had a 

relatively clear idea as to where they could resettle, find work, or in a far lesser number of cases, 

turn to beggary and crime. Because of their outlaw status, however, peasants engaged both in 

wage labor and settlement were vulnerable and dependent on their harborers of all social 

categories.  

 

Wage laborers 

An explanation for the popularity of wage labor among fugitive peasants lies in broader 

economic and social processes. The ongoing industrial development in the Urals and intense 

river trade along the Volga created a high demand for individuals, who could be both mobile and 

                                                 
383 On this source, also see Shchepetov, “Beglye krest’iane.” 
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versatile in terms of jobs that they could perform. Introduced in the early eighteenth century, 

passports aimed at providing peasants and townsmen with an opportunity for authorized 

departure within an officially regulated space for economic activity and temporary migration. 

The authorized departure was called the otkhod and legal departees the otkhodniki.384  

By the mid-eighteenth century, the available data prove that the othkod became a 

standard option for peasants. In the period 1736-1737, the Senate ordered the printing of 70,000 

passports.385 In Yaroslavl province, the administration of the Voshchazhnikovo estate issued 184 

passports to their peasants in 1758 and 240 passports in 1762. Thus, over 13 percent of the 

estate’s population was legally absent.386 According to the number of issued passports, there 

were 6,632 legal departees in Kostroma province in addition to about 2,000 employed at local 

factories.387 The expression “working according to passports and contracts” (rabotaet po 

pasportam i kontraktam) became common in this period.388 Even these scattered numbers 

demonstrate that owning passports became not only a legal necessity but an accepted feature of 

economic reality.   

Although understandably against unauthorized migration, serf owners and projecteurs 

generally encouraged the otkhod. Instead of labor dues, legal departee paid a cash tax to their 

                                                 
384 For an overview of the state policies concerning otkhod, see Kazantsev, “Zakonodatel’stvo.”Most of the 

scholarship on peasant otkhod, however, deals with the post-emancipation period. For a few studies that touch on 

this issue in the earlier periods, see Boris B. Gorshkov, “Serfs on the Move: Peasant Seasonal Migration in Pre-

Reform Russia, 1800-61,” Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 1, no. 4 (Fall 2000): 627–56; 

Willard Sunderland, “Peasants on the Move: State Peasant Resettlement in Imperial Russia, 1805-1830s,” The 

Russian Review 52, no. 4 (October 1993): 472–85; E.I. Zaozerskaiia, Rabochaia sila i klassovaia bor’ba na 

tekstil’nykh manufakturakh Rossii v 20-60 gg. XVIII v. (Moscow: Akademiia nauk SSSR, 1960); I.D. Koval’chenko, 

Russkoe krepostnoe krest’ianstvo v pervoi polovine XIX veka (Moscow: Moskovskii universitet, 1967). For a brief 

overview of short-distance travels by serfs, see Rodney Bohac, “The Promise of the Road: Legal Peasant Movement 

for Short Distance and the Limits of Serfdom,” Russian History 45, no. 1 (2018): 101–16. 
385 From 5 to 10 thousand passports were sent to the chancelleries of Solikamsk, Perm, and Viatka districts in the 

1740s. Kazantsev, “Zakonodatel’stvo,” 23. 
386 Alefirenko, Krest’ianskoe dvizhenie, 50. 
387 Zaozerskaiia, “Begstvo i otkhod,” 186. 
388 E.I. Indova, A.A. Preobrazhenskii, and Iu.A. Tikhonov, “Klassovaia bor’ba krest’ianstva i stanovlenie 

burzhuaznykh otnoshenii v Rossii (vtoraia polovina XVII-XVIII v.),” Voprosy istorii 12 (1964): 34. 
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owners and authorities, thus directly increasing their revenues. In the cahier, one of the 

Stroganovs instructed his estate manager: “if someone wishes to go to work or trade, such [men] 

… should be given temporary passports, signed by your own hand.”389A state peasant, 

Pososhkov, similarly advised rural dwellers, “if there is no work in your household, then you 

should go to such places, where wage laborers are. Thus, you will not squander your time; in 

doing so, no peasant would be ruined (oskudeet).”390 Responding to the 1765 Survey published 

by the Free Economic Society, several noble correspondents viewed the otkhod as a necessity, 

especially for those living on quitrent estates. Families whose members practiced the otkhod 

were viewed as better off because they could augment their income earned from agriculture.391 

These commentators regarded the otkhod as a complementary activity for peasants who lacked 

enough land for plowing or had free time.   

At the same time, peasants who wished to depart legally could encounter refusals to be 

issued passports from their local authorities. In the mid-century, church peasants bitterly 

complained that monastic authorities prohibited the otkhod or exacted large bribes. The church 

peasant Danila Suvorov explained that his unauthorized departure and acquisition of a 

counterfeit passport was caused by the refusal of an elder and villagers of Kurmyzh estate to 

grant him official permission to leave.392 Evidently, state peasants struggled with similar issues. 

In the Legislative Commission of 1767, they demanded the loosening of procedure for legal 

departures.393 The arbitrary nature of the rule over peasants could limit their chances of legal 

departure and, as a result, encourage unauthorized migration.  

                                                 
389 Quoted in Russian in Zaozerskaiia, “Begstvo i otkhod,” 179. 
390 Pososhkov, Kniga, 168. 
391 Aleksandr Alekseevich Viazemskii, "Otvety Pereslavl'skoi provintsii Rezanskogo," Trudy vol’nogo 

ekonomicheskogo obshchestva 7 (1767), 81. 
392 RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 113 
393 Indova, Preobrazhenskii, and Tikhonov, “Klassovaia bor’ba,” 34. 
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The growing popularity of otkhod was also advantageous for peasants who were already 

on the run or intended to be soon. As a passport holder, a legal departee was free to travel and 

work for a fixed term between half a year and three years. After his passport expired or was near 

expiration, the law obligated a peasant migrant to renew it at his place of residence; otherwise, he 

would become a fugitive. In some instances, however, peasants with expired passports decided 

not to return and continued working for their current employers, or perhaps even pre-planned 

their escape, as will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 5.394 In either scenario, they gained 

the time necessary to find a job or a new home before their owners or authorities would begin to 

search for them.  Importantly, hiding in such a significant number of legal departees was much 

simpler for fugitives. Regardless of whether they were of legal or illegal status, all migrants wore 

similar clothes and spoke common peasant language. The only way to verify a person’s status 

was to question him and inspect his passport, and authorities could hardly perform such checks 

for each traveling person. That fugitives do not talk about any attempts to change their clothes 

also confirms their “overall likeness” in the eyes of state officials.  

The only subcategory of runaways who stood out in the crowd were army recruits. 

Recognizing that military service was one of the key motives for escape, the state introduced 

several new measures in the eighteenth century. New recruits became subject to the mandatary 

shaving of “foreheads” (lby), which was to remove all the hair from the front side of the head.395 

In theory, supposed to prevent recruits from deserting, however, this measure presented only a 

temporary obstacle in practice. In 1746, Grigorii Iakimov bought “hair” from other recruits in 

Moscow. “He intended to glue that hair to his forehead so that he would not be recognized as a 

                                                 
394 RGADA, f. 409, op. 1, d. 188; GAAO, f. 1, op. 1, d. 86. 
395 Beskrovnyi, Russkaia armiia, 294. 
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fugitive recruit.”396 Lying also helped. In 1774, Stepan Mikhailov, a fugitive recruit, traveled to 

his home district by saying that he was temporarily released to his house. While waiting for his 

hair to grow, he passed the winter with several barge haulers near a factory.397 As Iakimov and 

Mikhailov’s testimonies continued with their exploits on the run, we may see that waiting for 

one’s hair to grow was sufficient not to evoke suspicions and pass as common migrants.  

In some respects, similar to today’s illegal migrants, runaways were ready to perform 

various jobs that required few or no specialized skills. The expressions “did all sorts of work” 

(rabotal vsiakuiu rabotu) and “did black work” (rabotal chernuiu rabotu) frequently figure in 

peasants’ testimonies. These statements reflected a common way of life when peasants traveled 

around villages and towns and worked where they could. At the same time, many runaways 

explicitly stated types of work, which they did because such details added credibility to the 

testimonies, making it easier for the authorities to discover their harborers and hirers. According 

to my sample, 174 individuals were primarily employed in river jobs, such as fishing, barge 

hauling, rowing, log floating, cooking, and guarding barges. For periods ranging from a couple 

of days to tens of years, 112 migrants mentioned toiling at factories. Another 84 fugitives 

worked in towns and villages as carpenters, millers, shoemakers, builders, and harvesters, as well 

as performed various minor chores.   

The difficulty in categorizing fugitives by occupation lays in the fact that they rarely 

performed just one job or stayed in one place. In reality, peasants were astonishingly versatile in 

terms of work they could do. Between 1764 and 1768, the serf Petr Stepanov had time to work as 

a lumberjack, barge hauler, tailor, builder, carpenter, miner, and manufactory laborer.398 While 

                                                 
396 RGADA, f. 248, op. 6, d. 359, ll. 145ob-146.  
397 RGADA, f. 441, op. 1, d. 884, l. 10. A similar case: RGADA, f. 248, op. 6, d. 351, l. 331ob. 
398 RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 231, ll. 1-14. 
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Stepanov’s case is perhaps a little extreme in terms of the number of occupations, fugitives more 

commonly performed from two to four types of work. Ninety-four people alternated among 

barge hauling, fishing, and guarding ships.399 In 198 cases, peasants moved from barge hauling 

to factory work. Others worked as harvest reapers and performed other seasonal labor. For 

instance, the serf Matvei Zuev spent six years sailing and hauling ships from Novoe Usol’e (near 

Solikamsk) to Nizhnii Novgorod in the summer and toiling at Demidov and Vorontsov’s 

factories in the winter.400 Because of these alternations, peasants were continuously employed 

and provided with a place to live and hide throughout the year. 

Constant moving around and changing jobs was a way of life for this category of 

fugitives. Although it is hardly possible to single out fugitives’ general migratory patterns 

because of the diversity of their occupations and circumstances, we may consider their 

testimonies as verbalized maps of work and travel within the Volga-Urals region. Let us look at 

one example. After their escape in 1741, Ignatii Kabalysov and his son, serfs from 

Arkhangel’skoe village in Kazan district, spent three weeks traveling to Kungur district, where 

they worked at a copper factory for one winter. In spring, Ignatii alone sailed to Laishevo town, 

where he toiled as a barge hauler on a ship moving to Sosnovoe village. The entire journey took 

ten days. From Sosnovoe, he, again as a barge hauler, sailed to Astrakhan, then from Astrakhan 

to Kazan. On their way to Kazan, the ship docked in the village of Kirel’skoe. From there, Ignatii 

went on foot to Laishevo to visit his relatives, then to Lebedinka hamlet where his wife was 

staying, and lastly back to Arkhangel’skoe where he was caught.401 

                                                 
399 Several examples: RGADA f. 707, op. 1, d. 56; f. 407, op. 1, d. 91; GAAO, f. 394, op. 1 (dop.), d. 34.  
400 GAPK, f. 13, op. 1, d. 86, l. 131 ob. 
401 RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 14, ll. 2-3ob. 
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Among different types of wage labor, barge hauling was the most prevalent type of 

occupation among fugitives. Like no other job, barge hauling epitomized the peasant migrants’ 

way of life. It provided them with money and sustenance for the largest part of the year, but, 

even more notably, helped them to move around without remaining in one place for too long and 

thus avoiding unwanted attention from local authorities. A delegate to the 1767 Legislative 

Commission, Ivan Bukin, provided a fascinating description of barge haulers’ evasion strategies. 

As it is well known, court, “economical” and seigniorial peasants and household 

serfs run away from their houses, wives, and children. They stay in different places 

from Saratov to Astrakhan along the Volga and in the Don, and work for merchants 

and people of other ranks on their salt and fish ships and fishing artels (vatagi) in 

villages, situated far, over 50 versts, from Astrakhan’ and even by the Caspian Sea, 

where no [military] teams are located. Even though chancelleries dispatch 

investigative parties to capture the runaways, they, having learned from someone, 

temporarily move to nearby bulrush islands and dwell there about a week, waiting 

for the party to leave. Those who work for salt and fish industrialists, sail on their 

ships in summer and pass the winter on the same ships in backwaters (v plesakh i 

zatonakh), where nobody can discover them.402 

The prominence of barge hauling steadily grew from the late seventeenth to the eighteenth 

century. The development of trade in salt and metals required a considerable number of people to 

manually haul heavily loaded barges against the current from Astrakhan to the Urals and other 

destinations.403 On Astrakhan salt ships, there were 1,921 barge haulers employed in 1682 and 

2,415 in 1691. During a plague in 1692, barge haulers were 7,290 of 16,383 people who died. In 

the first quarter of the eighteenth century, at least 3,000 individuals annually became barge 

haulers in Astrakhan and 1,000 in Tsaritsyn.404 The Astrakhan Serf Chamber (krepostnaia 

kontora) processed the hiring of 2,291 people in 1724, in addition to 413 men also employed in 

                                                 
402 “Mnenie deputata Ivana Bukina,” SIRIO 32 (1881), 388. 
403 On the barge-hauling in imperial Russia, see F.N. Rodin, Burlachestvo v Rossii: istoriko-sotsiologicheskii ocherk 

(Moscow: Mysl’, 1975). 
404 A.V. Prussak, “K voprosu o vol’nonaemnom trude na zavodakh petrovskogo vremeni,” Istoricheskie zapiski 7 

(1940): 258–63; Golikova, Ocherki po istorii, 105. 
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the town.405 Out of 2,817 wage laborers, only 96 were from Astrakhan itself in 1725; the 

majority were migrants from various parts of Russia. Similarly, only twenty percent of 676 

people employed in Syzran, came from the town population. In Yaroslavl, 2,395 migrants were 

listed among 2,880 wage laborers in 1727. In the second half of the century, the number of wage 

laborers increased considerably. Two thousand two hundred ships with approximately 70,000 

people sailed through the port of Nizhnii Novgorod in the mid-1770s; in the following decade, 

the count showed at least 3,000 ships with 80,000 people docked in Nizhnii Novgorod.406 Many 

of these barges were staffed with runaways, as was the case with the boat of A.E. Pleshivyi, a 

peasant from Nizhnii Novgorod district, who employed nine runaways from his home village.407 

Since runaway peasants and military deserters did not announce their presence to local 

authorities, the total number of fugitive barge haulers was even more significant.      

The importance of barge hauling and other works illustrates the growing demand for and 

reliance on migratory labor. Fugitive peasants represented an essential part of the labor market 

and responded to the same opportunities for economic and social advancement, as did their legal 

counterparts. Migration enabled fugitive peasants to slip out of the legal framework but, at the 

same time, remain integrated into economic and social networks, significant for the ongoing 

development of Russia overall and the Volga-Urals region particularly. The presence of a high 

number of fugitives among peasant migrants suggests that employers were much less 

preoccupied with a person’s status and documents than with his ability to fulfill the assigned 

work. With the increase in the number of legal laborers, the corresponding increase in the 

number of fugitives was only natural.  

                                                 
405 Golikova, Naemnyi trud, 21. 
406 Kozlova, Pobegi krest’ian, 34; Golikova, Naemnyi trud, 21,  42; N.L. Rubinshtein, “Nekotorye voprosy 

formirovaniia rynka rabochei sily v Rossii XVIII veka,” Voprosy istorii, no. 2 (1952): 90. 
407 Golikova, Naemnyi trud, 53. 
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Settlers 

In addition to performing wage labor, a considerable number of fugitives moved to other 

lands. Environmental, social, economic, and personal reasons drove peasants to resettle in the 

Volga-Urals region.408 In the first half of the eighteenth century, there were still “vacant” 

(porozzhie) lands – unowned or unpopulated – that witnessed a steady influx of runaway 

peasants escaping from their central gubernias of Russia. 409 Moving to vacant lands did not 

guarantee permanent freedom but rather provided peasants with an opportunity to temporarily 

live outside the legal and economic framework and thus rest from fulfilling obligations and 

paying taxes.  

The emergence of new villages confirms the attractiveness of unoccupied lands to 

fugitive peasants. In the first third of the eighteenth century, they founded the villages of 

Znamenskoe, Samodurikha, Kolomontai, and Zimnitsy in Simbirsk district, Sadilovka in Kazan 

district, Berezovka, Orzhevka, and Pokrovskoe in Penza district.410 In the mid-century, the 

government found out that 402 of 762 inhabitants of the volost’ of Sivino in Kazan gubernia 

were fugitive state and iasak peasants. 411 In Astrakhan gubernia, illegal migrants founded 31 

villages and commercial fishing settlements with the total male and female population of 

1,331.412 Runaways were so interested in settling on vacant lands that they were even willing to 

acquire them through purchase. They typically bought them in the name of their landlords but 

without their knowledge of the transaction. Several peasants purchased 11 hectares of land in the 

                                                 
408 For an analysis of migration patterns during the imperial period, see David Moon, “Peasant Migration and the 

Settlement of Russia’s Frontiers, 1550-1897,” The Historical Journal 40, no. 4 (December 1997): 859–93. 
409 Shchepetov, “Beglye krest’iane.” 
410 The available information on the formation of new villages by fugitives is incomplete for different periods of the 

eighteenth century. Kozlova, Pobegi krest’ian, 31–32. 
411 Rzhanikova, “Pomeshchich’i krest’iane,” 391–92. 
412 N.M. Vas’kin, Zaselenie Astrakhanskogo kraia (Volgograd: Nizhne-Volzhskoe knizhnoe izdatel’stvo, 1973), 44. 
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name of Prince Dolgorukii that later became the village of Zimnitsa.413 In the name of Prince 

Cherkassky, fugitives acquired land in Ivanovskoe village, Kerenskii district. In total, 

Cherkassky’s peasants bought approximately 465 hectares of land.414  

After relocation, peasant settlers reproduced the way of life that they had had before their 

departure. They built houses, plowed lands, and did other agricultural work. The economic 

stratification in villages settled by runaways was typical for rural Russia. There was a relatively 

small number of wealthy peasants and a majority consisting of middle and poor peasants. Taking 

the quantity of livestock as an indicator of peasants’ wealth, Shchepetov made the following 

computations for the village of Samodurikha, where 205 runaways dwelled in 1733. In the 

wealthy category of 44 individuals, each owned from 4 to 5 horses, at least 2 cows, and 15-16 

units of small livestock (pigs and sheep); in the middle category of 99 people, each owned 2-3 

horses, 2 cows, and 10-11 units of small livestock; in the poor of 62 people, each owned 0-1 

horse, 0-1 cow (total of 15), and about 1 unit of small livestock.415 Whereas the rich and middle 

peasants could provide for themselves from agriculture and husbandry, the poor peasants also 

had to complement their income by performing additional labor in rural areas, on ships, or in 

towns.     

In order to validate the thesis of “class struggle,” Soviet scholars attempted to prove that 

most fugitive peasants settled on lands belonging to the court, state, or iasak peasants or 

preferred wage labor rather than moving to the landholdings owned by nobles. Bondarevskaia 

has argued that fugitives sought to take refuge on vacant lands where no seigniorial power was 

present and avoided working for landlords because of the fear of new enserfment. Although she 

                                                 
413 Kozlova, Pobegi krest’ian, 50. 
414 Shchepetov, “Beglye krest’iane,” 131. 
415 Shchepetov, 134. 



171 

 

concludes that “peasants fled to escape serfdom not to change their owners,” she contradictorily 

indicates that “a fraction of runaways” settled in the state or nobles’ villages, as occurred to 400 

peasants who had settled on Prince Gruzinskii’s lands or to another 70 who had moved to the 

village of Burdasy owned by the Gagarins.416 Kozlova also contends that “a significant number 

of fugitives sought to settle on the court and iasak lands, which were more attractive than 

seigniorial, church, and state lands” in the Middle Volga. Whereas there were 312 cases of 

settlement on the court and state lands, only 255 families of runaways (emphasis mine) moved to 

seigniorial and church lands. Even though she specified that serfs comprised over half of her 

sample of 1,322 runaways, we may conclude that settling on seigniorial and church estates was 

still a viable, if not an attractive, option for many peasants, especially considering that many 

fugitives did not stay on any land at all but engaged in wage labor.417  

Undoubtedly, more runaways preferred to live on the iasak, state, or court lands where 

the tax burden was lower, additional obligations lighter, and overall life more stable. Even these 

disparate numbers, nonetheless, demonstrate that a substantial number of migrants chose to 

relocate to seigniorial and church estates regardless of the possibility of second enserfment. The 

very decision to move to nobles’ lands points out that fugitives viewed such an arrangement as 

advantageous or at least more preferable than their former condition. Thus, we need to explore 

what appealed to some peasants to dwell under seigniorial authority. 

In the mid-seventeenth century, fugitive peasants often sought to resettle to large estates 

that belonged to prominent boyars, including B. I. Morozov, Ia. N. Odoevskii, M. Ia. 

Cherkassky, I. A. Vorotynskii, and others. Large landholders who owned hundreds of peasants 

                                                 
416 The vagueness of her data is also quite striking. On page 395, she notes that 218 peasants dwelled in their own 

households but does not explain the statuses of villages where those households were situated. Bondarevskaia, 

“Beglye krest’iane,” 391–92, 395. 
417 Kozlova, Pobegi krest’ian, 49. 
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were less likely to overexploit their peasants and had the means to protect them from local 

administration and demands of their owners, who were typically small and middle 

landholders.418 Although I have not discovered similar peasant resettlement from small to large 

landowners in the eighteenth century, nobles were generally interested in enticing fugitives to 

their lands. Acting as her landlord’s intermediary, in the early 1720s Timofei Antonov promised 

to Ustim and Sergei Fedorov, two church peasants, “arable lands, hayfields, and paying the poll-

tax as they were only one person.”419 In 1745, likewise, the church peasant Grigorii Dement’ev 

obtained arable lands “for his sustenance” from a landlord in Kazan district.420     

An opportunity to acquire a legal status also played a role in one’s decision to move to 

seigniorial lands. In 1796, a runaway serf from Arzamas district agreed to dwell at the landlord 

Tararin’s estate in exchange for permission for legal departures. Their relationship was mutually 

beneficial. While a peasant received legal status under the false name, the landlord could collect 

taxes from one more person. Seven years later, Tararin’s death prevented him from granting the 

peasant an already written letter of manumission. Because the landlord’s wife refused to do so, 

the runaway then stole a letter and fled but was soon captured. Although the widow attempted to 

claim his ownership, she had no documentary evidence, and the peasant himself chose to return 

to his official landlord.421  

A feeling of tiredness and despair and a promise of security could motivate peasants to 

move to seigniorial lands. Three brothers and monastic peasants, Fedot, Afanasii, and Pavel 

Varlamov, moved to the house of their uncle, who dwelled in the village of Gusevo, 

Ekaterinburg province (vedomstvo). As the first census began, their uncle sent them away to wait 

                                                 
418 Baklanova, “Dela o syske,” 314. 
419 RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 354, ll. 2-3, 9. 
420 RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 553, ll. 1-1 ob. 
421 Snezhnevskii, “K istorii,” 526–27. 
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it out at a local state-run manufactory. After the census’s completion, three years later, the uncle 

brought them back to Gusevo, where they remained until the second census. The story of evasion 

was about to repeat itself, but this time Fedot said that the brothers “formed the intention 

(vozymeli namerenie) to travel” to their official residence at the Pyskor Monastery. On the way 

home, they made a stop in Kazan and encountered Corporal Grigorii Annenkov, who “took them 

to his apartment and told them to call themselves his peasants.” The brothers “yielded to this 

[offer] (k tomu i sklonilis’),” and all of them moved to the corporal’s village of Sosnovka, 

Stavropol’ district. Annenkov managed to register Afanasii and Pavel under different names as 

his peasants during the second census, but Fedot remained unregistered due to an illness. A twist 

of fate occurred a year later when Annenkov sold Afanasii and Pavel “as his peasants.” 

Interestingly, these circumstances did not prompt Fedot to leave Annenkov. On the contrary, the 

runaway remained in Sosnovka for another seventeen years and only arrived voluntarily at the 

Sergievsk Provincial Chancellery in 1761.422    

Resettlement to another village was not a spontaneous, but rather a calculated decision. 

The knowledge of the location, villagers, and, most importantly, landowner shaped the choice of 

Savelii Nikiforov, a serf from the village of Serdy, Kazan district. When he was still young, his 

father abandoned his mother and him. The mother then told Savelii that his father had settled in 

Sungur village, Simbirsk district, where he died sometime later. Repeating the steps of his father, 

Savelii also fled from Serdy in 1740 and was welcomed in Sungur by his father’s harborer Iakov 

Kliucharev. By the landlord’s permission, the fugitive built a house and resided in the village for 

14 years. For some reason, Savelii left Sungur and toiled as a barge hauler for three years. Upon 

his return to Sungur, he was apprehended and delivered to the Simbirsk Provincial Chancellery 
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for interrogation, where he testified to be a runaway serf from Serdy. Rather than to his official 

locality, oddly, Savelii was returned to Sungur. A year later, the landlord attempted to send 

Savelii as a recruit from his village. Savelii was supposed to say that he was Kliucharev’s serf. 

The chancellery, however, could not accept him because he refused to say as he was told, 

claiming that he belonged to another landlord. Afterward, Kliucharev flogged the fugitive, put 

him in irons, and “commanded him to call himself his [Kliucharev’s] serf.” Ultimately, however, 

Savelii Nikiforov managed to escape.423  

As Nikiforov’s case illustrates, serf owners tried to use runaways as substitute conscripts. 

For landlords, this was a beneficial strategy because they could rid themselves of illegal persons 

and fulfill the recruit obligation at the same time. In 1726, the serf Ivan Iakov submitted a 

denunciation, in which he accused his landlord Avdot’ia Bogdanova of illegally drafting into the 

army three fugitives instead of her own peasants. The ensuing investigation confirmed that 

Bogdanova, together with some of her peasants, committed the crime and fined her 61 rubles.424 

Apparently, enlisting fugitives instead of one’s own peasants became so common in the 

eighteenth century that the government had to address this practice in several decrees.425  In 

1754, the fine for using a fugitive as a recruit was set at 200 rubles per year of his service, in 

addition to punishment by knout for the accused.426  

These several instances underscore both advantages and shortcomings for runaways to 

settle on seigniorial estates. As property owners, nobles could offer tangible benefits, such as 

lands, pastures, tax waivers, and even freedom, and had means to help runaways reinvent their 

                                                 
423 RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 158, ll. 6-7. For similar cases, see RGADA, f. 786, op. 1, d. 258, ll. 1-9; Kozlova, 
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backgrounds, thus concealing them from the authorities. The dangers, however, were as real. A 

new background led to a new dependency with all its negative aspects for an ordinary peasant. 

As shown, serf-owners did treat runaways as their own serfs who could be sold, included in the 

census books, or forced to enroll in the army. Through these actions, serf-owners could change 

the nature of relations with fugitives, turning them into their “movable property.”  At the same 

time, no matter how paradoxical it may sound, being fugitives could protect peasants from new 

owners’ encroachment and help them return to their former homes.  

It would be a mistake to believe that only nobles exploited fugitives. On the contrary, 

peasants of all ranks also benefited from harboring them in several ways. First of all, fugitives 

were rapidly integrated into village economic relations. As the government levied taxes and 

obligations on the total number of persons registered in a census, welcoming an additional man 

thus could alleviate the overall tax burden that each person bore. In exchange, fugitives received 

a plot of communal land and could build a house in the village.  Because of this exchange, each 

resident’s tax share was slightly less. The more male newcomers in a village, the lesser tax 

payments became. In 1726, the serf Afanasii Petrov stated that he and his brother had lived in his 

own household in the village of Shemysheika, where they “paid taxes and fulfilled various 

obligations equally (v ravenstve) with other peasants.”427    

As did nobles, peasant harborers sought to enlist fugitives as recruits for their villages. 

The rationale behind peasants’ calculations was quite simple. The enrollment of outsiders saved 

actual village inhabitants from the recruit levy. Furthermore, once in the army, runaways were 

unlikely to be uncovered by their authorities or landlords. For peasants, no discovery meant no 
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payment of the penalty for sheltering. In 1719, for example, peasants of Samovka village in 

Iadrin district sent as a recruit, Ivan Ivanov, who, along with his sister, had dwelled in that 

hamlet for seven years by then.428 A similar scheme occurred with Andrei Idolov, another 

fugitive serf, in Koloiar village, Penza district, in 1734. After residing there for four years, he 

was delivered to Penza and conscripted under the false name of a Koloiar resident.429  

To convince a fugitive to become a recruit, peasants were also willing to offer “monetary 

awards.” After his passport expired in 1781, the serf Kuz’ma Andreev ended up in a tavern in 

Saratov. “There, three unknown people approached him and asked what sort of a man he was. 

Afraid of being caught, he said that he was an economical peasant from the village of Shalovka, 

Kazan district.” Replying to a similar question, these men identified themselves as state peasants 

from Saratov viceregency but did not mention their names. Then, “they bought wine in that 

tavern, made him drunk, and began talking him into enrolling as a recruit for their village in 

exchange for 50 rubles.” Andreev agreed and was soon drafted into the army under the false 

name of Anton Naumov. Likely discontent with his current situation in January 1782, however, 

Andreev “repented of his expired passport and false conscription” and fled from his barrack at 

night.430 The pattern in these stories of false conscription is no different from that of the nobles 

who tried to use runaways. After a while, villagers viewed fugitives as part of their community, 

likely a weak part without a sizable household and large families. As such, new settlers were first 

in the line to be recruited. Andreev’s account is even more illustrative of the similarities with 

nobles’ tactics, as state peasants simply bribed the fugitive to convince him to lie and serve for 
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177 

 

them. At the same time, it appears that Andreev also gained from this affair, but, unfortunately, 

his file does not tell us what happened to those 50 rubles.    

In the section on the settlement, the focus on the interactions between fugitive peasants 

and their harborers was deliberate. It stresses both the mutually beneficial and exploitative nature 

of these interactions. Fugitive peasants were driven not only by environmental factors, such as 

unoccupied or arable lands, but also by tangible incentives, opportunities for settlement, and 

chances. The way these factors played out for each fugitive often determined where he and his 

family ended up settling. The element of exploitation or scheming on the part of the harborers 

was also very much existent in the examined interactions. They were well aware of the illegal 

state of the fugitives and did not shy away from using them for their own purposes. The 

fugitives’ vulnerability to harborers' actions is far from surprising and simply results from being 

outsiders trying to integrate into new social and economic networks.  

 

Capture and voluntary appearance 

The central and last episode in fugitives’ accounts was their appearance at a government 

office. They could end up under interrogation either because they were captured or because they 

chose to return voluntarily. I have analyzed information regarding the circumstances of return for 

272 cases of male fugitives. Whereas 208 peasants were apprehended, 64 decided to come back 

to their official localities voluntarily. In either way, the circumstances and motives that brought 

peasants face-to-face with state officials are vital for our understanding of illegal migration.  

Fugitives faced a risk of capture both in towns and villages. 77 individuals (37 percent) 

indicated towns as their places of apprehension. 18 of them specified that they had been 

recognized at markets or bazaars. Chancellery officials identified false passports in 11 cases. 
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Townsmen or villagers discovered 3 fugitives in bathhouses and 4 in taverns. In 59 instances (28 

percent), peasants ended up in chancelleries, because either their owners located them or their 

village or factory harborers gave them up. Among 72 migrants (35 percent) caught by peasants, 

11 were visiting relatives, and 8 were suspected of planning crimes. As these numbers illustrate, 

an almost equal possibility of capture existed both in towns and villages, although we should 

bear in mind that the overall urban population was much lower and thus a chance to be captured 

in towns higher. Despite these observations, the fact that a third of the fugitives were 

apprehended by their peasant counterparts is still noteworthy.  

Local peasants’ wariness regarding unknown individuals was quite natural. In addition to 

wage laborers or settlers, they could be thieves, bandits, and criminals of various sorts who posed 

a threat to villagers. In 1768, peasants of Lipovka hamlet captured Maksim Klykov and three 

other fugitives. The fugitives earlier hired a Lipovka peasant to carry them across the river, who 

noticed the stolen booty among their things and informed his fellow villagers about these 

unknown persons.431 In another instance, peasants of Egor’evskoe village decided to apprehend 

an unknown person who was spotted suspiciously wandering at night.432 

It appears that some fugitives could not resist visiting their relatives and families. 

Naturally, the remaining peasants viewed them negatively because they had to pay taxes for 

every person accounted as village residents during the last population census regardless of 

whether he was missing or present. In 1743, the runaway Ignatii Kabalysov covertly arrived in 

his home hamlet of Lebedinka to see his wife, with whom he then decided to visit his relatives in 

Arkhangel’skoe village. Near the village, however, his landlord’s peasants captured them.433 
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Likewise, Ivan Ivanov, a fugitive recruit, traveled to meet with his relatives living in Ogibnovo 

hamlet yet was caught on the road near his destination in 1783.434 These instances of fugitives’ 

capture by other peasants illustrate the variety of concerns and attitudes that residents expressed. 

While some peasants were willing to harbor unknown migrants as laborers or settlers, others 

considered their apprehension as a way to retrieve missing taxpayers or prevent crimes from 

happening.  

The examined sources suggest that illegal migrants did not put up resistance to those who 

recognized and sought to arrest them. Fugitives were likely aware of the futility of such actions 

against the state officials, peasants, and townsmen at that moment. There were, however, 

instances of escape after capture that took place usually during fugitives’ detention in prisons or 

transportation to their districts of residence.435   

Rather than those of capture, cases of voluntary appearance are even more interesting 

from a historical perspective. According to the available statistics, every fifth runaway came 

back voluntarily to his official place of residence.436 But what factors could motivate peasants 

who had escaped their former dependency to return? One of the common reasons was tiredness 

from a migratory lifestyle and therefore a realization of a lack of viable prospects.  By 1744, the 

serf Andrei Stepanov had spent thirty years at various factories but decided to return to his 

landlord voluntarily “because he did not want to be on the run anymore.”437 After a year of living 

as a runaway in 1766, the household serf Ivan Andreev returned to his landlord because he 

                                                 
434 TsANO, f. 4, op. 1a, d. 3272, l. 19.  
435 RGADA, f. 796, op. 2, d. 40, ll. 47-48; f. 916, op. 1, d. 20, ll. 1-2. 
436 Anisimov also notes a significant number of voluntary returnees in the 1720s. Anisimov, “Struggle,” 63. 
437 RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 20, l. 2. 
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“repented of his flight.”438 The serfs Alexei and Leontii Ivanov did not explain the reason for 

their voluntary appearance in 1740 but only said that this was their mutual decision.439 

Being driven away by a harborer or a loss of property could also influence a fugitive to 

move back to his official village. The serf Ivan Anisimov came back because in 1744 the 

manager pushed away all the outsiders from his factory, where Ivan had toiled for four years.440 

In another instance, the loss of his belongings forced the serf Ivan Antipov to appear in his 

landlord’s village voluntarily in 1727. After dwelling in his own house for thirteen years, his 

harborers, court peasants of Truev village, seized “eight barns (oviny) of unthreshed barley.” He 

then moved to Pashnino village, where the clerk Semen Zakonchenko housed Antipov for two 

years but then took away “twenty sheepskins, a sheep fur coat, a new coarse kaftan, six new 

shirts, and 33 kgs (two puda) of fleece.” 441 Because Ivan Antipov was well off, he and his family 

likely considered return as a better option to protect their belongings. In his home village, his 

standing would be more secure as the landlord, and other peasants benefited from stable well-off 

households. 

While external circumstances pushed peasants to return in the instances examined above, 

some serf runaways chose to do so after learning of being acquired by a new owner. We may 

reasonably interpret coming to a new owner as a more calculated, intentional action. New owners 

might be less demanding in levying taxes and obligations or less abusive in their treatment of 

peasants. In September 1754, Colonel Bogdan Priklonskoi bought serfs Kiril Shemanin with his 

wife and two children, and a bachelor Taras Stepanov for 30 rubles. Priklonskii’s men retrieved 

Shemanin and his family in 1757, but Taras Stepanov appeared voluntarily around the same 
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time.442 Likewise, the fugitive Ivan Niskopoklontsev found out that he was recently sold and 

came by his own will to his new owner Butkeeva, a widow proprietress from Stavropol 

district.443  

Inheritance of an estate by a new owner could prompt even an “established” fugitive to 

return. In 1744, the serf Filip Stepanov, with his son and nephew, returned to their former 

landlord “upon hearing from his father that they were serfs belonging to the noble Vasilii 

Poretskii who had died a long time ago. After his death, his nephew, Dmitrii Poretskii, remained 

and is serving as a soldier in the garrison of Kazan.” Stepanov decided to come to his former 

owner as a way to escape from another landlord. Born on the run, he was registered as a serf in 

Pushkino village, owned by the Polianskii family, and dwelled there for fifty years. By the time 

of interrogation, the village of Pushkino went through several hands and proving that Stepanov 

was not its serf would be extremely challenging.444 Thus, Stepanov calculated the advantages of 

coming to his official owner over remaining at Polianskii’s. Like those of fleeing from new 

owners, these instances of return illustrate peasants’ good understanding of power shifts in 

village life and ability to weigh the advantages and shortcomings of dependency. 

In some instances, we may hardly find the rationale behind runaways’ decision to return 

voluntarily. In 1749, ninety-year-old Leontii Ivanov appeared before his landlord’s estate 

manager and confessed that he was a fugitive owned by Aleksei Pleshcheev. According to the 

testimony, Ivanov returned because “he did not wish to be on the run anymore” and described his 

life during a preceding couple of weeks. “Due to his promise, he went to pray to God and 

Nicholas the Wonderworker three weeks ago. On his way, he made a stop to visit another 

                                                 
442 RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 661, ll. 1-9. 
443 Preobrazhenskii, “Beglye krest’iane,” 125. 
444 RGADA, f. 1276, op. 1, d. 78, ll. 1-8. 
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runaway in the village of Pliasnitskaia who told him about their landlord’s estate manager also 

staying in the same village.”445 The text of the testimony suggests that Ivanov was tired of his 

illegal state and probably believed that his flight was a sinful act.  

The surprising aspect of Ivanov’s return, however, is how socially and economically 

stable his situation was. He fled approximately sixty years earlier and dwelled in Malyi Polom 

village, Kazan district, for about 46 years until 1741 when he bought a house and land in the 

neighboring village of Borovskaia. By the time of interrogation, there were 19 people in his 

family: two sons, four grandsons, seven granddaughters, three great-grandsons, and two great-

granddaughters (Figure 3.1). Moreover, his property in Borovskaia included “a house with a 

fence, 10,300 kilograms of threshed rye, 10 barns of unthreshed rye, 1,350 kilograms of sown 

rye, 6 cows, 5 horses, 10 pigs, and 10 sheep.” Lastly and most importantly, Ivanov’s extended 

family, except for some great-grandchildren, were officially registered as court peasants either in 

Malyi Polom or Borovskaia during the second census.446 By returning voluntarily, thus, Leontii 

Ivanov brought back into serfdom not only himself but also his family, who could have passed 

for court peasants for the rest of their lives. Unfortunately for us, Ivanov’s testimony does not 

provide any additional details to explain his actions. 

  

                                                 
445 RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 546, ll. 3 ob-4. 
446 Nenila and Marfa, Leontii Ivanov’s two granddaughters, however, had a chance to escape serfdom if their 

husbands would agree to pay a marriage fee (vyvod). The file does not contain information whether they did. Ibid., ll 
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Figure 3.1 Leontii Ivanov's Family Tree 

 

While being captured was a constant danger in a migrant’s life, an act of a voluntary return 

stresses a given peasant’s agency and a good knowledge of socioeconomic reality. Likely 

through rumors, runaways ferreted out relevant information about their landlords: their 

governance and attitude to peasants. Fugitives then evaluated both the benefits and shortcomings 

of remaining on the run and returning, and sometimes chose the latter option. This interpretation 

recognizes the rationale in peasants’ actions, at least in most cases, that allowed them to use their 

illegal position as an opportunity to negotiate within the social reality and choose different places 

of residence. 
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Runaway peasant women 

Like men, peasant women left their homes searching for work and a better place to live. 

In contrast to the numerous policies regulating and restricting the movement of men, there were 

very few that pertained to women. The explanation for this discrepancy is quite simple. The 

government was much less interested in exerting control over their lives because women neither 

paid taxes nor filled the ranks of the army. Nor could women apply for temporary passports and 

be taken on as wage laborers in places situated far away from their official localities. When the 

government considered the issue of their illegal migration, it was primarily concerned with 

issuing guidelines to resolve lawsuits over the woman’s ownership or to regulate the amount of 

marriage fee paid to her serf-owner. At the same time, women were less likely to travel and get 

employed on the side due to the nature of a patriarchal peasant household and the vision of a 

woman’s place in a traditional rural society. Peasant women who wandered off from their 

official localities would draw suspicions and provoke inquiries into their origin.  

This situation explains why far fewer files of fugitive peasant women are available in 

archival repositories. My sample includes 46 cases of women who fled from their owners or 

authorities in the districts of the Volga-Urals region. In his essay on the population censuses, 

Vasilii Tatishchev identified six categories of runaway women depending on the circumstances 

of their escape: (1) women who ran away independently; (2) those who fled with their parents; 

(3) those who were fathered by fugitive men; (4) those who were born to fugitive mothers; (5) 

those who were incited or carried away by force; (6) and those who moved due to famine, 

disease, and war, and then married on the run.447 This categorization highlights an important 

facet in women’s experiences of flight that many did not initiate the movement but, in some 

                                                 
447 Vasilii N. Tatishchev, “Razsuzhdeniia or revizii pogolovnoi i kasaiuschemsia do onoi,” in Sobranie sochinenii, 

ed. V.I. Buganov et al., vol. 8 (Moscow: Ladomir, 1996), 389. 
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respects, became victims of others’ actions and were forced to follow their parents, husbands, 

and other relatives.   

In my sample, 27 peasant women testified that men’s actions turned them into fugitives. 

For instance, her father brought Melaniia Fedorova and her siblings from Vologda district to 

Kungur district in 1675.448 Another serf woman, Anna Andreeva, was led away by her father and 

brother when she was still very young in 1696. After her father passed away ten years later, she 

married and traveled with her husband and brother to a village in Penza district, where she 

dwelled until her interrogation in 1743.449 Under questioning, both women recounted their 

journeys as experiences in which they had no say and had to follow their male relatives. In 

another instance that occurred during the Stepan Razin Uprising (1670-71), several “larcenous 

cossacks” visited Zhdanovo village, Alatyr’ district. There, the cossack Khariton Nikiforov 

forcibly married Marina Ievleva, a local serf girl, and took her away to a village in Simbirsk 

district. Even after Nikiforov died, Ievleva continued dwelling in the same village.450 

Even though they found themselves as illegals in their new homes, court files attest that 

rather than flight, women viewed their new situations as resettlement and lived as they would in 

their official localities. As long as allowed by the harborers, such fugitive women married, ran 

households, and sometimes moved to nearby villages. Between 1700 and 1719, Marfa Ivanova 

married twice, gave birth to three children, and lived with her second husband in their house for 

nine years.451 For women, marriage was an ordinary means to establish themselves in new 

places. The sole condition was that their husbands needed to pay the marriage fee (vyvod) to 

women’s owners. In the eighteenth century, the amount of such fees ranged between 10 and 50 
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rubles. In 1726, Fedoriia Terent’eva said that she had run away together with her husband and 

two brothers. When her husband passed away, she married a second time to Trifon Savel’ev, an 

iasak peasant from Penza district. Trifon knew that she was a fugitive and agreed to pay a 

marriage fee of 50 rubles.452 In 1746, the husband of Vasilisa Ivanova also agreed to pay the 

marriage fee.453 At the same time, other archival files demonstrate that, while married for many 

years, some husbands had no clue regarding their wives' fugitives status. The claims for marriage 

fees, submitted by fugitives’ owners, came as a surprise, and some men could not afford to pay 

them.454 According to the Ulozhenie of 1649, an unenviable fate awaited such men who, together 

with their wives and belongings, were to be transferred into the plaintiffs’ ownership. 

In my sample, 13 women testified that they moved independently. These testimonies are 

especially significant because they allow us to glimpse into the opportunities and difficulties that 

accompanied migrant women’s experiences of departure and living on the run. As opposed to 

men who moved due to a variety of reasons, individual women’s motives for the escape were 

much more personal. Only in one testimony did the woman specify that she had attempted to run 

away because of her transfer to a new owner.455 In nine cases, the primary motives for women’s 

departure were domestic violence and “the lack of love.” In 1726, Akulina Andreeva, a serf 

woman, stated that she intentionally left her husband.456 Likewise, twenty-year-old Tatiana 

Vasil’eva and twenty-three-old Domna Petrova, two serf women, left their husbands after living 

with them for one year and a half.457 In 1783, twenty-one-year-old Anis’ia Semenova, an 

“economical” peasant, was caught on the road and interrogated in Nizhnii Novgorod. As a 

                                                 
452 RGADA, f. 1064, op. 1, d. 5, ll. 1-8. 
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motive for her flight, she stated, “constant groundless insults and beatings by her husband and 

mother-in-law.”458 All these women were young and recently underwent a painful transition 

from their families’ households to those of their in-laws. In new alien households, women 

initially occupied the lowest rung of hierarchical family structure and performed the lowest of 

labor. In cases when husbands were underage or absent, they might become subject to the sexual 

advances of their fathers-in-law. According to peasant custom, husbands could also “instruct” 

their wives by beating them with their fists, and they exercised this right often and with 

impunity.459 

The departure itself was more difficult for solitary women, requiring preparation and 

finding the right moment for escape. In 1769, the serf women Avdot’ia Mikhailova and Nataliia 

Il’ina decided to run away from their village of Eltan’ in Kazan district because they “fell out of 

love” (nevozliubia) with their husbands and, in the case of Avdot’ia, also because of the 

problems with her parents-in-law. The right moment to escape occurred in July, after their 

husbands had gone to a mill, located about 21 kilometers (20 versts) away.460 Similarly, to wait 

out the initial search by her relatives, the abovementioned Anisi’a Semionova took refuge in the 

house of Anna, her acquaintance, who lived in a nearby village. Two weeks later, however, Anna 

did not dare to conceal the runaway anymore and transported her to Kurmysh, where Anis’ia was 

arranged to stay at a noblewoman’s house. After a short while, the noblewoman could not risk 

keeping the runaway and drove her to the Makaryev Fair in Nizhnii Novgorod, where Anis’ia 

was supposed to find new employment but was recognized. 461  

                                                 
458 TsANO, f. 4, op. 1a, d. 3272, l. 179. 
459 At the same time, Engel notes that village community placed limits on wife abuse and suppressed the instances of 

excessive abuses. Other women gave as good as they got and beat their husbands. Barbara Alpern Engel, Women in 

Russia, 1700-2000 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 54–55. 
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188 

 

Some external assistance was often necessary for fugitive women to find jobs and refuge. 

From 1761 to 1767, the serf girl Aksiniia Nikonova covertly remained in the house of Pantelei 

Donskoi, a seigneurial peasant living in Rozhdestvenskoe village, Kazan district. Then the 

harborer took Aksiniia to Sergeant-Major Aleksei Bogomolov in the town of Biliarsk, where she 

lived and worked for three more years.462 A more detailed description of the travel and work is 

available in the case of Avdot’ia Mikhailova and Natalia Il’ina. On their way to Kazan, the 

women encountered three barge haulers who inquired about their backgrounds and origin. The 

women admitted that they were fugitives and journeyed on with the barge haulers who agreed to 

help them find jobs. Near Taveli hamlet, the barge haulers instructed them to go alone to the 

peasant Fedor Razumovskii, at whose house they worked as bread harvesters for two weeks.  

Then, staying in the house became unsafe, and Razumovskii transported the women to the 

nearby copper factory. Both women labored as cooks for fifteen weeks until Avdot’ia’s capture. 

Natalia, however, succeeded in hiding for several additional days but was discovered soon after 

that.463 In all these examples, the women had to rely on their acquaintances and harborers to 

move and work. Without their assistance, they were unlikely to last for long on the run and faced 

capture sooner or later. The foremost difficulty lay in the illegality of travel for peasant women, 

overall. Unlike men, they could not apply for temporary passports and, therefore, were even 

more bound to their official localities. The movement they were permitted to do was restricted to 

nearby towns and villages where they could visit neighbors or trade at local markets.  

The soldiers’ wives (soldatki) represented the only exception to this general rule, a 

category that emerged because of the introduction of military drafts in the early eighteenth 

century. As their husbands had been recruited, these women became legally free and could 
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obtain travel passes to leave their places of residence and engage in wage labor. As Beatrice 

Farnsworth notes, however, many soldiers’ wives could not leave their estates, in practice. The 

prohibitive cost of the journey and the existence of children were the main obstacles. A peasant 

commune could also deny issuing a travel pass if the soldatka was judged to be in a state of 

shame and disgrace. Those who did depart worked as domestic servants, textile mill workers, 

peddlers, or prostitutes.464 

For fugitive women, passing as soldiers’ wives provided an opportunity to evade 

suspicion and find jobs. By calling herself a soldier’s wife, the serf woman Lukeriia Fedorova 

was able to spend half a year doing menial labor in Kazan and its vicinity in 1756.465 Another 

serf woman, Anna Iakovleva, worked as a domestic servant for a sergeant in Tsivil’sk district for 

two months in 1779. According to her testimony, she did not tell the sergeant that she was a 

runaway but said that she was indeed a soldier’s wife from Kazan.” Although this strategy of 

deception could be effective for a brief period, its shortcoming was a lack of a document 

confirming the woman’s status. The same Iakovleva encountered a town overseer who asked her 

to show a travel pass, which she could not produce, and thus she found herself under 

interrogation.466 

The lack of documents and the traditional nature of Russian society significantly reduced 

women’s chances of living on the run for an extended amount of time. The available archival 

records demonstrate that the majority of solitary fugitive women were captured within three 

years after departure.467 In one file, a woman managed to dwell illegally for nine years, but she 

                                                 
464 The authorities could also refuse to give a passport to a soldier’s wife if she had children. Beatrice Farnsworth, 
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changed her place of work only once.468 In another exceptional case, a woman lived as a migrant 

for 23 years, during which she once returned to her landlord, spent three years at his estate, and 

then fled again.469 Her file does not explain how she managed to evade capture for such a long 

period.  

What types of work did fugitive peasant women perform? Commonly, they only listed 

their movements from one village to another and the amount of time spent in each of them 

without clarifying what they did. Varvara Danilova, a household serf, worked as a harvester in 

several Tatar villages in the summer of 1739.470 In 1749, the serf woman Domna Petrova spent a 

year at a mill in Dubrovka village, Penza district, and then wandered around begging from door 

to door.471 In the late 1760s, the serf Anna Evdokimova first worked at a mill but then as a 

seamstress in villages of Kazan district.472 As seen, unless women possessed specialized skills, 

their job opportunities were limited to seasonal agricultural duties, or they “did all sorts of 

works,” as did their male counterparts. 

Several accounts provide details on female migrants’ personal belongings, thus allowing 

us to glance at serfs’ material culture in early modern Russia. Usually, this information appears 

in documents because women complained about some unfortunate situations. In a 1742 case, 

Fedosiia Kuzmina described the loss of many valuables. While staying in a house belonging to a 

Cheremiss, she encountered “an unknown Russian man under the name of Petr with whom she 

lived in sin.” But then Petr secretly fled and stole a number of her things: two sarafany (pinafore 

dresses) worth 5.50 rubles, four thin linen shirts – 2.40 rubles, three alloy kokoshniki 
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(headbands) with gilded decorations – 1.50 rubles, three damask caps – 1.20 rubles, a red veil – 

1.20 rubles, silver earrings – 60 kopeks, a silver ring – 60 kopeks, a mirror – 12 kopeks, and 

several other things. The total worth of her belongings was 16 rubles and 52 kopeks.473  

Another inventory of possessions was provided by the serf woman Tatiana Kuzmina in 

1739. She wandered in Simbirsk and Penza districts for over twenty years and twice had to 

temporarily store some of her belongings at her harborers’ but never managed to collect them. 

The first time, she entrusted for keeping: “two pieces of linen fabric worth 1.50 rubles, a gilded 

kokoshnik – 1.50 rubles, a silk veil – 50 kopeks, and a chestnut mare – 5 rubles.” The second 

time, she left: “a mouton fur coat worth 1 ruble, two pieces of linen fabric – 1 ruble, a sarafan 

and two shirts – 1.80 rubles, two Russian stockings – 20 kopeks, two nankeen kokoshniki – 20 

kopeks, a linen headkerchief – 20 kopeks.”474 Evidently, both women, Fedosiia and Tatiana, 

were quite well off since some of the listed items were not for daily use, but more festive 

occasions. In Tatiana’s case, we may also assume that she acquired most of the things while 

working on the run, thus receiving sufficient wages from her employers.  

The available data suggest that runaway women were likely to be captured in comparable 

ways to their male counterparts. Out of 46 examined cases, 34 illustrate that women were 

apprehended at the markets, factories, on the roads, in villages and towns, or even turned in by 

their acquaintances and relatives.475 In the instances mentioned above, we have also noted that 

persons did not dare to harbor runaway women for long. In the remaining 12 cases, women came 

to their landlords voluntarily. As with fugitive men, different circumstances prompted women to 

return to their official localities.  
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A change of an owner could encourage a woman to cease living illegally. Thirty-year-old 

Nenila Stepanova spent twenty-five years on the run. By 1734, she had married a fugitive 

peasant and had four children. All of them had been residing in their own household in the iasak 

village of Karbulak for seven years. Then, however, “she learned that the [Troitse-Sergiev] 

monastery had transferred [postupilsia] her to Ivan Feliudin, an underclerk working for the Penza 

Provincial Chancellery. She and her husband moved away from Karbulak and appeared before 

Feliudin in the town of Penza.”476 Likewise, Praskov’ia Potapova testified in 1736 that she had 

been born on the run and decided to bring her family to their new owner Semen Kropotov when 

she found out that her former landlord had sold her and her parents.477  

A loss or separation from a husband could also influence a woman’s decision to return to 

her owner. In 1719, Marina Ievleva voluntarily appeared at her landlord’s estate in the village of 

Zhdanovo in Alatyr’ district. In addition to her own five children, she brought her widowed 

daughter’s two sons and daughter. Although Marina stated that they returned because of “the 

crop failure,” her testimony illustrates that she had recently lost her husband and son-in-law.478 

Similarly, only three weeks after their departure, Daria Nikitina and her children came to their 

landlord because her father-in-law and husband decided to travel and work separately from 

them.479  In both instances, women lost assistance from their husbands and could not support 

themselves and their children anymore. Thus, they considered the return to their official owners 

as a more secure choice. 

                                                 
476 They also brought all the belongings, including a horse, two cows, ten sheep, three goats, and five pigs. RGADA, 

f. 436, op. 1, d. 99, l. 2-2ob. In another case, a family of four came to their new owner in 1736, who acquired the 

peasant woman’s parents on the run (kupil v begakh) eight years earlier. RGADA, f. 436, op. 1, d. 108, ll. 1-7. 
477 RGADA, f. 436, op. 1, d. 108, l. 2. 
478 RGADA, f. 887, op. 1, d. 7, ll. 1-2. 
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Overall, the movement of runaway women was significantly shaped by personal 

circumstances, rather than only by economic motives. From departure to return, women’s 

experiences heavily depended on various intermediaries, such as their relatives, friends, and 

acquaintances, who led them away from their homes or assisted in travels, works, and settlement. 

In many cases, they had no choice but to go after their husbands and fathers who decided to 

move. Likewise, we may view flight from abusive in-laws and husbands as a cry of despair that 

plunged women into an insecure state and could provide only temporary relief. At the same time, 

a couple of unearthed fascinating cases suggest that there were women who, over a long time, 

were employed as wage laborers or domestic servants, thus also participating in the labor market. 

Although their stories are too few to provide a comprehensive account of women’s involvement 

in such economic relations, their very presence in the archives encourages us to explore more 

about jobs such as cooks, mill workers, and seamstresses, which were prevalent in the eighteenth 

century. 

 

Fugitive peasants in comparative perspective 

To some extent, the paths of wage labor and settlement prevalent in fugitives’ stories 

emerged as a response to the economic development and territorial expansion of the Russian 

state. How their stories unfolded was caused not only by their specific intentions, choices, and 

goals but also by changing social and economic conditions in the Volga-Urals region. As such, 

fugitives resembled bricoleurs, who combined what they found at hand but could not always 

anticipate the outcomes of their plans and decisions.480 When moving to a different place, they 

confronted the reality that it was sometimes better to settle in nobles’ villages than in the state 
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and court villages. When making a living as wage laborers, they often had to alternate between 

jobs that required different skills. In either scenario, their control of their lives was quite limited.  

As such, Russian fugitives appear not that different from peasants and migrants in 

Eastern and Western Europe who faced similar problems yet in different legal and 

socioeconomic environments. In seventeenth-century Brandenburg, disturbed by war, state and 

seigniorial peasants often moved from one place to another and negotiated terms of leasehold in 

new villages that included a temporary waiver from taxes and rent. When their circumstances 

changed, they moved back to their former owners or other lands. Some settlers tried to make the 

most of these benefits by changing their places of residence every three years.481  

Although most Western European peasants were legally free to move in the seventeenth 

and eighteenth centuries, they often did so not because they wanted to leave their homes but 

because they had to earn their living and support their families. In the mid-seventeenth century, 

the vast majority of French peasants owned less than five hectares of land, which was far below 

the minimum for survival as self-sufficient farmers. For many, wandering life was an outcome of 

the inability to produce enough. They survived by begging and taking whatever short-term jobs 

came along. Usually, they did not go far, thus being able to travel back to their home villages.482 

Similar conditions existed in England and Scandinavia that drove mobile people – mostly of 

young age – away from home to work as rural servants, annually changing their places of work. 

Servants would wish to leave a farm that was isolated or ruled by a master who was a miser or 

vicious, for other places of employment which could offer better wages and terms.483  
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Rather than present a comprehensive account of migration and settlement in other 

countries, this brief comparative digression demonstrates that the choices and paths of Russian 

fugitives were often not that different from Western European rural dwellers, although their legal 

statuses were. The freedom of movement, however, guaranteed neither financial stability nor 

possession of adequate property and, in some respects, made European rural dwellers even more 

vulnerable than Russian enserfed peasants who could always return or be returned to their 

permanent localities. 

 

Conclusion 

The investigation of several crucial points in fugitives’ testimonies, such as escape, work, 

settlement, and return, provides us with an opportunity to see a multiplicity of experiences within 

a circular narrative. The central question is how this multiplicity can be understood and 

interpreted. If one adheres to the framework of resistance, regardless of whether it is proposed by 

Soviet scholars or James Scott, the moments of escape and return will dictate one’s 

interpretation.484 This line of reasoning, however, oversimplifies the causality in human actions 

and, rather than helps, obscures peasants’ rationality and agency, as well as the ability to respond 

to similar circumstances in different ways. As shown, peasants moved because of personal, 

environmental, financial, and social factors. Although more challenging to pinpoint in the 

sources, similar factors could make them return to their former homes. Seemingly similar 

occurrences, such as a change of a serf-owner, motivated some peasants to depart while others 

were incentivized to reappear in the home villages voluntarily. Of course, we are often unable to 

                                                 
484 Scott, Weapons of the Weak; Kozlova, Pobegi krest’ian; Mamsik, Pobegi kak sotsial’noe iavlenie: pripisnaia 
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decipher specific local dynamics and the peasants’ own thought processes, but we are able to 

trace their various choices and life trajectories through the available source material.  

In the moments of departure and return, we only see the beginning and the end of each 

peasant testimony. However, the core of such accounts was concerned with the peasant’s travels, 

work, and relations, as well as associated misfortunes and luck. Under scrutiny, Russian 

fugitives’ deeds, actions, and choices appear to be quite similar to what migrants in other early 

modern European countries were doing to make a living and feed their families. Settling on 

unoccupied lands brought temporary economic relief. Hauling barges, toiling at factories, and 

performing other kinds of labor likewise allowed runaway peasants to escape from the 

immediate control of the state, church, and landowners and to earn for themselves. Although the 

examination of migration and settlement emphasizes the significance of economic motives and 

goals, we should not forget that personal preferences, dislikes, violence, abuse, and state 

obligations were no less important for some peasant men and women in choosing a fugitive life. 

At the same time, fugitive peasants’ experiences on the run differed from those of most of 

their free Western European counterparts, who were unbound to the land.485 In Russia, living on 

the run by itself imposed limitations on what peasant migrants could achieve and how they 

interacted with other peasants and employers. The perpetual danger of discovery and capture 

forced fugitives to change jobs and localities frequently. Harborers in villages, both peasants and 

nobles, had their own agendas and did not shy away from using runaways in different ways as 

taxpayers or conscripts. Such instances emphasize how vulnerable the standing of peasant 

migrants could be. In other cases, however, their illegal status provided runaways with a certain 

independence and enabled them to defend their interests. Thus, the relations between fugitives 

                                                 
485 Some Western European peasants, like the mainmortables of Burgundy, were tied to the land – in their case until 

the French Revolution. 
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and harborers were not as unequal as they may seem at first sight. Rather, they represented 

continuous negotiations between different actors and could result in a number of outcomes.  

  



198 

 

CHAPTER 4. RUNAWAYS IN PROVINCIAL COURTS 

 

Scholars of Russian early modern history have at their disposal a limited variety of source 

genres to fathom how ordinary peasants lived. There are no memoirs, very few illustrations, and 

some petitions submitted to the state. When peasants appear in landlords’ instructions, state laws, 

and court records, they usually do so as subjects and subordinates, whose conduct requires 

regulation and correction. Available court records of different crimes are usually quite repetitive 

and provide historians with similar judicial proceedings and resolutions. As David Warren 

Sabean notes, these characteristics of early modern sources are not their weakness but their 

strength because they open up an avenue to investigate economic, legal, and social relationships 

of domination, of which peasants constituted an integral part.486 

Among different court records, cases of runaways represent especially well the 

interactions between ordinary peasants and state authorities, and between peasants and other 

members of society. While all such cases center on the issues of return and ownership, they 

diverge in content due to differences in testimonies provided by runaway peasants or those 

alleged to be runaway peasants. These differences become all the more remarkable when a large 

number of testimonies are under examination. Rather than unvaryingly enumerate their misdeeds 

and crimes, peasants constructed fascinating narratives of their lives on the run that contain 

information about their travels, work, relations with urban and rural inhabitants. At the same 

time, these narratives were a product of interrogations under which fugitives were forced to or 

chose to provide some details while leaving out others.487 
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This chapter investigates how fugitive peasants experienced the judicial process in 

eighteenth-century Russia. It scrutinizes the development of several cases, in which peasant 

testimonies or actions led to complications and hindered their resolutions. These cases deal with 

issues of ownership and communal interests, truth and deception, social hierarchy and 

dependence. The focal point of each case is a fugitive’s testimony or testimonies, and their 

significance for discerning how fugitives interacted with state officials and plaintiffs. Through 

the analysis of these documents, this chapter emphasizes that peasants were not defenseless 

victims of the judicial process but could use legal means and their own ingenuity to protect 

themselves from claims or alleviate the severity of punishment.  

The investigation of fugitives’ cases and testimonies affords us an alternative way to 

understand peasant mentality and legal culture. Typically, scholars approach this issue through 

the analysis of state peasants’ petitions to the government that listed their grievances and 

included references to pertinent decrees.488 For the post-reform period, when special peasant 

courts were founded, historians have explored how peasants made use of these important 

institutions.489 Observable in fugitives’ cases, the application of law and the accused’s response 

to it illustrate not only peasants’ acute awareness of legal norms but also their ability to navigate 

within the formal framework by constructing viable and acceptable narratives. As a result, 
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through their narratives, we gain a glimpse at the peasants’ capacity to defend themselves and 

articulate their interests within the existing dynamics of power. 

 

Interrogations and narratives 

When we consider the massive scale of illegal peasant migration, it comes as no surprise 

that central and provincial courts were overflown with cases of runaways. For instance, in the 

well-preserved archival repository of the Arzamas Provincial Chancellery, 417 of 2,349 (total 

number of cases) pertain to files of fugitives for the period between 1707 and 1726; 728 of 6,298 

for the period between 1727 and 1743; and 2,137 of 13,048 for the period between 1744 and 

1770.490 Thus, such cases constituted about 12-17 percent of the total caseload in Arzamas for 

the greater part of the eighteenth century.  

The Law Code of 1649 established a general organization of court proceedings of various 

crimes, including peasant flight. According to the Ulozhenie, two forms of the judicial process 

existed: the accusatorial procedure (sud) and inquisitorial procedure (rozysk or sysk).491 While 

the accusatorial procedure mostly dealt with minor disputes, the inquisitorial procedure was 

applied to all court cases concerning serfs, such as banditry, larceny, flight, illegal trade, and 

crimes against the faith and the state. In 1697, the inquisitorial procedure became the primary 

form of the judicial process in all cases and was developed further in Peter the Great’s “Short 

Presentation of Trials,” borrowed from Swedish sources and promulgated as part of the Military 

Statute of 1716. The government viewed the inquisitorial procedure as more effective in 
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achieving justice as it held the potential to eliminate corruption and dishonesty among officials, 

as well as long and needless disputes.  

Judges in early modern Russia often struggled with arbitrating court trials. The judicial 

process, organized according to the accusatorial procedure, was cumbersome and often unhelpful 

in the process of adjudication. By contrast, Peter viewed the inquisitorial method as more direct, 

better structured, and leading to the faster resolution of lawsuits. The state acted as the 

prosecutor; proceedings were conducted in strict secrecy and based on written evidence with 

legally established formal proofs, the main of which was a confession, usually extracted by 

torture.492  

The inquisitorial method by itself, however, could not satisfy various judicial needs of the 

state and its people. Although scholars have debated over Peter’s motivation for this reform, the 

1723 decree “On the Form of the Trial” (o Forme suda) revived the accusatorial procedure, in 

which there was no state prosecutor but a plaintiff and a defendant, appearing before a neutral 

judge. Serious crimes against the state, such as the slovo i delo (lèse majesté), treason, robbery, 

brigandage, murder, or revolt, continued to be tried according to the inquisitorial procedure. In 

deciding whether to use one or another judicial method, a crucial factor was the severity of one’s 

crime and the nature of litigation. The straightforward inquisitorial method was usually applied 

in cases when the accused’s guilt was pretty much an established fact. Therefore, the judge’s job 

was to uncover and record in writing an accurate and complete account of crimes and deeds, 

consult with relevant decrees, and finally determine the degree of punishment.493 The guilt of 
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apprehended fugitive peasants was usually self-evident, and an investigation of such cases fell 

within the inquisitorial procedure. By contrast, the accusatorial method was applied in more 

complex lawsuits over a fugitive’s ownership or collection of monetary compensation for 

harboring.494 These two procedures mostly remained in effect until the end of the eighteenth 

century, although the trial sometimes incorporated elements of both judicial procedures in 

practice.495 

The use of the inquisitorial procedure in cases of fugitive peasants was uniform. Peasants 

were brought for interrogation to the nearest government office: a magistracy or a chancellery. In 

1749, for example, Ivan Obolduev, a state councilor, submitted a petition for questioning his serf 

at the Kazan Gubernia Chancellery. “In the past bygone years, my father Pavel Obolduev’s 

seigniorial peasant Aleksei Loskutov ran away, and it remains unknown where he lived on the 

run. On December 10, Frol Loskutov, a grandson of Aleksei Loskutov, came to me in Kazan. I 

have brought him to the Kazan Gubernia Chancellery [for interrogation].”496 As did Obolduev, 

hundreds of serf-owners and their representatives filed similar requests for questioning their 

peasants. Even though it was nobles who launched most court cases, officials from church, 

crown, and state landholdings also submitted a smaller number of petitions.  

An interrogation usually took place immediately after the fugitive’s delivery and was 

recorded on regulated sheets of paper in accordance with a standardized practice in the 

eighteenth century. As did their predecessors in seventeenth-century Muscovy, imperial scribes 
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and secretaries wrote two separate copies of a peasant testimony: “black” and “white.”497 A 

black copy was a rough draft recorded at the moment of questioning and often containing the 

scribe’s emendations and strikethroughs. A white or fair copy was simply a re-written draft that 

the scribe forwarded to a higher official for consideration. The scribes were supposed to place 

both copies in an appropriate file but often failed to do so, forgetting to include the draft copy. In 

terms of the testimony’s overall content, however, the lack of the draft copy was insignificant. In 

cases at my disposal, the scribe’s emendations were minor and did not intend to alter interrogees’ 

confessions. As court files dramatically increased in size – sometimes over two-three hundred 

pages – in the latter half of the century, secretaries began to compose special “extracts” (vypiski) 

to organize all collected materials coherently and forward them to the judge.498 The formalization 

and improvement of file recording naturally shaped the informational richness of archival 

records available to us, with them becoming significantly more comprehensive in the reigns of 

Elizabeth and Catherine the Great.  

A questioning itself proceeded straightforwardly. Primarily concerned with interrogees’ 

origins and social statuses, chancellery officials asked several questions to identify their names, 

owners, places of residence, and inclusion of their names in the census books, in addition to 

procuring information about their escape, life on the run, and return. Although no explicit 

formula for interrogating fugitives existed, questions were on the whole relatively uniform. As 

an example, let us consider the questions posed to Ivan Luk’ianov at the Poshekhonye Provincial 

Chancellery in 1726. First, the interrogator inquired about his identity: “What is your name? 

Whose seigniorial peasant are you? From what district (uezd), village, and hamlet are you? How 

                                                 
497 On the general procedure for creating new documents, see A.K. Leont’ev, “Gosudarstvennyi stroi, pravo i sud,” 

in Ocherki russkoi kul’tury XVI veka, ed. A.V. Artsikhovskii, vol. 2 (Moscow: Moskovskii universitet, 1977), 5–32. 
498 Yet, some of these extracts are by no means short and include fifty or more pages of text.  
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old are you?” The second set of questions was based on the already given answers and aimed at 

clarifying Luk’ianov’s circumstances of escape and life on the run: “By what circumstances did 

you depart or run away from your proprietress widow Fedora Baranova from the village of 

Titovo thirteen years ago? To whom did you flee? Did you dwell there as a runaway openly 

(zavedomo)? Did you possess a passport or a permit? If yes, where did you obtain it?” Lastly, 

Ivan was asked about the circumstances of his return: “Did you come to your proprietress’s 

estate voluntarily, or were you delivered by someone?”499 Importantly, these questions helped 

the interrogator establish the fugitive’s harborers and the extent of crime.  

Influenced by internal events or new regulations, interrogators could pose additional 

questions and apply new investigative methods at different points of the eighteenth century. 

During the first population census, for example, fugitives had to state whether their names were 

noted on the new census rolls. In the middle of the century, it became common to conduct a 

physical examination to establish whether a peasant had previously experienced corporal 

punishment and the reason for it. During and after the Pugachev Rebellion, interrogators asked 

fugitives about their involvement in it.500 At the end of the questioning, fugitives stated that they 

had committed no other crimes – unless they thieved, murdered, deserted the army, or possessed 

a counterfeit passport – and that they testified the genuine truth. Of all the questions, those 

regarding the fugitive’s life on the run were the most significant from a legal point of view. They 

ascertained the details of the person’s status, movement, and localities by methodically and 

concisely listing locations, harborers’ names, and amount of time spent in each location. For 

village officials or serf-owners, these pieces of information served as essential evidence to 
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litigate against the suspected harborer or harborers and demand compensation for the duration of 

sheltering.  

From a historical point of view, however, the interrogation in its entirety is no less 

interesting both as a process changing in time and interaction between government officials, serf-

owners, fugitives, and other involved parties. The interrogation incorporated two interdependent 

narratives, one of which was expected by the state, whereas the fugitive peasant produced the 

other. In the very questions posed, the government laid out how limited its interest in peasants’ 

lives on the run was. It did not ask about their income, travels, and relations with other members 

of society, apart from the names and locations of their harborers. These details were not just 

insignificant but irrelevant for the judicial process, centered on bringing missing taxpayers back 

into the state financial structure as quickly as possible.  

The near formulaic interrogatory procedure, together with many thousand cases 

processed every year, undoubtedly helped peasants learn about and prepare for the required 

questions. All the more surprising is the fact that peasant testimonies are not uniform but 

significantly vary both in size and content, ranging from as short as half a page to five or even 

six pages long and providing information about encounters, work, and problems unnecessary for 

the scribes. When such details appear in an interrogation, we may be almost certain that the 

peasants themselves consciously included them for their own reasons. As a result, these 

testimonies look more like written stories of adventures and failures than a set of standard 

answers. Soviet historian Natalia Baklanova has made a similar observation after examining nine 

hundred black and white testimonies provided by fugitive peasants and kholopy in the period 

1650s-1670s. She argues that although interrogees responded to identical questions according to 

the existing legal formula, their testimonies varied significantly. “The accused narrated the story 
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using the live popular language, vivid and unsophisticated at the same time. Following this 

narrative, a reader observes all the vicissitudes in the fate of a fugitive peasant or kholop, and 

some lines cannot be read without trepidation.”501 Differences in fugitives’ testimonies become 

ever more evident and intriguing when we contrast and examine a large number of them 

composed in several chancelleries over a long period.  

At the same time, a historical analysis of fugitives’ testimonies as primary sources 

presents some challenges. The first and foremost is that interrogation transcripts were written by 

scribes and secretaries, not by peasants themselves, thus making us wonder how much of the 

original narrative they changed. Chancellery officials organized information with the use of 

speech reporting and likely edited some of the interrogee’s original speech, focusing on noting 

down the information essential for a quick resolution of the case. This tradition already 

developed in the early seventeenth century, marking a change from the transcription of direct 

oral speech, dominant in the earlier period.502 In the eighteenth century, the tradition of speech 

reporting in legal cases became entrenched, and it is present in all but one examined record of 

runaway peasants. The prevalence of speech reporting, however, does not mean that secretaries 

intentionally distorted or changed the language of peasant interrogations but that they recorded 

and organized them in a formal and understandable manner established by the state.503 To my 

knowledge, the state published no decree that forced scribes to edit out unessential details in 

confessions.  
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Like with any legal narrative, we need to bear in mind the question of credibility of 

fugitives’ testimonies and its effects on the development of court proceedings. As mentioned, the 

interrogees always ended their statements with a declaration of veracity. In 1741, the serf Vlas 

Vasil’ev testified that he told “the genuine truth.”504  In 1769, likewise, the serf woman Avdot’ia 

Mikhailova stated that “under interrogation, she told the genuine truth.”505 Neither of these 

declarations was anything unusual, and they served to assure the credibility of the interrogees’ 

testimonies. The presence of these declarations does not mean that fugitives never lied. On the 

contrary, peasants shaded the truth, prevaricated, left things out, and feigned ignorance. The most 

apparent reason to lie was to “escape from the peasantry” (otbyt’ ot krest’anstva).506 Nataliia 

Kozlova has found numerous cases of false testimonies during the first population census. 

Inspectors revealed that 158 of 645 serfs who had been sent from several villages of Alatyr’ 

district to their supposed places of residence, were returned the Census Chancellery. The owners 

simply did not reside or exist in locations where the fugitives testified them to be. In such 

situations, harborers had to submit runaways’ descriptions to the office of general reketmeister 

(master of requests) and then the Senate.507 These descriptions of fugitives were to be published 

in Moscow and St. Petersburg and circulated for three years.508 Given the vast expanses of 

Russia and the overall poverty of the nobility, very few owners could learn about their peasants 

through such publications at the time.  

Although the authorities did not necessarily trust such statements, they had limited means 

to elicit a truthful confession from fugitive peasants, torture being the most important of them. 
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As an investigative method, the Law Code of 1649 approved the application of torture only in 

instances when runaways disavowed (otpirat’sia) relation to their supposed parents.509 From 

1683, torture was extended to runaways, suspected of changing their names and denying their 

owners. For a judge, a denial of one’s parent or owner indicated that a fugitive probably lied 

about his origin and that an application of torture might assist in revealing the truth. In practice, 

cases of denial were quite rare, and peasants confirmed their status, once plaintiffs provided 

appropriate pieces of evidence. In 1739, Afanasii Panov initially stated that he was a state 

peasant and that his father was by origin of the Polish nobility (szlachta). But when Lieutenant-

Colonel Ivan Letkin presented an extract from the census record (vladennaia vypis’) proving the 

ownership of his father, Afanasii and his family did not refute this proof and moved to live at 

Letkin’s estate.510 

In the following case, the accused persisted in his denial, making it very challenging to 

uncover who he actually was not only for court officials but also for a historian. On November 2, 

1725, Nikita Blokha was delivered to the Nizhnii Novgorod Hofgericht (Nadvornyi sud) and 

identified as a runaway serf owned by Fedor Zmeev, an assessor working at the same court. 

Somewhat unexpectedly for the owner, the accused testified that his name was not Nikita Blokha 

but Ivan Izvoshchikov and that he was not a serf but a town resident from Cheboksary where he 

officially dwelled with his father, Stepan, and other relatives. He substantiated his initial 

statement by briefly recounting his family’s history and current situation. Many years ago, he 

and his parents were relocated to Taganrog, where they lived for nine years until gaining 

permission to return to Cheboksary. This year, he obtained a passport and worked on a ship but 

could not present the passport because the ship’s owner kept it at the moment. The accused 
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further assured that he was on the town tax roll and paid all required taxes.511 The interrogee, 

thus, presented himself as a law-abiding subject who was wrongfully imprisoned. His testimony 

also contained several details that could help the authorities place his family and him as 

longstanding Cheboksary townspeople. As settlers, his family likely resided in Taganrog 

between 1702 and 1711 before the town’s demolition due to the Ottoman victory over Russia in 

1711. Then, the family returned to Cheboksary and was registered during the first population 

census.  

After hearing the statement, however, the plaintiff dismissed it as fallacious, insisting that 

the accused man was his serf: “He changed his name, patronymic, and surname, denied his 

kinship (rodstvo), and named Stepan Izvoshchikov as his father.” Zmeev furthermore discovered 

an inconsistency in the accused’s testimony concerning his supposed father, who was not a 

townsman but a soldier. Finally, the plaintiff brought for a faсe-to-face questioning two of his 

serfs and the accused’s alleged relatives, Blokha’s mother Avdot’ia (sic) and brother Isaia, 

whose testimonies were to assist Zmeev in proving his ownership. Both witnesses immediately 

recognized the defendant and confirmed that he was indeed their son and brother, who had fled 

from Zmeev’s estate at the age of fifteen about ten years ago. While Nikita was on the run, the 

mother stated that she had stayed in touch with him, and provided surprisingly specific minutiae 

of their encounters. On July 9, 1723, he gave her fifty kopecks for bread when they met near a 

tavern in Kazan. She implored him to return to their village, but after having promised to do so, 

her son tricked her and disappeared in an unknown direction. Avdot’ia continued that “in the 

summer of 1724 Nikita came across … their landlord’s [other] peasants in Astrakhan whom he 

asked to tell her that he was well.” Lastly, she added that her son stammered and had “small 
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black warts on the sides of his body.”512 The mother’s testimony was quite comprehensive, not 

only accounting for the accused’s whereabouts during his time on the run but also identifying his 

distinguishing features. The following physical examination confirmed her statement. Indeed, 

there were “small black warts on the accused man’s face, right and left shoulders, and he did 

stammer a little.”513 It seems that the face-to-face interrogation and physical examination should 

have sufficed to prove the plaintiff’s ownership of the accused. 

Several issues, nevertheless, hindered the seemingly straightforward resolution of this 

case. First, the accused himself persisted in denial and claimed to be not acquainted with the 

alleged relatives. Besides, on November 16, 1725, the court received a petition from the 

Cheboksary townsman Stepan Izvoshchikov, who insisted on being the father. He claimed that 

his son’s detention was unlawful and attached an extract from the town’s tax roll with his son’s 

name on it. In January 1726, twenty-two Cheboksary residents sent an additional statement 

confirming “on pain of death that the abovementioned Stepan Izvoshchikov and his son Ivan are, 

indeed, the town residents who were relocated to Azov many years ago but now resided again in 

Cheboksary.”514 Naturally, these pieces of evidence served as the counterweight to those 

produced by the plaintiff, further complicating the case.  

Once again, Zmeev spotted a discrepancy in the presented information. For one, the 

supposed father maintained that he was a former settler in the town of Azov, not in Taganrog, as 

his son had testified. Zmeev dismissed the townsmen’s confirmation of the father’s story on the 

grounds that “they were either bribed or somehow related (po svoistvu)” and did not want to pay 

compensation for harboring a fugitive. Essentially, Zmeev accused them of playing along with 
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the accused and his father to cover up their own involvement and crime of sheltering, thus 

eluding potential penalties.  

The court’s decision to apply torture to bring clarity to this case produced no result. Even 

after he endured twenty-six knout strikes, the accused persisted in clinging to his narrative. At 

this point, the case reached an impasse because there was simply no investigative mechanism to 

determine whose account was accurate. Although allowing him to maintain his status, the lack of 

a resolution was far from beneficial for the accused. As the investigation dragged on without 

resolution for another half a year, his physical condition considerably worsened. On March 28, 

1726, Anna Ignat’eva, his mother from Cheboksary, petitioned for the release of her son because 

he “was slowly dying from hunger and exhaustion.” But only in June 1726, the court 

acknowledged the futility of adjudication and accorded to transfer the case to Cheboksary for an 

additional investigation.515 Unfortunately for us, the archival file is incomplete, making us 

wonder how the trial ended.  

This case underscores the complexity and limitations of the judicial process in the first 

quarter of the eighteenth century. Even the application of different investigative methods, such as 

interrogation and torture, could not ensure the quick resolution of the case when the accused and 

plaintiff presented different narratives, based upon conflicting pieces of evidence. On the one 

hand, the support of Ivan’s family and Cheboksary residents who provided formal proofs of his 

registration in the town, confirmed his innocence, and advocated that his arrest was an attempt at 

illegal enserfment, a widespread practice in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.516 On the 

other hand, the accused’s physical examination and witnesses’ testimonies identified him, rather 

                                                 
515 RGADA, f. 796, op. 1, d. 8, ll. 14-30 ob.  
516 Elise Kimerling Wirtschafter, “Legal Identity and the Possession of Serfs in Imperial Russia,” The Journal of 

Modern History 70, no. 3 (September 1998): 561–87. 
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convincingly, as Zmeev’s fugitive peasant. While speculating whose narrative is more 

trustworthy is futile, a few observations deserve further elaboration.  

The judicial system consolidated by Peter the Great was unfit to deal with such complex 

proceedings, especially because a fugitive’s testimony constituted the main piece of evidence in 

such cases. Judges could and did refer to other formal proofs, such extracts from census rolls and 

various deeds (of purchase, transfer, and bondage), witnesses’ accounts, face-to-face 

interrogations, and cleansing oaths, but none of them had the legal force of the accused’s 

testimony. The weight of physical examinations, material objects, and other circumstantial 

evidence was also low since judges were not provided with the freedom to express their opinions 

and make their judgment, but had to follow the law to the letter.517 The proof of the accused’s 

guilt or, in Blokha/Izvoshchikov’s case, of the plaintiff’s claim had to be complete without a 

ground for future contestation.  

While both sides were contending, the accused was kept in prison for over eight months 

in total. Likely concerned with the possibility of escape, the court never released him on a surety 

bond – a standard practice in cases of runaways – but kept him in a confined unhealthy 

environment, never intended for a lengthy detention.518 A rare description of a prison in Azov in 

1702 helps us imagine the conditions, in which the accused lived during the investigation. The 

prison was surrounded by a fence made of pine logs, 460 meters in length, 340 meters in width, 

and 6.5 meters in height. In addition to several guardhouses, thirteen small huts occupied the 

                                                 
517 Ekaterina Pravilova, “Truth, Facts, and Authenticity in Russian Imperial Jurisprudence and Historiography,” 

Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 21, no. 1 (Winter 2020): 10–11. 
518 On the prisons and their problems of their maintenance and security in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

also see,  Kollmann, Crime and Punishment in Early Modern Russia, 83–91. On the Catherine II’s project of prison 

reform, see Filippov, “Tiur’my v Rossii, sobstvennyi proekt imperatritsy Ekateriny II,” Russkaia Starina 7 (July 

1873): 60–86. 
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space inside the fence. The prison was equipped with iron collars, locks, and fetters.519 Prison 

houses were typically ill-lit and heated by stoves. Retired soldiers or servicemen, no longer fit 

for active military service, typically worked as guards. Officially, the state was supposed to 

maintain prisoners at a cost ranging between one and three kopeks, but they often had to seek 

provision by begging for alms in streets, in reality. The overall collection was then distributed 

among them.520 The conditions of prison confinement varied across Russia. They were worse in 

small provincial towns than gubernia capitals. We may imagine that Blokha/Izvoshchikov’s 

imprisonment in Nizhnii Novgorod was far from pleasant, thus pointing out that his Cheboksary 

mother’s fears were justified. 

The conflict between Zmeev and Cheboksary also exemplifies the interactions between 

members of different social categories who tried to resolve the suit in their favor by using 

available legal mechanisms and personal networks. It is far from coincidental that the Nizhnii 

Novgorod Hofgericht examined this case where Zmeev himself held a position of an assessor 

and could use his influence, hoping for a quick and positive outcome. Only due to their collective 

opposition and awareness of legal norms, the townspeople managed not only to prolong the case 

but also to have it transferred to their hometown of Cheboksary, therefore shifting the balance in 

their favor.  

Indeed, the proceedings where the defendant’s social category was contested were a 

linchpin of the Russian judicial system. What could qualify as sufficient evidence to confirm the 

                                                 
519 Gernet argues that prisons remained virtually the same until the late eighteenth century. A variety of structures 

was used as prisons: ostrogi, tiuremnye zamki, siezhhie zamki, siezzhie doma, mesta zakliucheniia. For political and 

religious criminals, the government used the specially constructed Petropavlovsk and Shlisel’burg fortresses and 

monastery cells across the country. M.N. Gernet, Istoriia tsarskoi tiur’my, 2nd ed., vol. 1 (Moscow: 

Gosudarstvennoe isdatel’stvo iuridicheskoi literatury, 1951), 246, 248–49. For a vivid description of the prison at 

the Sysknoi prikaz in Moscow in the 1740s, see Evgenii V. Akel’ev, Povsednevnaia zhizn’ vorovskogo mira Moskvy 

vo vremena Van’ki Kaina (Moscow: Molodaia Gvardiia, 2012), 27–32, 328–30.  
520 Madariaga, “Penal Policy,” 117. 
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accused’s real peasant status, when local documents, such as census records, identified him, 

along with his extended family, as town residents? On November 15, 1748, the Kungur 

Magistracy received from the Perm Provincial Chancellery a statement (promemoriia) about 

Ivan Smirnykh, his wife Aksin’ia Semenova, and their son Andrei, runaway peasants arrested for 

interrogation. Pamfil Alekseev, a factory manager, recently purchased the Smirnykh family from 

Ensign Terentii Ryleev and wished to establish his ownership of these peasants, their property, 

and yet-uncaptured children. As the eldest member of his family, ninety-year-old Ivan Smirnykh 

was questioned to provide all essential information about himself, his origin, progeny, property, 

and life on the run. 

 At first glance, Smirnykh’s case did not differ from numerous similar court cases 

occurring across Russia. While there is no record of the first, under the second interrogation, 

Ivan Smirnykh confessed to hearing from his mother that his grandfather and father had fled 

about a hundred years ago from their owners, the Ryleevs. He was born in Klenovo hamlet of 

Velikii Ustiug district, and, after his father passed away, his mother brought him to Kungur 

district, where they resided in a state peasant’s house for seven years. After his mother’s passing, 

Ivan moved to Solikamsk, married a townswoman, and worked for a local salt industrialist for 

twenty-five years. Upon consent of “all Solikamsk townsmen,” he was registered in the town 

during the first population census. After his wife’s death and living alone for a while, Smirnykh 

married a widow from Solikamsk, where he remained for eighteen years and fathered three 

children. Since the time of his registration in the town, he always paid state taxes and communal 

fees, equally with other town residents, and was ready to present the tax slips upon request.  

It is unclear why exactly the townspeople approved Smirnykh’s registration, but they 

perhaps viewed him as a local who had dwelled in Solikamsk for a considerable amount of time, 
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and therefore his registration would not put them into jeopardy. They were wrong. “About 

eighteen years ago, the Solikamsk burgomaster found out that Smirnykh was an outsider, and 

removed him from the town roll.” Remarkably, even then Smirnykh was not arrested but 

obtained permission to move to the Voznesenskii Monastery, where he outlived his second wife, 

married for the third time, fathered one more child, and remained ever since. Currently, there 

were eleven people in his extended family, with three registered at the monastery and the rest in 

Solikamsk. Finally, “under the previous interrogation, he [Smirnykh] denied that Ryleev was his 

landlord and claimed that his grandfather’s name was Timofei Grigor’ev, not Konan Fedorov, 

and his father’s name Ivan Timofeev, not Ivan Konanov. [All of this], he testified in bad faith 

(naprasno) because he wished to evade being his [Ryleev’s] peasant.”521  

While Ivan Smirnykh’s interrogation illustrates a fascinating account of the peasant’s 

longevity in outliving two of his wives, the case itself appears to be quite trivial. In the view of 

the court, the confession confirmed his fugitive status and evasion of his landlord for ninety 

years. Consequently, the landlord had the right to reclaim the accused, along with his family and 

property. The only question that the Perm Provincial Chancellery intended to investigate was 

how the accused and his three children managed to register in Solikamsk.522 At the same time, 

the existent records leave unexplained the reasons why Smirnykh changed his testimony during 

the second interrogation. Was he tortured or persuaded by some means? Or were there any other 

factors that influenced him?  

We find some answers to these questions in another record, the petition of Grigorii 

Smirnykh, one of the accused’s sons. On November 23, 1748, he demanded to investigate his 

father’s unlawful detention and transfer from Solikamsk, where the first interrogation had taken 

                                                 
521 RGADA, f. 741, op. 1, d. 383, ll. 400-403. 
522 Ibid., l. 404 ob. 
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place, to Kungur. He accused Ryleev, their supposed previous owner, of slander because of 

“erroneously calling his father, Ivan Smirnykh, his seigniorial peasant. [Ryleev did so] without 

any reason but because his regiment’s dragoons told him that his father is supposedly a migrant 

from Galich district…” In his attempt to prove the fallacious nature of Alekseev’s claim, Grigorii 

Smirnykh attacked the case on several points. First of all, it was insufficient to establish one’s 

ownership, basing it only on hearsay and on the similar surname of Smirnykh, which was the 

surname of one of Ryleev’s missing peasants. Second, Ivan Smirnykh was formally listed in 

Solikamsk until 1722 and at the monastery since then, and could show tax receipts and an 

excerpt from the monastery regarding his current condition. Besides, Ivan, Grigorii’s brother, 

received a letter from the Velikii Ustiug Provincial Chancellery that cadastral and census books 

of 1678, 1710 and 1717 contained no reference to Smirnykh in Klenovo village. The entire 

village lay abandoned since all its residents had left due to poor harvests and loss of livestock. 

Moreover, their status in Solikamsk – Grigorii, Ivan, and Iev’s – should not be at risk, because 

they were officially registered in the town by the decree in 1737.523 All of these points were 

supposed to establish the legality of Smirnykhs’ present status both in the Voznesenskii 

Monastery and Solikamsk and demonstrate that the plaintiff sought to enserf them illegally.  

Even more striking were Grigorii’s arguments, which listed the legal errors in this case 

and various grievances and abuses inflicted by Pamfil Alekseev and government officials 

collaborating with him. For some reason, Ivan Smirnykh, his wife, and son were relocated from 

Solikamsk to Kungur by a certain Ensign Dolgonosov who, without presenting an official order, 

led them away from the Solikamsk Magistracy during the night. Without identifying its date of 

issue, Grigorii referred to a Senatorial decree that prescribed to complete all cases in places 

                                                 
523 RGADA, f. 741, op. 1, d. 388, ll. 486-488.  
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where they had begun, forbidding their transfer to another chancellery. He furthermore observed 

that Alekseev bought his father and his entire family for 150 rubles, “which was impossible and 

a falsified purchase because there were six males and five females, and a house.” The paid 

amount was far too little, demonstrating the falsehood of Alekseev’s claim. The strongest point 

of defense was Grigorii’s insistence that his father’s second testimony, extracted under duress, 

was fallacious because Ivan would never betray his children:  

Ivan Smirnykh has been held under guard at the Perm Provincial Chancellery for 

some time where [they] attempted to induce him first with kind words (laskatel’nye 

slova) and then with threats and beatings into saying that he was Ryleev’s peasant 

from Galich district, as [Ryleev] stated in his false petition. But, due to his old age 

and thinking of his hour of death, his father was unafraid of threats and beatings, 

ignored the kind words, and testified similarly, as he had done in Solikamsk, that 

he was a state peasant from Liagnovo village of Velikii Ustiug district … Then 

being shown a falsified testimony, his father was ordered to sign it, and it was 

signed but not by him.524 

In this petition, Grigorii Smirnykh comes across as quite familiar with the judicial process and 

capable of pointing out several severe violations in his father’s investigation. In addition to 

presenting proofs of their formal status in Solikamsk and complaining against the incorrect 

judicial proceeding, he tried to unmask the instance of forgery, orchestrated by the plaintiff and 

Kungur authorities. According to the official procedure established in 1706, scribes were 

required to read aloud to an interrogee the black copy of the transcript immediately after 

questioning and without leaving their place of work. For interrogees, this presented an 

opportunity to verify whether the written account matched their spoken testimony and to confirm 

the accuracy with their own signature or with that of an entrusted person. In Russian, this 

verification was called “laying one’s hand” (prilozhit’ ruku), and such signatures always figure at 

the end of court testimonies.525 We do not know whether Grigorii Smirnykh’s father was literate 

                                                 
524 RGADA, f. 741, op. 1, d. 388, ll. 488-489. 
525 PSZ, vol. 4, no. 2,122 (November 3, 1706). 
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but may assume from his refusal to sign the form that he realized well the potential consequences 

of his actions. 

Like in the case of Blokha/Izvoshchikov, the possibility of enserfment loomed over the 

Smirnykh family. The situation in which they found themselves was, however, more challenging. 

Whether the accused was a state or seigniorial peasant remained mostly unclear. Both his 

registration in Solikamsk and subsequent relocation to the Voznesenskii monastery were 

suspicious. To prove that he was a state peasant, the accused needed to provide an excerpt from a 

census book and even then could not officially change his place of residence without sanction 

from his former locality. All of this pointed out that Ivan Smirnykh concealed some essential 

details.  

At the same time, Alekseev, the buyer, could show only the deed of purchase to prove his 

ownership of Smirnykhs that could be valid only if they did, in fact, belong to Ryleev, the seller. 

The latter’s ownership, however, was never confirmed officially. Apparently, such transactions, 

when a deed of purchase was the only document confirming one’s claim, were far from 

uncommon in the first half of the eighteenth century. While discussing his experiences as a state 

administrator in Astrakhan, Vasilii Tatishchev remarked on the shady nature of such 

arrangements and pointed out that deeds of purchase could not serve as an indication of 

ownership without more concrete proofs.526 Thus, it was nothing else but one of the strategies of 

illegal enserfment. 

The further development of the case shows that the accused’s children realized that the 

balance was not tipping off in their favor. Ivan, one of the brothers, was apprehended while 

returning from Kungur. Grigorii and Iev petitioned to the Solikamsk Magistracy for protection so 

                                                 
526 Tatishchev, “Razsuzhdeniia,” 369. 



219 

 

that they would “not be villainously attacked and ruined.” Understanding the futility of 

defending their interests at a provincial level, lastly, Grigorii asked to transfer his father’s case to 

the Kazan Gubernia Chancellery, the highest administrative unit in their gubernia where they 

hoped to achieve a just resolution of the case. 527 The response from Kungur was disappointing, 

to say the least, stating a lack of money and even paper to process their petition and directing 

them to resubmit it “at an appropriate place.” While they were considering their further course of 

action, Ivan was released, and three brothers then left Solikamsk in early January 1749. While 

Ivan and Grigorii had proper passports to travel to Nizhnii Novgorod, Kazan, and Moscow, Iev 

simply abandoned his house without letting any of his neighbors know about his plans. When a 

chancellery soldier visited their homes, neither brothers nor their family members were there.528 

All attempts to find out how this case ended were unsuccessful; nonetheless, the available 

information suggests that the brothers took the initiative in their own hands and intended to 

submit their petition in Kazan. 

The Smirnykh case illustrates the conflicting relations between serf-owners and town 

residents and their ability to use available legal tools. There are reasons to suspect both the 

plaintiff and the accused of scheming, prevarication, and shading the truth, but the case itself 

appears to be quite absurd. The plaintiff sought to reclaim a peasant whose family had fled about 

a hundred years ago and lived in Solikamsk and its vicinity for as long as Smirnykh could 

remember himself. From a legal point of view, Alekseev had a right to do so because the 

Ulozhenie repealed the statute of limitation on the search of fugitive peasants, but achieving this 

in practice was more difficult because of the amount of time passed. A reading of such cases 

helps us understand the significance of Empress Elizabeth’s decree of May 13, 1754, in which 

                                                 
527 RGADA, f. 741, op. 1, d. 388, ll. 488-491 ob. 
528 Ibid. ll. 492. RGADA, f. 741, op. 1, d. 412, ll. 330-333.  
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she set the 1719-24 census books as the earliest source of reference in cases of fugitives. This 

decree effectively prevented serf-owners from filing petitions for the retrieval of their peasants 

who had fled before the first population census.529 Although the decree does not describe this 

specific situation, i.e., transition from a peasant to a townsman, we may assume that the plaintiff 

would have no grounds to claim Smirnykh into his ownership. 

Another issue that this case brings to our attention is the way Smirnykh and his children 

thought of themselves and were perceived by the communities in which they resided. Since they 

were born and dwelled in Kungur and Solikamsk for several decades, it was only natural that the 

Smirnykh brothers viewed themselves as regular town residents, not different from their 

counterparts. Through marriage, they were linked with other townspeople, had their names on 

census rolls, and paid taxes like everyone else. The situation with their father, Ivan Smirnykh, 

illustrates this recognition of a change in a social status even better. His parents fled about a 

hundred years ago, and he never resided in his official locality. He moved from one town to 

another until he ended up at the Voznesenskii Monastery, even though the latter transition took 

place because of his expulsion from Solikamsk. It is highly improbable that he even thought of 

himself as a fugitive, thus explaining his conduct during the interrogations.  

When reading court cases of contested ownership, in which defendants tried hard to 

prove their non-fugitive status, it is quite amusing to stumble upon a file, in which the accused 

did the exact opposite. In 1774, the Sviiazhsk Provincial Chancellery processed a seemingly 

ordinary case of Stepan Kirsanov. He testified that he was a seigniorial peasant owned by Count 

Semen Naryshkin from Ten’ki village, Sviiazhsk district. Half a year earlier, an estate manager 

sent him to work at his owner’s sawmill in Kazan district, where he lived for four weeks but then 

                                                 
529 The only exception from this rule pertained to peasants listed as fugitives in the first census. They were to be 

returned because their relatives also lived at their serf-owners. PSZ, vol. 14, no. 10,233 (May 13, 1754). 
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found a job on a ship. While sailing to Samara, he was taken ill and left to rest on a river shore. 

After recovery, he searched for a job unsuccessfully and was eventually captured as he carried no 

passport. There was nothing unusual in Kirsanov’s testimony, and the chancellery ordered that a 

soldier should escort the fugitive peasant to his official locality.  

In Ten’ki, however, a village elder refused to accept Kirsanov because he was not a 

fugitive peasant but a deserter. On the way back to Sviiazhsk, the soldier and deserter spent a 

night in a village, whence the deserter absconded. Unfortunately for Kirsanov, his attempt at 

escape failed since Semen Chelnokov, a peasant from Ten’ki, captured him the next day after the 

soldier’s departure and delivered him back to Sviiazhsk Chancellery to claim a five-ruble reward 

by a decree of 1757.530  Under the ensuing interrogation, Kirsanov confessed that he was indeed 

drafted but deserted during the transfer to his regiment in St. Petersburg. When describing his 

recent adventures, the interrogee explained that he “saw a bathhouse where he hid under the floor 

for one day. During the following night, he left [his hideout] and went straight to Ten’ki, where 

Chelnokov caught him.”531 

The court record contains no answer as to why Kirsanov lied about being a fugitive 

peasant. His behavior may seem irrational because, in doing so, he consciously subjected himself 

to a harsh punishment for a crime of peasant flight, which remained quite consistent since the 

second half of the seventeenth century. According to the decrees of 1658 and 1664, the 

punishment of knouting or thrashing with sticks awaited all runaway peasants.532 Peter the Great 

maintained a similar approach and viewed corporal punishment as a deterrent to prevent new 

instances of flight and as an admonition for peasants in general. In the decree of February 13, 

                                                 
530 This decree reiterated Peter the Great’s decree of 1719. PSZ, vol. 14, no. 10,737 (June 7, 1757). 
531 RGADA, f. 441, op. 1, d. 844, ll. 1-8. 
532 PSZ, vol. 1, no. 220, (February 15, 1658); vol. 1, no. 364 (October, 1664). 
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1721, he specified that others would “have no desire to flee” once they had seen with their own 

eyes the knouting of a fugitive.533 The first indication of lessening the degree of punishment for 

runaways occurred during the reign of Empress Anna, who noted that it was unjust to discipline 

every runaway with a knout as if each case were identical. Although all runaways were 

undoubtedly guilty in the eyes of the state, it was necessary to consider some mitigating factors, 

specifically, the reason and duration of one’s flight. Those who fled, having thus committed “an 

evil deed,” and lived on the run for a long time, had to be punished as Peter ordered. But there 

were also those peasants who fled due to “a harvest failure, their own ignorance, or under 

incitement but repented and returned soon thereafter,” and they deserved a lesser punishment. 

Four types of a penalty were at their disposal: the knout, cat o’ nine tails, lash, or thrashing with 

sticks. Lastly, Anna transferred the right to choose an appropriate level of punishment from the 

hands of government officials to those responsible for the crown, church, or seigniorial peasants, 

respectively.534 The final clarification on corporal punishment appeared in the decree of 1754. 

Beating with a lash was enough for all categories of peasants, except for serfs, whose landlords 

gained a right to decide how to discipline them as long as the “the punishment was not 

excessive.”535 Thus, in Kirsanov’s case, the choice of penalty would be in the hands of his 

landlord or estate manager. 

In choosing an appropriate type of punishment, serf-owners had free rein in the second 

half of the eighteenth century. They could decide whether to flog, pardon, or exile their fugitives 

(the latter option will be discussed below). Either way, the sentence was usually passed after the 

                                                 
533 PSZ, vol. 6, no. 3,743 (February 19, 1721).  
534 PSZ, vol. 9, no. 6,951 (May 6, 1736). 
535 The 1754 decree is largely overlooked in historical scholarship on eighteenth-century peasants, but it essentially 

approved that peasant owners had the power to punish their runaways as they pleased. The state did not want to 

interfere in the affairs between nobles and their peasants, thus confirming the latter’s servile status.  PSZ, vol. 14, no. 

10,233 (May 13, 1754) 
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fugitive’s escort to his place of residence. Kirsanov was probably aware of the procedure for the 

administration of punishment and intended to escape while traveling home. All of this was only 

possible if he was believed to be a runaway peasant who did not commit any serious crime. Also, 

passing as a runaway could assist him in avoiding a more severe penalty for desertion, 

specifically, running the gauntlet.  

 

Exhortations, excuses, and “naiveté” 

During the reigns of Elizabeth and Catherine the Great, a trend toward more humane 

investigative methods emerged. It was becoming increasingly clear that torture rarely produced 

confessions. For instance, the use of torture did not lead to revealing new information nor to 

pleading guilty of other crimes in all cases considered by the Investigative Chancery (Sysknoi 

prikaz) in Moscow between the 1730s and the 1750s.536 The 1754 decree mentioned the 

application of torture only in instances when fugitives forged identity papers, changed their 

names, and concealed their owners’ names but not in ordinary cases of flight.537 

Torture as an investigative technique did not correspond to Catherine’s ideas of 

enlightened governance. She viewed the task of the law to deter crimes from occurring rather 

than cure them. From a pragmatic, utilitarian perspective, she condemned both torture and 

corporal punishment because they mutilated the human body. In her Instruction (Nakaz) to the 

                                                 
536 In cases of crimes committed by nobles, the Senate had to approve the application of torture according to the 

decree issued on November 19, 1756.  Akel’ev and Babkova, “Daby rozyski,” 36–37. The Charter to the Nobility of 

1785 completely exempted the nobility from corporal punishment. In addition to the nobility, the Charter stipulated 

a similar exemption for three other categories: the upper two guilds of merchants, eminent citizens, and members of 

the clerical estate. Elena N. Marasinova, “Punishment by Penance in 18th-Century Russia: Church Practices in the 

Service of the Secular State,” trans. Simon Belokowsky, Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 17, 

no. 2 (Spring 2016): 306. 
537 PSZ, vol. 14, no. 10,233 (May 13, 1754). 
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Legislative Commission of 1767, she declared that it was inexcusable to use torture, which was a 

form of punishment by itself, to induce a confession until the accused’s guilt had been proven.538  

Almost since her accession, Catherine took steps to limit the use of torture but did not 

abolish it at one fell swoop. It began with the Senate’s cautionary note to provincial authorities to 

be more careful in using torture so that “an innocent person would not be tormented and there 

was no unjustified bloodshed.”539 The note, however, was ambiguous regarding what it meant in 

practice. It remained unclear which circumstances and crimes required torture and whether any 

alternative methods of investigation existed. In January 1763, Catherine began elaborating on 

this matter and introduced a novel method of interrogation. Instead of torture, she ordered that 

“learned” priests should exhort (uveshchevat’) prisoners to express repentance and confess to 

their crimes. Because “learned” priests were not available in every town, a special book with 

selected passages from the Holy Scriptures needed to be composed.540 A decree of February 10, 

1763, decree described the practical application of exhortations in court proceedings. Essentially, 

a criminal of any sort could be exhorted. If he or she under exhortation confessed “truthfully,” 

judges were to avoid torture and bloodshed. Only when there were grounds to believe that the 

accused was concealing the truth, torture could be used but not without approval from a local 

governor.541 One of the criteria suggesting the accused’s probable dishonesty was the 

                                                 
538 In her anti-torture view, Catherine was strongly influenced by Cesare Bonesana Becarria who criticized torture in 

his work Of Crimes and Punishment, published in 1764. Madariaga, “Penal Policy,” 105–6. Catherine herself, 

however, should be credited with an idea to use a priest’s exhortation, because it developed before her acquaintance 

with Becarria’s book.   
539 PSZ, vol. 16, no. 11,717 (December 2, 1762). A similar appeal to avoid torture, PSZ, vol. 16, no. 11,759 

(February 17, 1763). 
540 PSZ, vol. 16, no. 11,744 (January 29, 1763).  
541 Like in cases of harboring runaways, this decree demonstrates the general imperial understanding whose crimes 

were more detrimental to the state order. It encouraged any person, including that on trial, to provide information 

about any known criminal and, if it was true, to receive a reward. The highest value was placed on harborers of 

criminals (pristanoderzhateli). The reward for information on a harborer was 50 rubles, whereas that on a chieftain 

and a thief was set at 30 and 10 rubles respectively. PSZ, vol. 16, no. 11,750 (February 10, 1763). Catherine II 

condemned torture once again in the chapter 10 of the Nakaz to the Legislative Commission of 1767. 541 
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performance of annual church confessions. Those who skipped on their religious duty were less 

trustworthy.542 Even these elaborations, however, left unanswered how one’s testimony could be 

considered truthful or not.  

In the latter half of the eighteenth century, exhortations were frequently used in cases of 

fugitive peasants. Being questioned the second time after listening to the decree on the  

exhortation, in 1785 the serf Vasilii Nekrasov revealed that his previous testimony about how he 

obtained a counterfeit passport was partially false: “He testified wrongly due to his simpleness, 

hoping to alleviate the severity of his offense (prostupok).”543 Under exhortation in 1794, Fedor 

Naletov, a suspected runaway serf, confessed that he previously lied about his name and origin. 

Actually, he was Lavrentii Sokolov and had told the untruth “only because he wanted to prolong 

his stay in the town [Nizhnii Novgorod] and see his relatives. Now, having felt [vozchuvstvovav] 

his crime, he reveals the very absolute truth that he is indeed a fugitive recruit, not a household 

serf.”544 At the same time, no new information came to light in the majority of examined cases, 

suggesting that those interrogees either had nothing to add or simply ignored priests’ attempts to 

exhort them.545 Without more statistical data, we may hardly conclude whether exhortations were 

more effective than torture or effective at all.  

Regardless of its effectiveness, the change in the investigative techniques underscores the 

continuity in the government’s reliance on court confessions as the primary form of evidence. At 

the same time, this change had little effect on the judicial process overall, and interactions 

                                                 
542 PSZ, vol. 16, no. 12,227 (August 16, 1764). For a more detailed discussion of exhortations, see Marasinova, 

“Punishment by Penance,” 326–29. 
543 GAPK, f. 12, op. 1, d. 6, l. 10. 
544 GAPK, f. 12, op. 1, d. 97, l. 3 ob. 
545 Under exhortation, Safron Tiurin confirmed his previous testimony. GAPK, f. 12, op. 1, d. 32, l. 12. Fedor 

Siluianov and Petr Iakomov, both fugitives and thieves, did not change anything in their testimony after being 

exhorted two times and tortured at the Kazan Gubernia Chancellery in 1771. RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 268, ll. 49, 

64. 
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between the court and the accused remained pretty much the same. Apprehended fugitive 

peasants continued to provide confessions, and judges continued to pass sentences based on 

them. There was a significant qualitative change in court testimonies, however. For an unclear 

reason, interrogation records – especially those composed in gubernia chancelleries in the last 

quarter of the eighteenth century – contain many more details about how fugitives lived on the 

run. 

For runaways, a key feature of these interactions was the presentation of a viable 

believable narrative that allowed them to alleviate their guilt or attain other goals. To construct 

such narratives, they concealed the truth, prevaricated, and feigned ignorance. The kind of stories 

they told reflected their acute awareness of social hierarchy based on domination and bondage. 

The social hierarchy determined how people of upper and low estates viewed and evaluated each 

other in everyday and formal settings. Weighing whether something should be said or left out in 

every encounter was as ordinary for rural residents as breathing. After all, a slip of the tongue 

could result in a monetary fine or harsh punishment. 

The circumspection with which peasants treated and conversed with each other is 

apparent in the following case. Pavel Nemtinov and Leontii Vostroknutov, accused of fleeing 

and harboring, respectively, were delivered for interrogation to the Perm Low Land Court in 

1786. The first interrogee, Nemtinov, by origin a state peasant from Ekaterinburg district, 

immediately confessed that he had lived on the run without a passport for over two years. While 

traveling back to Ekaterinburg, he stopped for a night at the house of the serf Leontii 

Vostroknutov in Ogryzkovo village. Nemtinov introduced himself simply as Aleksei and made 

no mention of his unlawful status. At some point during their conversation, Vostroknutov offered 

to sell Nemtinov a kaftan, but the runaway had no money. Determined to conclude the 
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transaction, Vostroknutov suggested finding work at a local mine, where they could earn some 

money and then complete the bargain. Nemtinov also explained that Vostroknutov had an idea 

about how to cover his suspicious origin and said: “that he will call him his brother (emphasis 

mine); in that case, nobody will inquire of his passport.” The mine was near the village, and 

Vostroknutov had worked there before. Because of this, no one would look closely at someone 

who came with him. Initially, everything went as planned, but a little over a month after their 

arrival, one of the workers, by origin from Ekaterinburg district, recognized Nemtinov. As a 

result, both of them were brought for interrogation.546 Expectedly, the fugitive’s testimony was 

sufficient for the judge who ordered his transfer to his former locality. Nemtinov also provided 

enough evidence that Vostroknutov was guilty of harboring, the penalty for which was a 

whipping and a forced draft into the army.  

During his first interrogation, Vostroknutov did not try to deny his crime but instead 

decided to emphasize that Nemtinov had lied and never told his real name. Vostroknutov then 

added that he believed the runaway to be a seigniorial peasant from somewhere along the Obva 

river, relatively near Ogryzkovo village, and thus saw no harm in neither welcoming him to his 

house nor inviting him to work at the mine. After listening to a priest’s exhortation, 

Vostroknutov elaborated his story further: 

When Nemtinov arrived, he claimed to be their landlord’s peasants from the area 

along the Obva. After spending a night, he bargained for a kaftan. But because he 

had nothing to pay with, he asked whether [Vostroknutov] knew of any job to earn 

money and then to pay for the kaftan. This is why Vostroknutov, who was also in 

need of money … and did not tell anyone of this due to his own ignorance, went 

with him to the Lomakin mine. There when a mine manager asked them about their 

origin, Vostroknutov said to be of his actual village. He called Nemtinov his brother 

but meant that he was not his sibling (rodnoi brat) but his brother, as peasants 

simply call each other (po prostomy krest’ianskomy narechiiu). [He meant that 

Nemtinov] was our peasant brother of the same landlord. But Vostroknutov did not 

know in what sense the mine manager understood him and accepted them to work. 

                                                 
546 GAPK, f. 12, op. 1, d. 35, ll. 1-2.  
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… Similarly, he is not aware of the reason why his [previous] testimony … states 

that he called Nemtinov his sibling. He never said this and reckons that the scribe 

had written so because he does not understand their peasant dialect. He called 

Nemtinov our peasant brother (emphasis mine).547 

The official resolution of the case attests that this explanation worked and that the scribe failed to 

understand Vostroknutov’s testimony correctly. As a result of the community survey (poval’nyi 

obysk), the court obtained a statement of good conduct, signed by twenty-six peasants from 

Ogryzkovo, that confirmed Vostroknutov’s lack of previous misdeeds and violations. The court 

believed that his ignorance was the primary reason why he let Nemtinov stay in his house 

overnight despite the existing prohibitions. Although he was still charged for one night of 

harboring, the amount was only one ruble, and he was able to pay it. No other punishment 

ensued.548  

Should we believe Vostroknutov’s statement? Was it a clever communicative strategy to 

persuade the authorities or the harborer’s naïveté? Of course, different interpretations of the 

events may be offered. For example, we may even assume that both protagonists of this case 

agreed in advance to construct narratives that could assist the harborer in escaping the severe 

punishment. Rather than speculations, several observations are due to help us understand the 

interactions between the peasants, and peasants and court officials.  

In the late eighteenth century, carrying a passport – regardless of whether it was fake or 

official – became an essential requisite for any person who wished to work outside his place of 

residence. Without a passport, Nemtinov managed to live on the run for only a little over two 

years but likely found it increasingly challenging to find a job. From his testimony, we see that 

he was traveling back to his official locality before encountering Vostroknutov. Due to the lack 

                                                 
547 GAPK, f. 12, op. 1, d. 35, ll. 3-8. 
548 The fine was calculated according to the 1754 decree that set at 200 rubles the amount of compensation for one 

year of harboring. GAPK, f. 12, op. 1, d. 35. 9-12 ob. 
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of a passport, Nemtinov introduced himself only by a false name of Aleksei, likely trying to 

deceive the authorities or decrease the probability of being recognized, in case the harborer 

decided to give him away. When Vostroknutov mentioned a job opportunity, the fugitive leaped 

at this chance. 

In turn, Vostroknutov took the risk of harboring, the consequences for which were much 

direr than for flight. From one interrogation to another, he gradually changed his narrative by 

developing the notion of “the peasant brother.” Because the fugitive’s testimony corroborates the 

use of this notion, we know that Vostroknutov indeed called Nemtinov “his brother” to get him a 

job and did not invent it during the interrogation. By elaborating on the meaning of brother for 

“unsophisticated peasants, Vostroknutov cleverly drew a line between people of low and high 

ranks who spoke “different languages,” and instances of misunderstanding between them were 

only natural.  

While Vostroknutov’s indication of the language gap was unique, other peasants made 

similar references to peasant “simpleness” (prostota) and “ignorance” (glupost’) to justify their 

illegal deeds. In 1726, Afanasii Andreev, a serf, explained that he lied during his previous 

interrogation because of “his simpleness.”549 Like Leontii Vostroknutov, Ivan Ponomarev 

referred to his “simpleness” as a reason why he permitted a stranger to spend several nights in 

his house.550 In 1775, the serf Koz’ma Stepanov testified that he had fled three years ago because 

of “his stupidity.”551 For peasants, presenting themselves to the authorities as ignorant and 

simple was a useful strategy to excuse their insubordination and violation of the law. Or, 

complementing one historian’s remark, naïveté was useful not only for confrontation but also for 

                                                 
549 RGADA, f. 1064, op. 1, d. 2, l. 8 ob. 
550 RGADA, f. 439, op. 1, d. 29, l. 138 ob. 
551 RGADA, f. 768, op. 1, d. 1137, l. 2 
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communication with the authorities and allowed the accused to express their guilt in an 

understandable and non-confusing manner.552  

As seen in the example of Vostroknutov, statements of naïveté or cultural differences 

were considered sufficient for the district court to pass an appropriate judgment and resolve the 

case. By admitting guilt, the accused confirmed the validity of existing laws and their obedience 

to the state. At the same time, the provincial authorities were also interested in retaining useful 

members of society. Administered by the court officials, the community survey from his 

neighbors in Ogryzkovo village specifically aimed at identifying whether Vostroknutov was a 

trustworthy person of good standing in the village. It turned out that he was, and his presence 

thus was beneficial for the community.  

In their narratives, fugitives not only sought to alleviate their guilt but also invented new 

backgrounds that permitted them to move freely or even change their social category. In the early 

eighteenth century, many pretended to be the so-called “free wanderers” who were still unbound 

to the land and consequently legally free. After this category disappeared as a result of Peter the 

Great’s reforms, some peasant migrants adapted by posing as persons of unknown origin 

(nepomniashchie rodstva). By claiming to have grown up as orphans and unaware of their place 

of domicile, they exposed the state’s limited capacity to keep track and control its population. A 

considerable number of people of unknown origin roamed the vast expanses of Russia during the 

second population census, prompting the government to address this issue in 1744. “If they, 

concealing their nature, allegedly testify as people of unknown origin under the first 

                                                 
552 Field notes that historians, like nobles and state officials, tend to perceive the events from the government’s 

perspective, and this explains the prevalence of the peasant myth and the concept of naïve monarchism in peasant 

studies. Daniel Field, Rebels in the Name of the Tsar (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1976), 210–13. On the 

naïve monarchism, see Marc Raeff, “Pugachev’s Rebellion,” in Preconditions of Revolution in Early Modern 

Europe, ed. Robert Foster and Jack P. Greene (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1970), 161–

202; Maureen Perrie, Pretenders and Popular Monarchism in Early Modern Russia (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1995); Chistov, Russkaia narodnaia utopiia.  
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interrogation but then say something different or seem suspicious, they should be questioned 

under torture (s pristrastiem) to ferret out the genuine truth.”553 Due to the restrictions on the 

application of torture imposed during the reign of Catherine II, people of unknown origin 

became particularly fortunate. Now, their fate hinged on their skills of persuasion and telling a 

viable story. The following case illustrates both the dangers and opportunities of not belonging to 

any social category in imperial Russia. In 1782, Ivoilo Fedorov, a passportless peasant, was 

brought to the Perm District Court (uezdnyi sud), where he provided a detailed account of his life 

before the apprehension. 

He was eighteen years old and a seigniorial peasant of the landlord Ivan 

Bornovolokov. He does not know the estate, where his domicile is, but only heard 

from Anna – a woman who trades miscellaneous goods in Nizhnii Novgorod and 

who called him her son – that an unknown person gave him as an orphan to her 

voluntarily. Having lived with her for several years, he heard from her that he was 

Bornovolokov’s serf. Incited by barge haulers in Nizhnii Novgorod, he was hired 

as a cook on a ship loaded with wine that then sailed along the Volga to Saratov 

and back to Kazan. In Kazan, he spent a month due to illness … After arriving in 

Kungur, at the town bazaar, he conversed with peasant men to learn whether there 

was anyone who could hire him. They told him that Ensign Sulimov was looking 

for a worker … He said to Ensign Sulimov that he, Ivoilo, was a beggar, did not 

remember any of his relatives, and had no registration. He told all of this falsely, 

fearing his said landlord Bornovolokov. At Sulimov’s, he lived for nine weeks and 

intended to register as his serf because of the ongoing [fourth] census then. In the 

Perm Lower Land Court, he testified about himself the genuine truth without 

coercion. What he said under the first interrogation about being a person of 

unknown origin, he did so because of his wish to live under said Sulimov, not 

Bornovolokov, fearing that [the latter] would punish him.554   

Fedorov’s testimony at the district court begs more questions than it answers. From the attached 

statement written by Second Major Fedor Tuntsel’man, the head of the Kungur town police, we 

learn that Fedorov’s case was transferred because he had already testified to be a serf owned by 

                                                 
553 PSZ, vol. 12, no. 9,015 (August 9, 1744). Those who proved to be of unknown origin were to be relocated to St. 

Petersburg, PSZ, vol. 11, no. 8,836 (December 16, 1743) – Instruktsiia, poslannym dlia uchineniia vnov’ revizii , art. 

10. 
554 GAPK, f. 543, op. 1, d. 13, ll. 3-3ob. 
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Bornovolokov. But it remains unclear why he did so in the first place since he could easily 

register by Sulimov without anyone ever finding out about his actual status.  

The accused’s second testimony at the district court partly explains his seemingly 

irrational behavior. This time, Fedorov asserted that he was a person of unknown origin, not 

Bornovolokov’s serf. When he was a child, beggars led him away from his village of domicile, 

whose name he did not remember. While wandering around the country, Fedorov somewhere 

heard about Bornovolokov. During the ongoing census, he wanted to register as Sulimov’s serf. 

But after learning about his intention, Tuntsel’man captured him and tried to force him to register 

as his serf.  “In order to avoid this, he [Fedorov] said to be a serf of Bornovolokov, the gubernia 

procurator of Perm Viceregency.”555  

By being a “free wanderer,” the accused found himself in a complicated situation when 

both Sulimov and Tuntsel’man hoped to enserf him, but the latter certainly had more influence as 

the head of the town police as opposed to Sulimov who was just a nobleman. Threatened by the 

possibility of living under Tuntsel’man, Fedorov decided to lie that he belonged to 

Bornovolokov, who held a higher position in the gubernia. The following turn of events suggests 

that Fedorov was looking for a suitable owner or employer in Kungur. Despite his explicit lies 

about his status, the case was put on hold until the court could verify the information about his 

origin. Released on a surety bond, he spent thirteen months in the service of Bornovolokov and 

other Kungur nobles. While freeing on a surety bond was a standard practice, the amount of time 

passed without a resolution points out that the court reached an impasse, and Fedorov could 

continue to maintain his “free” status or perhaps choose to become one of the nobles’ serf.  

                                                 
555 GAPK, f. 543, op. 1, d. 13, 6-7. 
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One day in September 1783, nevertheless, Fedorov ran out of luck. While buying some 

bread at a local market, he encountered the household serf Vasilii Parnachev who recognized 

Fedorov as a fugitive peasant and delivered him to a representative of their landlord, Aleksandr 

Stroganov. This discovery prompted the Perm District Court to conduct an additional 

interrogation. The fugitive’s actual name was Iev Iuzhakov, and his formal place of residence 

was the Bilimbaev factory, where he lived with his father. “Because a factory manager assaulted 

and beat him and because his father lacked enough food for both of them, he covertly escaped in 

spring six years ago.” On the run, he worked at factories and different places between Nizhnii 

Novgorod and Kazan. Although he never owned a real or forged passport, he found work by 

traveling with a group of laborers or claiming to have been a peasant from towns and villages 

near a place of work. This time, the accused had little room to provide a false testimony because 

Stroganov’s representative possessed records, which listed Iuzhakov as a fugitive since 1780. 

According to May 13, 1754 decree, the Perm District Court was to transfer the fugitive to his 

owner who could punish him as he pleased “yet without excesses.” A reading of the verdict, 

however, conveys a certain sense of exasperation on the part of the court officials. This fugitive 

lied to them several times and almost escaped punishment. It was thus decreed: “Iuzhakov is to 

be flogged with a lash in town publicly because he did not only assume a false name but also 

complicated [their] work and lied to the court.” Only after flogging, they sent Iuzhakov back to 

his official owner.556 

Iuzhakov’s file does not make clear whether the court received sanction from his landlord 

to administer the punishment, but it most likely did. From 1754 onwards, local authorities could 

not inflict flogging or other penalties unless confirmed by the accused’s owner. By 1783, the 

                                                 
556 GAPK, f. 543, op. 1, d. 13, ll. 8-39.  
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year of Iuzhakov’s trial, several such penalties were available to serf-owners. In addition to a 

standard knouting or lashing, they were permitted to resettle/exile their serfs to Siberia according 

to the infamous decree of December 13, 1760.557 This option was perhaps even more beneficial 

for landlords because they could rid themselves of unreliable former runaway peasants. As an 

additional incentive to use this decree, the government granted recruit waivers for male exiles 

and monetary compensation for children and women. It is worth mentioning that this decree 

provided state and crown peasants and townspeople with a similar right to send their 

troublemakers to Siberia. 

The emergence of truth in Iuzhakov’s case was not due to the skill of provincial 

authorities but a stroke of luck. It highlights, at the same time, the risks of assuming a false 

identity and a low probability of being revealed. A fugitive could deceive the authorities by 

recounting a story that did not evoke any suspicions. To succeed, however, it was important not 

just to tell a story but also to make it truly persuasive and corresponding to the established legal 

narratives. Under each interrogation, Iuzhakov provided concrete testimonies that left no gaps in 

the timeline of his flight and explained where and how long he worked. Each following 

statement represented an elaboration of his previous one but mentioned similar details. For 

example, he always mentioned the Vatiaks (now Udmurts), being ill, and arriving in Kungur. In 

other words, Iuzhakov knew what would sell in court and how to play the legal system to his 

advantage. 

 

                                                 
557 The infamous 13 December 1760 decree on the settlement/exile to Siberia enabled nobles to send away their 

male and female peasants who “by their thievery, drunkenness, and other indecent deeds had caused much damage 

and financial loss.” The conditions were that a settler’s age should not exceed forty-five, that she/he was healthy and 

had enough clothes and money, and that families were not separated. PSZ, vol. 15, no. 11,166 (December 13, 1760). 

Gentes, Exile to Siberia, 5, 11, 108. 
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Conclusion 

Court files, examined in this chapter, represent particular sociolegal encounters, in which 

runaway peasants sought to protect themselves and promote their interests. In each instance, 

specific tools and strategies they applied, depended on the fugitive or alleged fugitive’s current 

position, social networks, ingenuity, and knowledge or manipulation of legal formulas. They also 

took advantage of local circumstances and were capable of exploiting power dynamics. These 

cases portray peasants not as defenseless victims of the legal order, but as actors who were 

accustomed to dealing with government officials and different members of society and could 

calculate whether a particular strategy would work. All of this provides us with a particular 

manifestation of popular resistance that uses the existing patterns of relations and legal norms 

rather than seeks to disrupt them.  

The very presence of peasants and town residents in court made them appear guilty in the 

eyes of the law, but there were various means to address this situation, both by refuting the crime 

altogether or altering the nature of the crime. The reliance on local support allowed some 

defendants to contest their detention and potential enserfment quite successfully. The judicial 

process was simply unfit to deal with such cases, in which different proofs led to conflicting 

resolutions, thus complicating passing a final sentence. The crucial issue was a lack of a 

definitive confession that none of the available investigative techniques could procure. 

Defendants understood the value of this piece of evidence and did not shy away from exploiting 

this weakness of the judicial process.  

What the accused decided to include, distort, or leave unmentioned in their narratives 

naturally varied. In some instances, they feigned ignorance or used the excuse of simpleness to 

explain their misdeeds. In others, they lied about their status by pretending to be persons of 
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unknown origin or even fugitive peasants. Some exploited the growing cultural difference 

between them and the nobility. In all these cases, they utilized their narratives to achieve their 

own concrete purposes and goals by conforming to established social norms and practices.  
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CHAPTER 5. DECEPTION AS A WAY INTO A NEW LIFE 

 

In 1663, the serf-owner Andrei Mnevskoi petitioned to Tsar Alexis for the recovery of his 

escaped serfs:  

Sovereign, my peasant Sten’ka Kirilov, with his children, fled from my village of 

Otbabykovo in Shuiia district, but his son Ivashka remained [there]. Then, while 

being transported to me in Moscow, Ivashka snuck away from his escort. My 

runaway Sten’ka Kirilov, his wife, and children currently live in Suzdal district. 

After arriving in Moscow, he, under the name of Sten’ka Vasil’ev, petitioned to 

You, my Sovereign, claiming to be Your crown peasant from Mokhontsovo village 

in Danilovo volost’. He contrived all of this to elude being my peasant and never 

officially resided in Danilovo volost’. 

 

Finally, Mnevskoi begged the tsar to deliver justice and attached a deed of purchase to confirm 

his ownership of said peasants.558 This source does not reveal many details to us. We may only 

wonder how Mnevskoi learned about his peasants’ appeal to the tsar or how he knew that they 

dwelled in another district. What this petition does tell us is that the runaways used a fictitious 

background of crown peasants and a different surname, thus attempting to receive the formal 

confirmation of the social rank. As such, it provides us with a glimpse into the world of informal 

practices that peasants employed to change their way of life.  

Deception proved to be one such practice for fugitive peasants in early modern Russia.559 

Through deception, they could escape unwanted attention, traverse large distances, overcome 

obstacles set by the government, and interact with their law-abiding counterparts. Most 

                                                 
558 M.I. Semevskii, “Istoricheskie i iuridicheskie akty XVII i XVIII stoletii” Chteniia v Imperatorskom obshchestve 

istorii i drevnostei rossiiskikh [Readings in the Imperial Historical Society] 4 (1869): 38–39. 
559 On deception and illegal practices in the Russian Empire and the Soviet Union, see Olga E. Kosheleva and Olga 

I. Togoeva, eds., Strategii obmana v obshchestvakh Srednikh vekov i Novogo vremeni. Sbornik statei [The Strategies 

of Deception in Medieval and Early-Modern Societies] (Moscow: IVI RAN, 2017); Geoffrey Hosking, ed., “Trust 

and Distrust in the USSR,” Special Issue of Slavonic & East European Review 91, no. 1 (2013); B.F. Egorov, 

Obman v russkoi kul’ture (St. Petersburg: Rostok, 2012); Alena Ledeneva, Stephen Lovell, and Andrei 

Rogachevskii, eds., Bribery and Blat in Russia: Negotiating Reciprocity from the Middle Ages to the 1990s, Studies 

in Russian and East European History and Society (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2000). 
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importantly, by practicing deception peasants could invent new identities, improve their 

economic situation, and even change their social status. Deceptive practices thus became an 

essential means by which runaways negotiated with other members of society and the state. In 

this chapter, I argue that illegal strategies employed by runaways allowed them not only to blend 

in and participate in economic activities of the Volga-Urals region but also to register in towns 

and villages. Almost in every story, a peasant’s success was a combination of personal 

aspirations, interactions with local intermediaries, and local opportunities an limitations.  

As an analytical category, deception brings our attention to the question of how runaway 

peasants navigated within the social reality of early modern Russia, especially how they 

negotiated the power dynamics in rural and urban areas. Changing names, concocting new 

identities, forging passports, bribery, and misinterpretation of decrees were some of the methods 

they used to create the semblance of legality and, therefore, to become more independent social 

and economic actors. Rather than a means of resistance, as some scholars have argued,560 illegal 

practices demonstrate runaways peasants’ ability to conform to live within the existing legal 

framework. Through the examination of deception and illegality, thus, we may view peasants’ 

actions, intentions, and aspirations that mostly focus on finding ways for tangible improvements 

in their economic and social standing.  

Any type of deception also requires collaboration from local actors. As Georg Simmel 

and other sociologists argue, all relationships “can be characterized by the amount and kind of 

secrecy within them and around them,” because it allows them to conceal reality and create “a 

second world alongside the manifest one.” Those who collaborate in the act of deception face 

                                                 
560 Scott, Weapons of the Weak. Olga Kosheleva has put forward this argument to explain the practices of deception 

in Russia. Olga E. Kosheleva, “Strategii obmana v doprosakh beglykh krest’ian,” in Strategii obmana v 

obshchestvakh Srednikh vekov i Novogo vremeni. Sbornik statei, ed. O.I. Togoeva and O.E. Kosheleva (Moscow: 

IVI RAN, 2017), 202–25. 
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common risks and depend on each other. Their relationship is built on the idea of a mutual 

advantage, which, at the same time, makes such a relationship inherently fragile. If possession of 

secret knowledge is power, withholding or exposing the truth thus represents a possibility to gain 

social or economic benefits.561 To understand the role of deceptive practices, hence, we need to 

attempt to understand the motives and involvement of actors who collaborated or not with 

fugitives. Ordinary peasants, landlords, and provincial officials had a stake in integrating 

runaways into their communities and receiving financial, familial, and personal benefits from 

their labor, resources, and presence. Due to the nature of the sources, we often receive a glimpse 

into their actions and motives, but even glimpses help to reveal the complexity of power 

dynamics and a variety of arrangments.  

 

Living as fugitives in rural Russia 

The codification of restrictions on geographic movement in the Law Code of 1649 led to 

corresponding restrictions on social mobility. The first population census of 1719-1724 finalized 

the process of internal registration by providing a documentary account of where each person 

was supposed to reside and to which category they belonged. Neither peasants nor townspeople 

could depart their places of residence without permission even for a short time. As a result, the 

possibility of changing one’s social estate appeared virtually non-existent, except for a limited 

number of “free” people who could advance to a noble status through the Table of Ranks. 

Several recent studies have revealed the unexpectedly high level of fluidity in Russian society by 

                                                 
561 Georg Simmel, “The Sociology of Secrecy and of Secret Societies,” trans. Albion W. Small, American Journal of 

Sociology 11, no. 4 (January 1906): 331–34. For important insights into the theory of secrecy also, see Erving 

Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (New York: Doubleday, 1959); David R. Gibson, “Enduring 
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focusing on specific legal categories, such as townspeople, raznochintsy (people of various 

ranks), and soldiers’ sons, thus bringing the traditional view of the rigid social structure into 

question. This scholarship documents the contradictory state policies and legal ambiguities that 

allowed these groups to exercise upward social mobility throughout the imperial period.562 

However, the situation with lower ranks of society was more complicated: several insignificant 

legal pathways for peasant social mobility emerged only in the latter half of the eighteenth 

century. According to a 1762 decree, state, court, or church peasants could change their social 

status to merchants only if authorized in writing by their respective authority. After this 

transition, however, they had to pay taxes both in the official place of registration and in the 

merchant guild for the foreseeable future. In 1775, Catherine the Great permitted serfs to register 

as town inhabitants and merchants if freed by their owners. Despite these obstacles, many 

instances of the official change of social estate took place in the late eighteenth century. 563 

Various deceptive practices emerged as a response to these limitations on geographic and 

social mobility. These practices were often determined by rural, economic, and ethnic factors in 

different regions of the Russian Empire, and the Volga-Urals region was no exception. As the 

center of commercial, industrial, and agricultural activity, the Volga-Urals relied on the mobile 

workforce of illegal and legal workers. Not only did runaway peasants participate in the 

economic life of the region, but they also became an integral part of the rural world. They did 

seasonal work, lived side by side with other peasants, and married local women. For runaway 

peasants, deception was oftentimes the only way to legalize their presence and permanently settle 

                                                 
562 Elise Kimerling Wirtschafter, Structures of Society: Imperial Russia’s “People of Various Ranks” (Dekalb: 

Northern Illinois University Press, 1994); Elise Kimerling Wirtschafter, From Serf to Russian Soldier (Princeton, 

N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1990); Elise Kimerling Wirtschafter, Social Identity in Imperial Russia (Dekalb: 

Northern Illinois University Press, 1997); Alison K. Smith, For the Common Good and Their Own Well-Being: 

Social Estates in Imperial Russia (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014); Gregory L. Freeze, “The Soslovie 

(Estate) Paradigm and Russian Social History,” American Historical Review 91, no. 1 (1986): 11–36. 
563 PSZ, vol. 15, no. 11,463 (January 31, 1762); vol. 20, no. 14,275 (March 17, 1775); Smith, Common Good, 53–60. 
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in new villages. Therefore, it comes as no surprise that in fugitives’ testimonies, we may find 

numerous instances of deception, and the way they shaped the dynamics of rural life.  

Under interrogation, the peasant had to answer a standard set of questions. For 

government officials and fugitives’ owners, the most important questions were, “How long ago 

did you flee from your landlord (or village)? With whom? Whither? Where did you reside on the 

run?” The accused usually gave a general account of his life on the run but paid particular 

attention to the locations and names of people who harbored him, as well as how long he 

remained in each place. Lastly, runaways had to say whether their harborers took them in 

zavedomo (knowingly) or nezavedomo (unknowingly). These words elucidated whether one’s 

decision to shelter a runaway was deliberate and subject to a punishment, which also depended 

on the harborer’s social status. As Iurii Got’e has noted, “the word zavedomo lifts the curtain on 

a life drama. Seeing that persons were not on the poll-tax roll and in hiding meant that they were 

at the mercy of their harborers whose power was almost unlimited.”564  

The situation was reversed during interrogation. If someone exploited or deceived a 

runaway, now the latter had the power to expose identities and locations of their harborers. By 

tracking the use of the words zavedomo and nezavedomo, it becomes possible to uncover the 

broad range of practices, arrangements, and relationships between fugitives and their harborers. 

In 1740, for example, the serf Timofei Romanov and his family fled to Golovokh, a court village 

in Iaran district. A local elder, Ivan Vasil’ev, zavedomo took them in as runaways. The elder 

even agreed to shelter Romanov’s family while he was working in other districts. After he 

returned, his family moved to the court village of Klenovoe and dwelled at the house of Osip 
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Ivanov, who also knew of their runaway status.565 Similarly, the serf Gavrila Maksimov and his 

family fled in 1761 and came to work at a distillery in Ufa district, where a factory manager 

zavedomo sheltered them. After having worked there for ten years, they returned to their official 

landlord. It seems their return was not a happy one. Four years later, Maksimov ran back to the 

same factory and became employed a second time. This time he probably decided to stay 

permanently since he married his son to a local peasant woman. Unfortunately for Maksimov, his 

son was captured later while traveling on the factory business. Because of this incident, the 

runaways had to return to their landlord.566 In both instances, the use of the word zavedomo 

points out that the relations between fugitives and harborers were mutually beneficial or based on 

trust.  

Some archival files do not identify a single harborer but illustrate that the acceptance of 

runaway peasants was a peasant commune’s collective decision. Although it put at risk everyone 

in the commune, it also provided advantages. For instance, in 1706 the serf Afanasii Parfil’ev, 

with his family, settled in Toruev iasak village, Penza district. While being interrogated twenty 

years later, he confessed that the villagers agreed to take them in because of their previous 

acquaintance. At the time of the first population census, his family was registered in Toruev, 

owned a house, and paid taxes of six rubles “equally with all the Toruev peasants.” Some years 

later, his son Ivan was selected as a recruit and dispatched to Kazan.567 Likewise, “all peasants” 

of the Nikol’skoe-Shemysheika village zavedomo decided to accept the serfs Grigorii and 

Agafon Ivanov. They had lived in their own houses for twenty-four years before their landlord 

found them. Although only Agafon and his family were listed on the 1719 census roll in 

                                                 
565 RGADA, f. 409, op. 2, d. 5, ll. 2-3.  
566 RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 340, l. 1. A similar case: RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 197. 
567 RGADA, f. 1064, op. 1, d. 2, ll. 3-4ob.  
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Shemysheika, both he and Grigorii paid taxes “equally with other peasants.”568 In both cases, 

peasant harborers pursued specific goals by binding fugitives to their villages. Now, the village 

commune could collect taxes from them or select them as conscripts to spare its peasants from 

this burdensome requirement.   

The issue of trust was an essential factor that shaped the dynamics of rural life. By 

revealing their illegal status, however, fugitive peasants could find themselves in a precarious 

position, face exploitation and abuse, and even be turned in to the authorities. For this reason, 

some migrants decided not to disclose that they were fugitives. In 1744, Ivan Korenev, a thirty-

five-year-old serf, was delivered to his landlord. It was not he, but his father Semen and uncle 

Grigorii, who had run away approximately fifty years before. Without stating their whereabouts 

or whether they were alive, Korenev said that he worked as a fisherman for a number of 

merchants and working people in Saratov and Astrakhan who employed him nezavedomo. He 

never told anyone of his status and never owned a passport, either official or false. When 

questioned the second time at the Astrakhan Gubernia Chancellery, he also revealed that his real 

surname was not Korenev but Kuznetsov, explaining that “my father and uncle used this false 

surname after their flight. [So did I.] I did not initially say that my true surname was Kuznetsov 

because of the fear of punishment and my own simpleness.”569 Likewise, the serf Iakov Kuzmin 

returned to his landlord voluntarily in 1746 and testified that he had lived in various places for 

almost ten years. None of his harborers was aware of his runaway status.570  

Neither Kuzmin nor Kuznetsov provided any additional details explaining how they 

could work for many years without anyone being aware of their real situation. Perhaps, they lied 

                                                 
568 RGADA, f. 1064, op. 1, d. 7, ll. 1-2.  
569 GAAO, f. 394, op. 1 (dop.), d. 34, ll. 2-3.  
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during interrogations, seeking to protect their harborers for personal reasons. In other files, 

fugitives appeared to have forgotten – intentionally or unwittingly – their harborers' locations 

and names.571 For example, a decree of 1744 expressed the government’s suspicion that runaway 

peasants deliberately concealed the identities of their harborers in order to save them from 

investigation and to be able to flee to them again in the future.572 Another possible explanation 

lies in the social reality of Russia in the eighteenth century, when sharing such information 

endangered both parties involved. For runaways, a failure to mention their status represented a 

defensive mechanism that allowed them to live and work outside the legal framework of society. 

Aware of potential fines and punishments, harborers also benefited from not asking questions. 

From the government’s point of view, knowledge of another’s crime incurred an obligation to 

act; otherwise, bystanders would become accomplices and face the risk of eventually being held 

accountable for their passivity. 

Living under the false name and false social rank was an alternative way to travel and 

conceal one’s real identity. This strategy worked best when fugitives were aware of the local 

social environment, and their concocted identities drew no suspicion. Between 1765 and 1779, 

the household serf Fedor Larionov and his family dwelled in five villages in Kazan district. To 

each peasant employer, they introduced themselves in the same manner as “the inhabitants of the 

iasak village of Takomirka, Kazan district.” Unlike serfs, iasak peasants belonged to the state, 

and many of them resided in Kazan district.573 Thus, by using this identity, Larionov assured his 

hosts that he was one of the locals and that no landlord would be searching for him. Another serf, 

                                                 
571 RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 780; f. 324, op. 1, d. 88.  
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Fedor Grachev, modified his identity several times in the mid-1760s. While guarding barges in 

Saratov, he lived under his own name but told his harborer that he was “not a seigniorial but a 

court peasant.” Then, he labored at two manufactories where he again presented himself as a 

court peasant but changed his name to Ivan Ivanov.574 Fugitive peasants used the strategy of 

posing as court or state peasant that worked not only in rural areas but also in towns and at 

industrial enterprises.  

The practice of changing one’s name and status for personal gains did not escape the 

government’s notice. During the second population census in 1744, the Senate received multiple 

reports about discrepancies between the names written in the first census books and persons’ 

names: “their first names and even patronymics differ; when questioned, they say that these 

[names written in census rolls] are their names [as well].” To verify their names, the Senate 

ordered that census inspectors should consult with local old-timers and members of the clergy.575 

Although this decree does not make it entirely clear whether these people faked their names, 

other pieces of legislation underscore two popular strategies of deception that runaway peasants 

utilized. In Belgorod, several persons turned up to census inspectors, recounting that they were 

of Polish origin, brought to Russia at a young age and left to wander around ever since. Another 

group of people claimed that their fathers and grandfathers were “Little Russians” and dwelled 

under the seigniorial domain. As their descendants, these supposed “Little Russians” wished to 

be liberated according to the decree of 1742. In both cases, the Senate instructed to ferret out 

their real places of origin because “without doubt, fugitive peasants can be discovered among 
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such people.”576 Despite recognizing such practices, the government possessed no means to 

discourage peasants from using them. 

In the Volga-Urals, few peasants could pretend to be Poles or “Little Russians.” Since 

this region was far from the western gubernias of the empire, this strategy could hardly work, but 

fugitives availed themselves of other opportunities. In the early eighteenth century, one such 

opportunity was to move to the lands of iasak peasants that were under weak administrative 

control. This situation aroused resentment among state officials and serf-owners. In his report 

submitted to the Justice College in 1719, Adjutant Olimpii Obliazov complained: “In these years, 

many [peasants], sensing the smell of freedom, abandon their houses and villages and run away 

to various places. They live moving around and finding shelter among the Tatars, Chuvash, and 

Bashkirs in non-Russian villages. These fugitives and their daughters marry local peasants and 

get accepted because of their harborers’ greed.”577  

Obliazov was correct to point out that marriages between runaways and local peasants 

were common. Through marriage, a single peasant got attached to and was more likely to remain 

in a new place. In 1728, the state peasant Timofei Ovsinnikov came to Medvezh’ia village, Isetsk 

province, where he lived in the house of Zakhar Nazarov for seventeen years. Ovsinnikov 

married Avdot’ia, Nazarov’s daughter, and paid all taxes equally with other peasants.578 

Likewise, in 1737, Andrei Nazemov, a runaway serf, came to a mill located near Stepanov 

stockaded town (ostrozhek). While dwelling at the mill, he married a peasant girl from the town 

where he then bought a house.579 Not all married peasants wanted to remain in new places, 

however. While the serf Kiril Shamanin was zavedomo employed to build a church in Ivanovka 
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village, Simbirsk district, the village elder organized his marriage to a peasant widow. After 

completing the church, Shamanin and his wife did not stay in Ivanovka but moved to the 

neighboring village, whose peasants accepted them zavedomo as well. They remained in the 

village for ten years until the villagers forced them out in 1754.580  

The standing of runaway peasants in new villages was far from secure. As outsiders, they 

had no legal protection, nor could they defend themselves by using social and familial networks 

available to registered village inhabitants. These circumstances made runaways vulnerable to ill-

treatment and exploitation. In 1730, the serf Avdei Fedorov first lived in two different villages, 

whose peasants welcomed him nezavedomo. After working there for some time, he moved to 

another village and settled in a house of a certain Rekmulov who zavedomo hired Fedorov to sew 

clothes. Yet Rekmulov chose to exploit the situation in his favor. He left Fedorov without pay for 

two years of labor, put him in shackles, and imprisoned him in the house. The fugitive was 

rescued only because of an unexpected arrival of his former serf-owner’s people.581 Although we 

cannot know for certain, Fedorov’s revelation of his illegal status was likely the reason why 

Rekmulov felt empowered to treat him as he did. Likewise, Mitrofan Storozhev and Grigorii 

Shalamov, two runaway state peasants, were kept against their will in the village of Ust’ Uruss in 

Cherdyn district in the early 1740s. During the second population census, they desired to register 

in their former villages, but several Ust’ Uruss peasants did not let them leave. They managed to 

escape only due to an inspection conducted to reveal cases of concealment in this village.582 Ust’ 

Uruss dwellers likely chose to detain runaways because they feared penalties for harboring 

unauthorized migrants. 
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In addition to experiencing exploitation and captivity, well-off fugitive peasants also 

risked the loss of their property, livestock, and other belongings. In his testimony in 1723, the 

serf Sergei Frolov recounted that he and his family had lived in Chirchim village, Penza district, 

for three years. Accepted zavedomo and charged a ruble by an estate manager, they shared a 

house with Larion Eremeev, a village serf. After some time, Eremeev forced Frolov’s family out 

and appropriated their house with adjacent structures, three horses, a foal, a cow, ten sheep, five 

pigs, and fifteen hens. Afterward, they moved to dwell in the household of Ivan Astaf’ev, a 

village constable, where the family soon built a house and a smithy. As a blacksmith, Frolov 

owned approximately 360 pounds of iron, as well as necessary tools, but it was not long before 

the constable seized all this property. Lastly, Frolov lost a barrel of tar to another peasant who 

agreed to store it temporarily but then declined to return it. Because of these numerous 

misfortunes, Frolov saw no other way but to return to his official landlord.583 We may assume 

that Frolov narrated about these instances of extortion as a defensive strategy. The laws against 

harborers mandated that they had to transfer fugitive peasants, along with their families and 

possessions, to their official localities. Thus, Frolov hoped for the retrieval of his property 

through the official means. At the same time, Chirchim villagers must have had a reason to 

repeatedly appropriate Frolov’s goods and livestock, details that the fugitive likely decided to 

leave out to present himself as a victim.  

The shaky standing of fugitives and rural dynamics are especially well-illustrated in how 

harborers behaved during the first and second population censuses when state inspectors were 

physically present in rural areas. Organized approximately every twenty years, censuses spanned 

across the country and threatened to uncover illegal residents. In 1723, for example, the fugitive 
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Zakhar Kuzmin was sent away from the seigniorial village of Kamyshleika in Penza district. By 

then, he had been dwelling there for five years and must have felt that his standing in the village 

was secure. But because of the ongoing population census, he was expelled along with other 

outsiders living in the village. He was not even allowed to carry away his possessions. The 

village elder seized the fugitive’s belongings and livestock and told him to travel to the 

Karamysh river and never to return to his former landlord. Furthermore, the village elder 

threatened Kuzmin with drowning if he did not obey these orders. The elder’s worries were 

indeed justified; Kuzmin returned to his official village, and a formal investigation into his case 

began.584 

At the same time, some harborers assisted their fugitives in evading census inspectors. 

For twenty-six years, the serf Klimentii Krashennikov dwelled in crown villages in Voronezh 

district. Most likely, he managed to escape the second census due to the assistance from a village 

constable who participated in filling in the census books.585 In another case, Agafon Motoshin 

and his family evaded the census by hiding in a house in Makachevo village. After the 

inspector’s departure, however, the villagers did not dare to conceal them any longer and sent 

them away.586 Although the available archival sources are silent about the reasons why some 

peasants chose to expel or assist runaway peasants, the ongoing censuses certainly influenced the 

dynamics in these villages.  

Despite the Russian state’s attempts to make population censuses effective in revealing 

cases of concealment and false registration, townsmen, peasants, officials, and even nobles 
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widely practiced deception. Vasilii Tatishchev harshly criticized the first census he witnessed: 

“During the census, some people, fearing a heavy tax burden, did not declare many [peasants] 

and identified them as being on the run. Others falsely noted forty-year-old male peasants, and 

even older, as newborns or absent so as not to register them. Their children were designated as 

born from other fathers with similar first names.” Tatishchev observed that all of this only 

fostered inequality in the village, allowing the strong to evade taxes but forcing the weak to pay 

them.587 In his view, the foremost problem was the resulting tax deficiency that would make it 

more difficult for the state to find the money for its economic and military projects. 

Tatishchev astutely noted that the hierarchy among village members shaped the 

performance of deception that was supposed to bring benefits to the most influential peasants at 

the expense of their poor counterparts. Along with other lies, declaring that some people were on 

the run represented one of the ways to manipulate records in census books, and therefore state 

officials needed to conduct thorough examinations to reveal the actual population of a village. In 

practice, however, they could learn about such deception only by chance. So was the case in 

1746 when the serf Klim Fedorov, from Maresovo village owned by the noble Petr Vorontsov, 

turned up at the Penza Census Chancellery and reported about manipulations and concealment in 

his village during the second census. In the census books, he was listed as Ivan Fedorov, the 

name of his deceased brother, and another eleven persons were registered under false names of 

people who had fled or died. While inspecting the village, Lieutenant Apraksin discovered that 

there were not eleven but twenty-five peasants who immediately confessed to their crimes. 

Apraksin also informed that Vorontsov and his wife had repeatedly asked him to destroy his 
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report of this situation and return their serf, Klim Fedorov. As a bribe, they offered fifty rubles, a 

stallion, and a female peasant, all of which Apraksin declined. 

Under interrogation, Ivan Sokolov, a village elder, explained the reason why they 

falsified the census books: “All the village inhabitants intentionally, without their landlord’s 

knowledge, concealed some of his peasants to lighten the tax burden.” Furthermore, Vorontsov 

denied his involvement in the matter, specifying that he had been out of the village during the 

census and sent a letter reminding his serfs not to conceal anyone. Ultimately, no charges were 

brought against Vorontsov, but every peasant judged to be guilty received a beating with a knout 

and paid a ten-ruble fine. Finally, the peasants were warned not to harm Fedorov for reporting on 

them since he had to continue living in that village.588 We may only speculate as to the reason 

why Fedorov decided to denounce his fellow peasants and landlords. Perhaps, he was driven by 

the desire for revenge, but he might also have had a more specific motive.  

Cases of concealment were far from rare in the first half of the eighteenth century. In 

1744, for instance, the officials from Beloozero province reported that in several villages, elders 

and selected men indicated 176 alive men as deceased on the census rolls. They similarly 

explained that they manipulated the census records because they wanted to lighten the tax 

burden.589 As one of the measures to combat this practice, in 1726 the Senate introduced a 

reward for seigniorial peasants who denounced their serf-owners: “if after investigation 

informers are found to be correct, then they do not have to live under their landlords.” The 

reward, nevertheless, did not offer freedom. Serfs had one year to find another landlord or be 

drafted into the army.590  
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Another noteworthy point is that Apraksin identified Vorontsov as guilty and aware of 

the concealment in his village, as well as the serf-owner’s attempt at giving a bribe. As is 

evidenced, Vorontsov did not suffer any prosecution because his village serfs openly confessed 

that they were responsible for the crime rather than their landlord. Why would peasants act so 

when they could have just as easily blamed Vorontsov? Most likely, there were several 

considerations in their minds. First of all, Vorontsov was a member of an influential noble 

family, and accusing him would bring no real outcome, except for his retaliation against his 

peasants. Second, several case studies of large noble estates have emphasized that serfs who 

served as communal officials ran the villages in cooperation with landlords’ officials. This 

cooperation was beneficial for peasant elites and patriarchs to use their power to pursue their 

own interests.591 This could have been the case in Maresovo where peasant elites chose to suffer 

the penalty rather than to undermine the relations with Vorontsov and estate administration.  

In the rural world of eighteenth-century Russia, deception was pervasive, shaping 

relations between peasants in several ways. On the one hand, fugitives’ testimonies enable us to 

look at the issue of trust and exploitation. The words zavedomo and nezavedomo highlight 

inherent contradictions and difficulties in how peasant migrants and their harborers negotiated 

with and saw each other. As with illegal outsiders, the presence of migrants posed considerable 

dangers for their hosts who were to expect fines and corporal punishment if their sheltering was 

revealed. At the same time, peasant harborers could exploit fugitives and extort their money and 

belongings precisely because they had no official status and relied on the provided cover. 

Because of all of this, fugitive peasants were useful from an economic and social perspective. 

They offered labor, shared tax burden, and became members in new places of residence. 
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On the other hand, court testimonies and state decrees illustrate several opportunities and 

strategies that allowed peasant migrants to legalize – temporarily or permanently – their presence 

at workplaces and rural areas. Through changing names and places of origin, fugitives made it 

challenging for their respective authorities to uncover them. With altered identities, peasant 

migrants did not appear as dangerous to locals who were willing to shelter and employ them 

even without proper documents. Most importantly, by constructing viable narratives, peasant 

migrants could overcome legal restrictions and even change their social estates, thus severing 

their ties to their former homes.  

 

Forging passports, forging identities 

In order to travel and work freely, fugitive peasants needed more than just finding people 

willing to shelter and hire them. They needed to carry identification papers to prove to state 

officials, constables, and employers the “legality” of their departures. From their introduction in 

1724, internal passports became an essential element of social control that helped to distinguish 

between law-abiding subjects and their illegal counterparts. With this goal in mind, the central 

government established a template with the characteristics that each passport was to include: a 

holder’s name, place of origin, physical features, distinctive marks, and expiration date. A 

passport was authenticated by a seal and signatures placed on an official form. In 1726, 

Catherine I further decreed that passports could be written only on the forms issued in the 

Senate’s printing house, with forms then circulated within the country. Because of reports of 

forgery and wide acceptance of written passports, Empress Elizabeth reiterated in 1743 that only 

passports on official printed forms were valid. These forms already contained standard 

information, and the sole task of provincial officials was to add details about the issuing 
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authority and a passport recipient.592 This passport regime became the standard for the rest of the 

eighteenth century and experienced only minor alterations and adjustments.  

These measures were designed to ensure the authenticity of passports and represented a 

safeguard against making counterfeit passports. The issue of forgery was, indeed, of great 

concern, because almost any literate person could potentially write a passport. All one needed 

was a blank piece of paper, ink, sealing wax, and a seal. With these in possession, a forger, 

assuming he had good handwriting, could pen a passport almost, or even completely, 

indistinguishable from an official one. He could also write a different name, social status, and 

place of origin.593 Ownership of counterfeit passports, thus, had two interrelated meanings for 

fugitive peasants, providing them with an opportunity to become wage laborers and concocting 

new identities necessary to elude capture. Of particular importance, false passports were for 

peasant migrants who frequently changed their jobs and traveled along the Volga, Kama, and 

other rivers.  

In their testimonies, fugitives usually denied carrying counterfeit passports and explained 

how they obtained them only when caught red-handed. In some files, peasants also narrated 

about the production of fake papers and how they made a living from it. No less than the use, the 

production of passports illustrates peasant migrants’ ability to adapt to the changing legal 

environment. For example, in 1742, the Perm Provincial Chancellery interrogated several barge 

                                                 
592 For journeys less than 32 kilometers (30 versts), a permit from a local authority sufficed. Passports were given 

for travels outside the person’s official locality for a period ranging between one and three years. PSZ, vol. 7, no. 

4,533 (June 26, 1724); no. 4,827 (February 1, 1726); vol. 11, no. 8,706 (February 17, 1743); no. 8,738 (May 21, 

1743). For a discussion of the passport legislation in the eighteenth century, see Franklin, “Passports”; Chernukha, 

Pasport v Rossii. Chapter 1. 
593 For an account of passport forgery in the early eighteenth-century Russia, see Olga E. Kosheleva, “‘Bez 

pashpartov i s vorovskimi pashporty’ ili mozhno li obmanut’ gosudarstvennyi kontrol’?,” in Obman kak 

povsednevnaia praktika. Individual’nye i kollektivnye strategii povedeniia, ed. Olga I. Togoeva and Olga E. 

Kosheleva (Moscow: IVI RAN, 2016), 323–43. For a brief note on passport forgery in the late eighteenth century, 

see Alison K. Smith, “False Passports, Undocumented Workers, and Public (Dis)Order in Late-Eighteenth-Century 

Russia,” Journal of Social History 53, no. 3 (2020): 742–62. 
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haulers carrying counterfeit passports, nine fake seals, and special tools. The investigation 

focused on an unusually high number of fake seals and described them in detail. They were made 

of copper, tin, lead, and black stone. Almost every seal had two sides with words engraved on 

each side, such as “Of Her Imperial Majesty’s Pustozersk Chancellery,” “Of His Imperial 

Majesty’s Vologda Magistracy,” and “The Ezvin Dormition Monastery.” Overall, forgers could 

select from thirteen different bodies of authority when sealing a passport. Such a variety of seals 

must have helped them to avoid drawing suspicion if provincial officials remarked on seeing too 

many peasants with seals from the same place.594 Using these seals, the forgers could create a 

number of identities for buyers, including townsmen, and state, court, and church peasants. The 

adaptability is especially evidenced with the seal from the Cherdyn Magistracy that had “Of His” 

and “Of Her” on both sides, pointing out the forgers’ awareness of changing political 

circumstances during the preceding two decades when Russia experienced a frequent change of 

rulers.595  

The forgery and bargaining usually transpired in secret places and without witnesses. 

Semen Akhreianov, a fugitive church peasant, purchased a passport in Nizhnii Novgorod in 

1743. Near the Volga shore, he encountered a barge hauler who asked whether Akhreianov 

owned a passport. After Akhreianov refused, the barge hauler promised to write him a passport. 

He brought the fugitive to a riverboat and wrote him a passport, which included Akhreianov’s 

real name, physical features, place of residence, and expiration date. The barge hauler was quite 

skillful since he not only sealed the passport but also signed it for the Vologda district’s voivode, 

secretary, and clerk.596  

                                                 
594 RGADA, f. 439, op. 1, d. 5, ll. 719-726.  
595 On making of fake seals by peasants and townsmen, see Kosheleva, “Bez pashpartov,” 329–30. 
596 The barge hauler charged only twenty kopeks for labor. RGADA, f. 439, op, 1, d. 10, ll. 19-20. 
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Despite the government’s intention, printed passports did not signify the victory over 

false documents but rather prompted forgers to adjust the process of production. In 1744, the 

Senate received a report from Roman Emel’ianov, the ataman of the Don Cossack Host, in which 

he informed about Mikhail Ivanov, a barge hauler, who was found to own a printed passport. 

Although Ivanov stated that the passport was authentic, the investigation determined that it was 

fake. Under torture, Ivanov confessed that he had purchased it from another barge hauler, a 

certain Osip, whom he encountered in a cossack village. Ivanov also stated that he used to have a 

written passport, but nobody dared to hire him with it in the Don region. He therefore asked Osip 

to make him a printed passport and witnessed how he made it. Osip “put another official printed 

passport over a blank piece of paper and used a small tool to engrave the words on the paper. 

Then he took a quill, transcribed the words, wrote Ivanov as a single homesteader, and lastly 

signed the passport in a special way.” Osip also invited his accomplice, Ivan Astaev, who 

brought a seal to stamp the passport. In total, he sold four counterfeit passports.597 

There was also a technique to produce a massive quantity of identity papers by applying 

lead boards, a technique that spread across the country. The same ataman Emel’ianov informed 

about a group of barge haulers who used a lead board to make twenty counterfeit passports.598 In 

Voronezh gubernia in 1747, two fugitive peasants were arrested and found to have a lead board, 

a lead seal, and 26 false passports.599 We may even assume that the transition to printed passports 

resulted in the increase in cases of forgery, as the following record from the Olonets Provincial 

Chancellery demonstrates. According to a 1748 report, a vast number of runaway peasants and 

deserters were hiding in local forests. Local officials had already apprehended more than fifty, 

                                                 
597 RGADA, f. 248, op. 6, kn. 346, ll. 129-130 ob. 
598 RGADA, f. 248, op. 6, kn. 346, ll. 131-131 ob. 
599 PSZ, vol. 12, no. 9,417 (July 9, 1747). 
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and the same number had voluntarily appeared at the chancellery. Many more, however, 

remained in the forest. The Senate dispatched a military party of fifty men that, after a thorough 

search, detained over five hundred people, two of whom were Evsei Evtefeev and Vasilii 

Semenov. The former had a lead board and a lead seal, with which he forged 1,600 passports 

(emphasis mine). Evtefeev also falsified signatures and sold these passports to different 

wanderers, runaways, and thieves. In his turn, Semenov specialized in the forgery of sustenance 

letters (pokormezhnye gramoty), specifying that they were allegedly issued by church officials 

from several monasteries.600  

Passport forgery was also a market phenomenon, driven by a law of supply and demand. 

Fugitives viewed the production of passports as a supplementary activity to earn money. After 

his arrest in 1771, Rodion Klimov, a factory serf, was found to have a fake lead seal, a 

counterfeit passport, and blank pieces of paper. Klimov confessed that he made the seal and 

emulated the paper from another passport and that he “intended to print such false passports for 

other interested persons.” Klimov paid dearly for his commercial initiative and was sentenced to 

branding, slitting of nostrils, and exile for hard labor in Nerchinsk factories.601 

Passport forgery was indeed a grave crime, with punishment being far more severe than 

for just ownership of counterfeit papers. The Law Code of 1649 prescribed the death penalty for 

forgers of seals and official documents, a penalty which remained in effect until the reign of 

Empress Elizabeth. At different points in the second half of the eighteenth century, a punishment 

for a forger, like for any other criminal, could include flogging, draft into the army, and exile for 

hard labor.602 Unlike forging, carrying counterfeit passports did not associate with a serious 

                                                 
600 RGADA, f. 248, op. 6, kn. 358, ll. 538-566 ob. 
601 RGADA, f. 439, op. 1, d. 29 :9, ll. 137-140.  
602 PSZ, vol.1, Sobornoe Ulozhenie of 1649, chap. 1, art. 1, 2; vol. 13, no. 10,233 (May 13, 1754); vol. 16, no. 

11,750 (February 10, 1763). 
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criminal activity, and fugitives received the same punishment as for the flight itself: a knouting 

and a forced return to their localities. Only in 1747, the Senate permitted torture as a method of 

extracting information about forgers.603 Through the varying degree of punishment, the Russian 

state clearly distinguished between passport forgery and ownership of false papers. While the 

former violated the government’s monopoly on document production, the latter was an extension 

of illegal migration, thus not deserving any special sanction. 

In the first year after their introduction, passports were a novelty for peasants. They 

understood that the paper itself had legal value enabling them to find jobs and travel, but very 

few people could verify the information on a passport, as most peasants were illiterate. In 1726, 

soldiers were checking passports belonging to barge haulers on a riverboat. When his turn came, 

the church peasant Ivan Molavin showed his paper. Everything was fine until the soldiers asked 

his name. The name Molavin said, however, did not match the name on his passport, which 

actually belonged to his cousin. While their surnames were identical, their first names differed, 

thus identifying Molavin as a fugitive.604  

By the late eighteenth century, people of lower ranks became well familiar with identity 

papers leading to the formation of the passport society. Peasants and townsmen became 

accustomed to the procedure of applying for passports and paying necessary fees. At the same 

time, runaways learned that it was rather sensible to dispose of counterfeit passports when 

necessary. In a 1785 case, the serf Vasilii Iakovlev and his companions were spotted on the road 

by his landlord’s peasants. They ran for the woods where his companions vanished, and Iakovlev 

was left alone. As soon as he realized that he could not escape, he crumpled and tossed his 

counterfeit passport into a river, as his companions had previously instructed him. Iakovlev 

                                                 
603 Smith, “False Passports,” 746. 
604 Kosheleva, “Bez pashpartov,” 334–35. 
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explained that he did so “to avoid further suspicion.” Unfortunately for him, the peasants saw 

him do that, thus forcing him to confess to the authorities. 605 

Purchasing counterfeit passports was astonishingly easy in the Volga-Urals region. The 

villages of Lyskovo and Murashkino in Nizhnii Novgorod district were well-known centers of 

passport forgery in the eighteenth century.606 But fugitives and deserters did not need to travel far 

because forgers sold passports virtually everywhere: in taverns, on bazaars and fairs, on barges 

and along the roads. In 1738, Stepan Ivanov bought a counterfeit passport for fifty kopeks from a 

fisherman in the village of Chernyi Iar near Astrakhan.607 In 1744, Ivan Puchkov, a deserter, 

acquired a handwritten passport for ten kopeks from an unknown person while walking to 

Simbirsk.608 Between 1745 and 1750, Rodion Ishimskov, an iasak peasant, sailed on different 

merchant ships and always purchased passports from “unknown” barge haulers.609 Likewise, 

Fedor Larionov bought a passport from an unknown passerby near Astrakhan in 1778.610 In each 

instance, fugitives never mentioned sellers of forged passports.  

At the same time, the purchase was not the only method to acquire a passport. Some 

runaways confessed to stealing or extorting them from others. In the 1740s, Afanasii Zaitsov, a 

fugitive church peasant, purchased his first counterfeit passport from an unknown student 

(shkol’nik) for thirty kopeks. Zaitsov did different jobs for a while until he lost the passport. 

Then, he bought a new printed one from a barge hauler for a ruble. Zaitsov acquired his third 

passport in a tavern in Simbirsk. While drinking, Zaitsev met another peasant who mentioned 

that he had a passport. Then they left the tavern, and Zaitsev took the passport away by pushing 

                                                 
605 GAPK, f. 12, op. 1, d. 6, ll. 9 ob-10. 
606 Snezhnevskii, “K istorii,” 527. 
607 RGADA, f. 409, op. 2, d. 50, l. 6. 
608 RGADA, f. 248, op. 6, kn. 350, ll. 779- 779ob.  
609 RGADA, f. 436, op. 1, d. 531, l. 1.  
610 RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 321, l. 4. 
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the wanderer against the wall.611 It is noteworthy that such easy access to false passports also 

underscores the existence of more than a few literate persons in rural and urban areas, persons 

capable of producing not simple notes and letters but official documents.  

Figure 5.1 A Counterfeit Passport Given to Trofim Ignat’ev in 1752 

              Source: RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 77, l. 3. 

 

False passports empowered runaways to create entirely new identities. On paper, many things 

were possible. Serfs could become state peasants, or church peasants could turn into townsmen, 

and names could be and were often changed as well. At a Kazan bazaar in summer 1752, the 

serfs Ignatii Bakalyev and Trofim Ignat’ev encountered and conversed with Iakov Ivanov, an 

army deserter. The serfs mentioned that they would like to run away from their landlord but first 

                                                 
611 RGADA, f. 248, op. 6, kn. 350, ll. 778, 780-781 ob. 
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needed to find someone capable of writing passports. Ivanov knew that Egor Leshchov, another 

deserter, who could do this job. Leshchov came to the bazaar the same evening, talked to the 

serfs, and took notice of their physical features. The next morning, he returned with two 

passports and charged forty kopeks for his labor. Lastly, Leshchov told the fugitives-to-be that 

according to their papers, they were iasak peasants of Kevdy village, Verkholomsk district. The 

fugitives did not get far and turned over the forgers under interrogation.612 When looking at the 

passports (Figure 5.1), it becomes clear why their passports aroused suspicion. The forgers 

attempted to make passports look as they were printed but failed. The letters on the top layer 

were engraved, and the handwriting below differs significantly from the mid-eighteenth-century 

chancellery script.  

Passing as iasak peasants was common in the Volga region. In 1768, the serfs Petr and 

Vasilii Stepanov arrived at the Nichuisk Manufactory, Kazan province, and worked there for 

three days without revealing their status of runaways. Then, they met a barge hauler who forged 

two passports and said to the fugitives that their names were now Kiril Fedorov and Koz’ma 

Ivanov from the iasak village of Son Kormaly. These passports must have looked authentic 

enough since the serfs then worked at several factories, mines, and villages all over Kazan 

gubernia until they came to Samara. By then, their passports had expired, and they found another 

forger who copied their papers but included new dates. During the five years they used these 

passports, they were never asked to show them.613 

In the second half of the eighteenth century, when both the production and circulation of 

printed passports stabilized, any person with a written passport certainly evoked suspicion and had 

to undergo verification by local administrative authorities. The passport (Figure 5.2) seized from 

                                                 
612 RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 77, ll. 1-5. 
613 RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 231, ll. 11-14 
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the serf Andrei Kolobov contained an explanation for why it was written, not printed: “because of 

the lack of printed forms in the Chelyabinsk Magistracy.” A request to Chelyabinsk, however, 

revealed that Kolobov was a fugitive serf who fled from his landlord in 1778. As luck would have 

it, Kolobov came across a forger in Kazan who sold him a passport and told him that “in the 

passport he was written as Iakov Kandakov, a townsman from Chelyabinsk.”614 It appears that 

Kolobov was unsure whether the passport was false or valid, as it matched all formal requirements 

and was written on a sheet of paper with an imperial coat of arms on the upper right side.  

              

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.2 A Counterfeit Passport Given to Iakov Kandakov 

Source: GAPK, f. 12, op. 1, d. 10, l. 6. 

                                                 
614 GAPK, f. 12, op. 1, d. 10, ll. 4-6. 
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One of the reasons why many runaways successfully traveled and work with counterfeit passports 

was that their harborers and employers were not interested in giving them up to the authorities. 

Instead, they often assisted runaways in concealing their identities. In 1764, a certain Maksimov, 

a manager of a train of ships (karavannyi) employed by the Stroganovs, hired the runaway serf 

Maksim Nesterov. The manager wrote letters of passage (propusknye pis’ma) to him and other 

fugitives on the ships in order to legalize their work. The letters specified that the fugitives were 

Stroganovs’ seigniorial peasants.615 The fact that Maksimov composed similar letters for several 

illegal migrants demonstrates that it was a standard practice allowing him to hire as many available 

people as necessary. For managers, an essential task was to ensure that their laborers had papers 

regardless of whether they were authentic.  

The case of the serf under the name of Aver’ian Sokolov also confirms this observation. In 

1741, he came to Simbirsk and bought a printed counterfeit passport from a scribe at a local bazaar. 

He was hired to work on a ship by the manager Dmitrii Ufintsov who immediately identified the 

passports as fakes. Sokolov saw no point in refuting that he was a fugitive, but Ufintsov reassured 

him that it made no actual difference: “What is important is not that this passport is false, but that 

it is printed.” Under questioning, Ufintsov explained that he did hire several runaways and 

deserters, but he did so with the permission of his employer, the merchant Ivan Mel’nikov. 

Mel’nikov was also brought for interrogation. He denied everything, asserting that he had no 

knowledge of any forged passports and fugitives and that his instruction was to only hire people 

with official printed passports.616 It comes as no surprise that fugitives’ employers denied their 

involvement in illegal activities and pointed fingers at their subordinates who did the same. 

                                                 
615 RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 244, l. 4. 
616 RGADA, f. 248, op. 6, kn. 350, ll. 560-561 ob. 
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The downside of the passport regime was its dependence on feeble pieces of paper that 

peasants had to carry all the time. Valid passports given to peasant departees (otkhodniki) were 

lost, stolen, and incorrectly authenticated by state officials, all of which automatically 

transitioned a peasant migrant into a runaway.617 The short-term validity of passports (up to three 

years) obligated its bearers to renew them by traveling back to their places of residence, 

regardless of where they were at the time of passport expiration. Unsurprisingly, some peasants 

considered this obligation inconvenient and chose to continue to work with expired documents. 

In 1756, the serf Leontii Karpov left for work with a passport valid for half a year. Rather than 

return after its expiration, he kept working for the Pyskor’ Monastery, Solikamsk district, for 

another two years.618 Likewise, Vasilii Kondrat’ev, a seigniorial peasant, wandered and worked 

with an expired passport for several years in the 1760s. He found a permanent job as a gardener 

in Astrakhan and went back to his locality only when the employer received a letter from 

Kondrat’ev landlord.619  

To encourage migrants to renew them, provincial authorities began issuing temporary 

passports allowing a peasant to travel from his current location to his place of residence. Some 

migrants, however, took advantage of this opportunity in order not to return but rather continue 

working legally. In 1775, the townsman Ivan Vinokurov received a proper passport from the 

Cheboksary Magistracy and traveled to Astrakhan to find work. His passport soon expired, and 

Vinokurov came to the Astrakhan Gubernia Chancellery to gain an extension for his return to 

Cheboksary. When his extension also came to an end, Vinokurov again appeared at the 

Astrakhan Chancellery that issued him a return passport. Rather than return straight away, 

                                                 
617 Kosheleva, “Bez pashpartov,” 327. 
618 RGADA, f. 1097, op. 1, d. 181, l. 2. A similar case: RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 223, l. 3. 
619 Kosheleva, “Bez pashpartov,” 335–36. 
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Vinokurov obtained a job on a salt ship sailing to Saratov, and then he journeyed on foot to 

Kazan, where he again got hired on a ship to Rybnyi (now Rybinsk). The ship’s captain took his 

passport for safekeeping but did not hand it back to Vinokurov when they reached Rybnyi. 

Vinokurov remained in the town, doing works for local merchants, one of whom eventually sent 

him to the Rybnyi Chancellery due to his lack of passport. In an attempt to explain his situation, 

Vinokurov claimed that he had feared to return to Cheboksary due to his extended absence and 

lack of documents. His story did not work, and he was punished by flogging.620 The route that he 

took exposes Vinokurov’s lie. Although he initially moved toward Cheboksary, his decision to 

sail to Rybnyi took him quite far from his official destination. Therefore, he did not use the 

return passport according to its official purpose but for his personal gain. Even after its loss, he 

narrated a story that sought to appeal to local authorities and presented a standard excuse of fear.  

Overall, the proliferation of false passports was a natural consequence of restrictions on 

unauthorized migration in the eighteenth century. Albeit a little paradoxical, this observation 

highlights the intertwined dynamics between the state’s mechanisms of enforcement and 

peasants’ ability to adapt to these mechanisms. In cases of forgery and acquisition, we have seen 

that runaways were acutely aware of the legal force of passports. With passports, it became 

possible to become officially employed and travel from one place to another. The availability of 

false passports enabled ordinary peasants to negotiate their position within existing social reality, 

even if just temporarily. With a well-forged passport, a fugitive serf could maintain an identity of 

a townsman or state peasant, a circumstance which helped him not only to find jobs but also to 

conceal his real identity.  

                                                 
620 RGADA, f. 796, op. 1, d. 1776, l. 3 
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At the same time, there was an important economic component, as peasants who engaged 

in forgery were able to earn money and establish networks with local official and secretarial staff 

in order to gain paper or passport forms. Perhaps, some fugitives even learned to write as they 

hoped to make a living out of forgery, but such instances remain to be discovered. In engaging in 

forgery, runaways and deserters violated the state monopoly on the production of legal 

documents but at the same time facilitated the supply of migrant labor, even though the 

government could never officially recognize it. In some respects, thus, forgers became a separate 

entity that helped the state to achieve its economic goals.  

  

A town resident by deceit 

Like rural areas, towns also afforded opportunities for fugitive peasants who searched for 

jobs or attempted to improve their social status. Becoming a townsman, however, was a more 

complicated affair than simply relocating to another village or estate. As administrative units, 

towns were supposed to be under better control and surveillance than villages, often located far 

from the nearest provincial authorities. Additionally, government officials and residents alike 

were obligated to report any migrants regardless of whether they were legal or not. In practice, 

the situation in towns was different. Rather than report, local officials were more interested in 

increasing the population of their towns by registering as many people as possible because 

newcomers would pay taxes and constituted a workforce for local industries and crafts. The same 

reasons often prompted town residents to conceal the hiring and harboring of fugitives. Thus, 

personal interests and the fluidity of socioeconomic conditions allowed illegal migrants to 
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establish themselves in a variety of urban categories.621 The deception was a crucial component 

in this process. 

Striking examples of the process of illegal registration can be found in the records of the 

Perm Provincial Chancellery, whose officials were actively involved in registering various 

people in the town of Kungur and its vicinity. Founded in the mid-seventeenth century, Kungur 

quickly became an important trade and industrial center in the Urals that frequently experienced 

a shortage of laborers. Although local officials investigated complaints about runaways from 

time to time,622 due to their desire to populate the town, they typically preferred to turn a blind 

eye rather than to verify a person’s real identity. For example, Denis Chelbyshev, a sixty-year-

old serf, recounted at the chancellery that he and his family had resided in the village of 

Kliuchiki in Kungur district for 34 years. Upon arrival in 1704, they told a village constable that 

they were not fugitives but natives of Kungur district. They were accepted in the village without 

any further questions because, as Chelbyshev stated, “it was simple to settle in Kungur in those 

years.” During the 1710 census, his family declared that they were state peasants and were left in 

peace for the time being.623 As state peasants comprised the majority of the rural population 

around the Ural Mountains, it was only natural for Chelbyshev to use this cover to blend in 

among other peasants.  

In Kungur itself, instances of illegal registration were also numerous. In the 1730s and 

1740s, at least forty-two individuals became townsmen of Kungur by filing requests in which 

they claimed to have lacked any knowledge of their social ranks and places of birth.624 In 1743, 

                                                 
621 Wirtschafter, Structures of Society, 83–84, 87. Alison Smith also mentions several instances when peasants 

unlawfully attempted to or did become townsmen or merchants in the core districts of Russia and Siberia. Smith, 

Common Good, 62, 66–67, 70–71. 
622 For several examples of such complaints, see Aleksander A. Preobrazhenskii, Ural i Zapadnaia Sibir v kontse 

XVI - nachale XVIII v. (Moscow: Nauka, 1972), 129–30. 
623 RGADA, f. 439, op. 1, d. 1, l. 299 ob.-300.  
624 See the following cases in the repository of the Perm Provincial Chancellery, RGADA, f. 439, op. 1, dd. 1-9.   
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fourteen-year-old Vasilii Podkidyshev – his surname is literally translated as “Foundling” – 

turned up at the Perm Provincial Chancellery. He petitioned to become a townsman, indicating 

that he knew neither of his parents nor a place of birth and that several Old Believers had raised 

him in a forest in Kazan district. After he arrived in Kungur district a year before, he wandered, 

asked for alms, and toiled at many factories. Podkidyshev now wished to become a Kungur 

resident and brought two townsmen willing to vouch that he was not a deserter or runaway 

peasant. Lastly, to prove that he was law-abiding, he promised to pay the poll tax on time. Upon 

hearing all of this, the chancellery officials agreed to add him to the list of Kungur residents.625  

Fedor Tamakulov and Sava Smirnov submitted a similar request in 1744. Their fathers 

passed away in their early childhood, leaving them no chance to ferret out any information about 

their status and birthplace. While growing up in Rozhdestvenskoe hamlet, Kungur district, they 

wandered around, begged alms, and performed unskilled labor wherever they could. Due to these 

circumstances, they were not listed in census books and now desired to register as townsmen in 

Kungur. The Perm Chancellery approved Tamakulov and Smirnov’s request and added them to 

the tax roll.626 While reading both cases, we should not be surprised that provincial officials 

made no effort to check the veracity of the petitioners’ accounts. According to the contemporary 

legal procedure, they had no obligation to do so if provided narratives were viable. Without the 

information about places of domicile and parents, verifying one’s real identity was not only futile 

but impossible. Undoubtedly, orphans and people of unknown origin were among those who 

registered in Kungur, but some achieved a new status through deception.  

One such instance came to light in the petition of Major Petr Esipov, submitted to the 

Perm Provincial Chancellery in September 1748. While in Kungur, Esipov spotted his runaway 

                                                 
625 RGADA, f. 439, op. 1, d. 7, ll. 406-416 
626 RGADA, f. 439, op. 1, d. 8, ll. 256-262. 
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peasant Andrei Prosvirnin who lived under the fictitious identity of the town resident Spiridon 

Shchelin. The accused was instructed to travel from Kungur to Perm for questioning, but he did 

not rush to carry out the order. In October, the plaintiff filed another petition, complaining that 

“until now the [Kungur] Magistracy has not sent Prosvirnin to the Perm Chancellery, concealing 

the said runaways, covering up his false registration in the town, and seeking to elude paying 

compensation for the years of his absences.” Later that month, the magistracy explained that in 

the case of Spiridon Shchelin, it had acted according to a decree, received from the Perm 

Provincial Chancellery in 1739. The decree contained no information about his origin and social 

status but only specified that because of his young age, Shchelin had not been listed in any 

census books. Upon the receipt of the decree, he became a merchant and began to pay all 

required taxes. The magistracy further refused to send him anywhere because all cases of 

merchants and artisans were under its authority and could not be transferred anywhere else.  

Some clarity in Shchelin’s case emerged only after his interrogation in Kungur. He 

confessed that his father Danilo used to be a seigniorial peasant of a landlord from Yaroslavl. 

Danilo was conscripted into the army but managed to desert. While on the run, he came to a 

village in Novgorod district where he married a woman, Shchelin’s mother. His father then 

returned to his regiment and disappeared from his family’s life. At the age of twelve, Shchelin 

began to wander and work in different places until he reached Kungur in 1736. Under 

interrogation by the town governor, Shchelin recounted a partially falsified account of his life, 

stating that by origin, he was a townsman from Yaroslavl district. He did not mention that he was 

a soldier’s son because he was afraid of being appointed to work as a servant (rossyl’shchik) for 

the provincial chancellery.627 Finally, Shchelin denied any claims made against him by the 

                                                 
627 The soldiers’ children (soldatskie deti) were a social group in the Russian empire. Due to a father’s military 

status, his son was also obligated to serve in the army. See, Wirtschafter, Serf to Russian.  
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plaintiff. Esipov remained unconvinced and certain that the accused was his serf and was lying 

about his background. As additional evidence, the plaintiff even delivered for questioning the 

runaway’s brother Prokofii who confirmed that the accused was no one else but his brother 

Andrei. Unable to determine whom to believe, Kungur officials transferred the case to the Kazan 

Gubernia Magistracy, whose final resolution is unknown.628 Shchelin’s account is certainly not 

identical to those given by persons of unknown origin and orphans, but it similarly illustrates the 

significance of presenting narratives that do not draw suspicions as to the interrogee’s actual 

identity. By tweaking several details during the first interrogation, he succeeded in avoiding 

working for the chancellery as a soldier’s son. During the second census, he was already a 

merchant, perhaps with good standing in Kungur, and therefore could enjoy the protection of the 

town magistracy. Such convoluted cases were far from unique and questioned the provincial 

officials’ capacity to resolve complex cases of social status and ownership.629 This story 

exemplifies particularly well how deception on multiple layers shaped the relationships among 

various individuals. While we may only wonder whether Shchelin or Esipov told the truth, the 

former managed to change his social status by merely distorting several details in his testimony. 

At the same time, this case illustrates the difficulty in determining a person’s actual identity and 

the administrative red tape surrounding such cases that could drag on for years. 

As in today’s world, bribery constituted another illicit method to change a person’s status 

in early modern Russia.630 Even more than stories of name changing and lying, stories of bribery 

                                                 
628 RGADA, f. 741, op. 1, d. 377, l. 165-168 ob., 176-188. 
629 A similar case when two serfs were able to become tonwmen, but their deception was exposed in the end because 

of their father’s testimony. RGADA, f. 439, op. 1, d. 9, ll. 256-263 ob. 
630 It is quite rare when we can see how bribery shaped the relationships between members of the lower ranks of 

Russian society. More common were cases of bribery between members of society and provincial authorities. Janet 

Hartley, “Bribery and Justice in the Provinces in the Reign of Catherine II,” in Bribery and Blat in Russia: 

Negotiating Reciprocity from the Middle Ages to the 1990s, ed. Alena Ledeneva, Stephen Lovell, and Andrei 

Rogachevskii (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2001), 48–64. 
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allow us to understand the mechanisms of illegal registration and the place of local actors – state 

officials and entrepreneurs – in this process. In 1767, Dmitriev merchants selected Gavrila 

Stolarev, a guild member (tsekhovoi), as a recruit from their town. This turn of events was 

intolerable for Stolarev, who put up a fight but was overcome, shackled, and dispatched to his 

regiment. On his way there, Stolarev somehow managed to escape and traveled to Prokofii 

Demidov, a prominent Ural industrialist, who, as it turned out, was Stolarev’s serf-owner. In his 

testimony, Stolarev described in detail how he became a guild member. Having fled from his 

village in 1755, Stolarev first came to Saratov, where he labored on ships for five years. Then he 

left for Dmitriev and became employed by a local merchant who sent him to meet and finalize all 

details with Fedot Kostromitinov, a junior clerk responsible for the hiring. Kostromitinov invited 

Stolarev to his house, where he inquired about his origin and whether he wished to be a member 

of the town guild. Stolarev confided that he was a runaway and responded positively to the offer. 

As a payment for the assistance, the clerk charged Stolarev ten rubles and wrote him a letter of 

recommendation (zhelatel’noe), providing him with the new identity of Aleksei Ivanov, a 

recently deceased runaway townsman. The scheme worked, and the fugitive became a carpenter 

in the town craft guild and was officially registered during the third population census in the 

early 1760s. Afterward, he, like everyone else, paid the poll tax and dwelled in the town without 

any problems.   

According to the fugitive’s testimony, Kostromitinov was the culprit who organized the 

affair and hence should be investigated. Under questioning, however, Kostromitinov denied 

connection with Stolarev and knowledge of his runaway status. Moreover, Kostromitinov 

asserted that another clerk, Ivanov, registered the runaway in the guild and presented the paper 

confirming that fact. Responding to allegations against him, Kostromitinov said that they “were 



272 

 

completely unwarranted and out of Stolarev’s mere spite.” The archival case ends on the note 

that a face-to-face interrogation needed to take place.631  

Although we cannot learn for sure, this story suggests the existence of a well-organized 

scheme that enabled Kostromitinov, with the assistance of others, to earn money by registering 

runaway peasants as town residents. It was likely not a coincidence that a paper with the 

fugitive’s registration in the guild bore not Kostromitinov’s but another clerk’s surname. The 

clerk or his accomplice also had access to the information on absent and deceased townsmen 

and, therefore, could provide Stolarev with a new official identity. Lastly, there are parallels 

between this case and the case of concealment on Petr Vorontsov’s estate (examined above). In 

both instances, local actors with ease manipulated local records and information on the 

population for their own benefit.  

In addition to claiming to be people of unknown origin and using bribery, other avenues 

to change one’s social status existed. Runaway peasants were aware that the government’s 

control over some social categories was much more tenuous. For example, although many a 

decree demanded the recovery of fugitives who moved to the Don Cossacks, the state was rarely 

able to enforce these measures in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. Thus, a 

considerable number of fugitive peasants were able to transition to cossacks in the Don region.632 

In the second half of the eighteenth century, cossack regiments were employed to garrison the 

frontier towns in the Volga-Urals region and constantly sought to boost their ranks by recruiting 

cossacks and townsmen. 

                                                 
631 RGADA, f. 707, op. 1, d. 71, ll. 2-8, 13-16. For a similar case that occurred in the town of Tsaritsyn, see 

RGADA, f. 248, op. 112, d. 85, ll. 117-118 ob. 
632 The Cossacks in the Russian Empire formed several hosts (administrative subdivisions) depending on their 

location. On the Don Cossacks, see Boeck, Imperial Boundaries. 
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Runaway peasants also found ways to join the garrison cossacks. In 1782, Ivan 

Mezheninov, a serf dispatched to search for runaways, reported to his landlord that he discovered 

one of them, Gavrila Mikhailov, who was registered in the Astrakhan Cossack Regiment. Under 

interrogation, the accused confessed that he was indeed a fugitive peasant. About seven years 

before, he obtained a one-year passport and set out to Astrakhan, where he worked as a 

fisherman for four years. After learning about the recruitment into the cossack regiment, he came 

to a local official and identified himself falsely as Gavrila Gorshkov, a cossack from Samara. 

Gavrila joined the regiment and continued residing in Astrakhan. Only by accident, he was 

recognized while shopping at a town bazaar and then returned to his official owner.633 Another 

similar case occurred in 1788. The nobleman Nikolai Koshenets wrote to the Perm Viceregency 

about two brothers, Kuz’ma and Timofei Markov, who, with their families, had run away and 

attempted to join the cossacks in the town of Uralsk. Koshenets learned about their aspiration 

through Uralsk military officials who recognized the runaways’ counterfeit passports and 

arrested them.634 Of course, becoming a cossack was different from becoming a townsman. 

Unlike townsmen allowed to engage in trade and crafts, the cossacks were primarily a military 

category that served on the country’s frontiers and borders. Although limited in their 

occupational opportunities, the cossacks and their families were exempt from the poll tax, an 

advantage that could also motivate fugitives to join their ranks.  

Some of the fascinating instances of deception are linked to the peasant’s 

(mis)interpretation of recent decrees. Direct references to laws in peasant testimonies indicate 

that peasants were not only cognizant of their meaning, but also aware of how to apply a given 

law in their favor. In 1786, for example, Prince Mikhail Golitsyn petitioned to the Perm 

                                                 
633 GAAO, f. 1, op. 1, d. 86, ll. 1-5. 
634 Gosudarstvennyi arkhiv Permskogo (hereafter GAPK), f. 12, op. 1, d. 70, l. 2. 
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Viceregency about his runaway serf Prokopii Konstantinov, who claimed to have been a Saratov 

townsman. Golitsyn’s servant spotted him in the Perm prison, where he was detained as an 

owner of a counterfeit passport under the name of Prokopii Tret’iakov. The accused fled from his 

serf-owner’s village in 1776 and was registered as a Saratov resident six years later. 

Konstantinov explained that he did so legally according to the manifesto of May 5, 1779. The 

manifesto he referred to, afforded an opportunity of repatriation for Russian fugitive peasants, 

townsmen, and soldiers who lived abroad in the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth or Sweden. 

Not only were they pardoned and allowed to return to “the fatherland,” but they were also 

permitted to change their social status by becoming state peasants or townsmen and to receive a 

six-year tax waiver to settle down in a place of their choice. In other words, they “had the 

freedom to choose a way of life.”635 Soon, it turned out that some peasants within Russia also 

claimed to have resided abroad.636 Konstantinov was suspected of falling into the latter category, 

and thus the legality of his transition into a town resident needed further investigation.  

Under interrogation, Konstantinov said that Golitsyn’s estate manager appointed him as a 

pilot to sail a riverboat toward Nizhnii Novgorod, but the riverboat ran aground. For this mistake, 

Konstantinov was thrashed with sticks and sent back to his official locality. Instead of returning, 

he fled to Saratov, where he “heard that the manifesto was published, and various people can be 

accepted into any social status they wish.” At the Saratov Magistracy, he provided a truthful 

account of his life and origin and yet was somehow approved to register as a townsman. From 

1782 to 1786, he dwelled in Saratov and paid no taxes. Then, he traveled for work to Kazan, 

where Golitsyn’s estate manager noticed him. In order to evade his pursuers, Konstantinov 

                                                 
635 PSZ, vol. 20, no. 14,870 (May 5, 1779). On this and other similar manifestos, see  Smith, “Freedom to Choose.” 
636 One of the decrees that mentions this problem. PSZ, vo. 22, no. 16,609 (January 21, 1788). 
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bought a counterfeit passport and sailed to Kungur, but everything was to no avail.637 While 

reading this case, we should remark not only on the fugitive’s ingenuity but also on 

communication among peasants. Konstantinov “heard” about the manifesto from someone in 

Saratov, pointing out that it was common knowledge a couple of years after its publication. 

Moreover, the way peasants interpreted the manifesto did not differ much from its understanding 

by the staff of the Saratov Magistracy, which sanctioned the fugitive’s registration.  

In its numerous decrees, the Russian state largely ignored the multiplicity of methods and 

strategies that fugitive peasants employed to achieve upward mobility. Although cases of those 

who succeeded in changing their social estate were investigated, their punishment did not differ 

from that for other runaways. In other words, every runaway’s case of flight, regardless of its 

specifics, was considered the same and received a similar resolution: a knouting or lashing and 

return to one’s official place of residence. From the government’s point of view, the guilt for 

flight laid not with runaways but their harborers and accomplices, be they peasants, townsmen, 

nobles, or state officials. Peasants ran away and broke the law only because there were persons 

willing to shelter, employ, and assist them. Thus, the laws indirectly incentivized fugitives to lie, 

falsify, forge documents, and otherwise deceive because there was no punishment for these 

actions. 

According to the government’s logic, by eliminating the possibility of harboring the state 

could prevent peasants from fleeing. The decree of May 13, 1754, provides a vivid illustration of 

this approach. Empress Elizabeth expressed her indignation by observing that many fugitives 

provided false testimonies in Russian courts. They lied and concocted their backgrounds as 

instructed by individuals who brought them in and, in doing so, made it impossible to identify 

                                                 
637 Interestingly, while the investigation into his status was dragging on, Konstantinov managed to escape again in 

1790. GAPK, f. 12, op. 1, d. 50, ll. 1-8, 13-15, 26-32.  
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them correctly. Because of this situation, “their owners are deprived of their peasants and pay the 

poll tax, but slanderers gain considerable profit.” In one of the decree’s provisions, Elizabeth 

addressed the issue of deception and manipulation of runaways: “If someone who incites a 

person [to flee] and welcomes him knowingly, sells, pledges, or sends him into the army, as his 

own serf …, [this culprit] should be punished with a knout and pay a fine of 200 rubles per year 

of harboring for a male and 100 rubles per year for a female.” Interestingly, the decree does not 

explain what happens to those who were unable to pay the fine, but court cases suggest that they 

were to be deprived of their property and meted out punishment appropriate to their social 

status.638 This decree, therefore, delineated more than just the measures against harboring. It 

recognized that deceptive practices constituted an integral part of Russia’s social and institutional 

structures. Once a peasant was on the run, either that peasant or someone else – a landlord, 

village elder, or government official – would employ deception seeking to gain an advantage. 

 

Conclusion 

By its very nature, deception is a phenomenon that is supposed to remain hidden. The 

peasant stories of deception examined above mostly tell us not of successes but failures. Some 

fugitives were discovered and captured, while others returned voluntarily to the owners and 

places of residence. Either way, these individuals failed – in a permanent sense – to build a new 

life and faced the choice that they must have also faced before their first attempt at flight: 

whether to remain in their official localities or to run away again. The sheer number of archival 

                                                 
638 The decree does not explain what happens to those who were unable to pay the fine, but court cases suggest that 

they were to be deprived of their property and mete out a punishment appropriate to their social status. For example, 

estate managers and elders were to be drafted into the army. The plaintiff also received the profit from the sale of 

their property. Guilty nobles and merchants were to face detention until they were able to pay. PSZ, vol. 14, no. 

10,233 (May 13, 1754). 
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cases revolving around illegal registration, changing names, forgery, and others strongly 

evidence that there were many who succeeded in finding work, settling in a different place, and 

improving their social status. In other words, the practices that ultimately proved to be fruitless 

for some, allowed others to succeed.  

The negotiations between fugitive peasants and local actors revolved around two primary 

points. The first was peasant migrants’ ability to partake in economic activities as wage laborers 

and agricultural workers. When arriving in villages and towns, they encountered rural and urban 

residents. Both parties had their interests and agendas and had to constantly negotiate with each 

other, attempting to gain the most from their economic relations. They had to calculate whether 

financial and social advantages outweighed potential legal risks. Thus, it comes as no surprise 

that the issues of caution, distrust, and uncertainty were visible in their interactions, especially in 

the moments of power shifts when one of the parties attempted to change the overall balance. 

These tensions are apparent in the examined testimonies as fugitives could decide whether to 

reveal or conceal their harborers and accomplices. Their relations were also shaped by a 

migrant’s ownership of a passport, either valid or counterfeit. The fact of ownership could tip the 

balance in the migrant’s favor since he was a fugitive no more but a “legal departee.” 

The second and more significant point concerns the fugitives’ ability to change their 

official social estate. Considering the constraints that existed for most of the eighteenth century, 

a considerable degree of social mobility could occur only outside the official social structure.639 

The cases examined present a mosaic of informal avenues of upward mobility in towns and 

villages and pathways used by runaway to circumvent rigid social boundaries. Although this 

chapter has sketched several patterns – through changing names and claiming to be people of 

                                                 
639 Alison Smith makes a similar observation in her book about social estates in imperial Russia, but she primarily 

focuses on legal avenues of social mobility. Smith, Common Good, 15. 
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unknown origin – more often than not deception was incidental and circumstantial. Runaway 

peasants took advantage of opportunities when they arose, either through the assistance of 

provincial officials, or deliberate misinterpretation of state decrees, or taking the place of 

deceased town residents and peasants. By employing this myriad of informal practices, fugitive 

peasants pressured the state, thus complicating the work of authorities and eluding capture. At 

the same time, they adapted to and affirmed the legal order by emulating formal arrangements 

and acting within the existing legal framework. 
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CHAPTER 6. FROM RUNAWAYS TO BRIGANDS 

Tell us, an orphan, who gave birth to you? 

My native mother birthed me, 

My Mother Volga nursed and fed me, 

A light willow boat nurtured me, 

Fast waves – my nurses and mothers – coddled me, 

The faraway land of Astrakhan brought me up. 

From that land, I went to loot.640 

 

The prerevolutionary historian Nikolai Aristov once observed that “the flight of 

discontented people from the state regulations, especially from slavery and military conscription, 

was the first step to brigandage.”641 His contemporary colleague, Nikolai Firsov, similarly 

argued: “Both the government and society noted the link between flight and brigandage, which 

were essentially the same theme, the same issue.”642 In these statements, both scholars essentially 

expressed an official view of banditry and brigandage propagated by the Russian state, an image 

unquestionably discernible in the numerous decrees addressing peasant flight and banditry alike. 

These statements, however, tell us very little about the actual transition to banditry, the variety of 

crimes committed, and the significance of this transition to the fugitives and the rural society at 

large. The question of what place banditry and brigandage occupied in the social and economic 

processes unfolding in the Volga-Urals region is most important of all. This question demands 

both an in-depth exploration of fugitives’ experiences and an engagement with the scholarly 

literature on criminality in early modern Russia and other countries.  

A reading of court cases attests that brigandage and other types of crime were one of the 

paths available to fugitives and military deserters. Some archival files refer quite specifically to 

                                                 
640 N.Ia. Aristov, Ob istoricheskom znachenii russkikh razboinich’ikh pesen (Voronezh: Tipografiia N.D. 

Gol’dshtein, 1875), 100.  
641 Aristov, Razboiniki i beglye, 2. 
642 Firsov, Vopros o beglykh, 3.  
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single and collective crimes carried out and the damage they inflicted upon members of different 

social strata. What is more challenging to uncover are the motives that drove some fugitives to 

this path and the goals they had in mind while robbing nobles, government officials, and other 

members of Russian society. In this chapter, I argue that careful attention to detail and the 

regional context shows the predominance of pragmatic financial considerations in bandits’ 

actions. Fugitives were capable of assessing the quick material gains of committing crimes and 

strove to improve their overall economic standing. Rather than a permanent occupation or a fight 

against the existent legal order, fugitives considered banditry as a transient endeavor that 

complemented their other economic activities. 

This economic line of interpretation goes against the view of the banditry as a social 

phenomenon that was an extension of peasant resistance against the domination of the state and 

the ruling class. On both sides of the Iron Curtain in the 1950s and 1960s, Marxist historians 

analogously conceptualized bandits and brigands as “peasant partisans” and “champions of the 

poor.” According to Pelageia Alefirenko, fugitive peasants organized into small armed groups 

and participated “in the military struggle against seigneurial exploitation and serfdom.” “This 

form of struggle, considering its nature and tasks, may be characterized as a special type of the 

partisan struggle.”643 In the West, the discussion revolved around the analytical framework of 

“social banditry” advanced by Eric Hobsbawm. In his view, it is a universal phenomenon that 

occurs in peasant pre-capitalist societies whose existence under oppression and exploitation 

requires the emergence of heroes and avengers of the Robin Hood-type. Supported by the 

peasantry but considered criminals by the state, these individuals fight against injustice by 

plundering from the prosperous and providing for the poor. In addition to several recorded cases, 

                                                 
643 Alefirenko, Krest’ianskoe dvizhenie, 114. Gessen expresses similar views. V.Iu. Gessen, “Napadenie beglykh 

krest’ian na pomeshchich’i votchiny v 20-30-kh godakh XVIII veka,” Voprosy istorii 12 (1954): 103–10. 
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Hobsbawm found the major piece of evidence that social bandits ever existed in popular ballads 

and songs that celebrate their persistent yet ineffective deeds.644  

Several scholars have criticized the concepts of Marxist historians, arguing that they 

uncritically romanticized the banditry and neglected the examination of court records.645 In her 

study of brigandage in Imperial Russia, Denise Eeckaute viewed the notion of bandit partisans as 

inadequate because the partisan struggle emerges only at times of revolutionary upheavals and 

civil wars. Rather than resistance, fugitives’ actions corresponded to those of regular bandits and 

brigands.646 Anton Blok voiced a rather trenchant criticism of “social banditry.” In his opinion, 

this concept is grossly incorrect because Hobsbawm’s analysis conflates two distinct points: 

“what peasants wanted to believe about bandits and who bandits actually were (emphasis in the 

original).” Blok furthermore argues that “rather than actual champions of the poor and the weak, 

bandits quite often terrorized those from whose very ranks they managed to rise, and thus helped 

to suppress them.”647 The majority of recent studies fall within these two approaches: (1) those 

following Blok’s appeal for paying attention to context and a careful reading of archival 

sources;648 and (2) those clinging to Hobsbawm’s revised concept, according to which “social 

                                                 
644 Hobsbawm, however, notes that very few social bandits ever existed and that we need to differentiate between 

social bandits and common thieves who engage in criminal activities against peasants and other subaltern groups. 

E.J. Hobsbawm, Primitive Rebels: Studies in Archaic Forms of Social Movement in the 19th and 20th Centuries 

(New York: Norton Library, 1959), 1–29; Eric J. Hobsbawm, “Social Banditry,” in Rural Protest: Peasant 

Movements and Social Change, ed. Henry A. Landsberger (New York: Harper and Row Publishers, 1973), 142–57. 
645 Among Hobsbawm’s critics, Pat O’Malley’s points of disagreement are a little different. He maintains that the 

frame for the existence of social bandits does not only apply to pre-capitalist societies but should also be expanded 

to the analysis of modern crime.  Pat O’Malley, “Social Bandits, Modern Capitalism and the Traditional Peasantry: 

A Critique of Hobsbawm,” The Journal of Peasant Studies 6, no. 4 (July 1979): 489. 
646 Denise Eeckaute, “Les brigands en Russie du XVIIe au XIXe siècle : Mythe et réalité,” Revue d’histoire moderne 

et contemporaine (1954-) 12, no. 3 (September 1965): 187–88. 
647 Anton Blok, “The Peasant and the Brigand: Social Banditry Reconsidered,” Comparative Studies in Society and 

History 14, no. 4 (September 1972): 496–501. 
648 Some studies building on Blok’s argument: Robert J. Antony, “Peasants, Heroes, and Brigands: The Problems of 

Social Banditry in Early-Nineteenth-Century South China,” Modern China 15, no. 2 (April 1989): 123–48; Gilbert 

M. Joseph, “On the Trail of Latin American Bandits: A Reexamination of Peasant Resistance,” Latin American 

Research Review 25, no. 3 (1990): 7–53; John S. Koliopoulos, Brigands with a Cause: Brigandage and Irredentism 

in Modern Greece, 1821-1912 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987); Phil Billingsley, Banditry in Republican China 

(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1988). 
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banditry becomes especially prominent in times of pauperization and economic crisis” and 

appears “as the precursor or companion of major social movements such as peasant 

revolutions.”649 

There have been attempts to reconcile these two approaches. In her study of the Ottoman 

Empire, Karen Barkey notes that scholars who interpret banditry as social protest award the 

phenomenon legitimacy instead of carefully examining historical records to understand what 

banditry actually was. At the same time, she argues that social bandits did enter into popular 

imagination by initially performing acts of charity and ensuring the complicity of the rural 

population.650 The tradition of popular myths of social bandits was very strong in rural Russia. 

Stories recounted about Razin and Pugachev endowed them with magical powers and abilities to 

overcome numerous enemies and escape from prisons, but we still need to learn how and when 

these stories were formed.651 Michael Kwass exposes the contradictions surrounding the image 

and actions of Louis Mandrin, “the social bandit” in eighteenth-century France. Kwass 

demonstrates that Mandrin acted both as a champion of the poor and as a simple bandit and 

explains how this legend was propagated by him and his accomplices in the eighteenth 

                                                 
649 E.J. Hobsbawm, Bandits, Revised Edition (New York: Pantheon Books, 1981), 22–23. Recent studies that take a 

pro-Hobsbawm view: Louis A Perez Jr., Lords of the Mountain: Social Banditry and Peasant Protest in Cuba, 

1878-1918 (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1989), 282–29; Shingo Minamizuka, A Social Bandit in 

Nineteenth Century Hungary: Rózsa Sándor (Boulder, CO: East European Monographs, 2008); Bradley Camp 

Davis, Imperial Bandits: Oultaws and Rebels in the China-Vietnam Borderlands (Seattle and London: University of 

Washington Press, 2017); Pascale Baker, Revolutionaries, Rebels and Robbers: The Golden Age of Banditry in 

Mexico, Latin America, and the Chicano American Southwest, 1850-1950 (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 

2015). 
650 Karen Barkey, Bandits and Bureaucrats: The Ottoman Route to State Centralization (Ithaca and London: Cornell 

University Press, 1994), 179. 
651 For a brief account of these uprisings, see Paul Avrich, Russian Rebels, 1600-1800 (New York: Schocken Books, 

1972). 
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century.652 This historiographical overview demonstrates the high level of recent conceptual and 

empirical advances in the studies of banditry in Eurasia and the Americas.653 

While attention to the social component of banditry is essential, most studies of this 

phenomenon appear to overlook its largely economic focus. By analyzing the transition from 

fugitives to criminals, this chapter argues that their primary reason to join gangs was pragmatic 

and financial rather than abstract and idealistic. For runaway peasants, banditry in its various 

forms was an opportunity to quickly acquire basic necessities and, in some cases, dramatically 

improve their financial situations. Popular songs and ballads celebrated how swift it was possible 

to gain wealth by performing brigandage and how difficult it was for the authorities to catch 

bandits and thieves. In doing so, they tempted some runaway peasants to join bands, engage in 

crime, and turn away from the dreary and poor lifestyle of ordinary migrants.  

 

Turning bandit 

Several scholars have observed that brigands and bandits were especially numerous on a 

country’s frontiers or in areas where the state’s reach did not extend as far. For example, Dutch 

Bokkeyryders operated in the Lower Meuse, which was part of a larger military frontier zone 

contested by France, Spain and the Dutch Republic from the sixteenth to the nineteenth 

century.654 In eighteenth-century Russia, the Volga-Urals was another such region that was in 

many respects ideal for bandits and brigands. First of all, it was remote from the imperial capital 

                                                 
652 Michael Kwass, Contraband: Louis Mandrin and the Making of a Global Underground (Cambridge, MA and 

London: Harvard University Press, 2014), 11–14. 
653 By contrast, there have been few studies of banditry in Russia. Among the most compelling are the following 

works: Akel’ev, Povsednevnaia zhizn’; Evgenii V. Akel’ev, “‘Syshchik iz vorov’ Van’ka Kain: Anatomiia 

‘Gibrida,’” Ab Imperio, no. 3 (2018): 257–304. For a much less successful attempt to analyze early-modern banditry 

in Russia, see M.V. Babich, “‘Vory i razboiniki’ v epokhu Petra Velikogo,” in Paleobureaucratica. Sbornik statei k 

90-letiiu N.F. Demidovoi, ed. Iu.M. Eskin (Moscow: Drevlekhranilishche, 2012), 56–79. 
654 Blok, Honour and Violence, 31. 
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and, therefore, outside the immediate reach of the central government. As trade, industry, and 

agriculture were gradually developing in the region, the opportunities to engage in and profit 

from crime grew for marginal imperial subjects, such as runaway peasants and townsmen, 

military deserters, and cossacks. In the Urals, mountain roads, forests, and portage areas between 

rivers acquired a reputation for frequent crimes. In the South Urals, the steppe was home for 

many bands of nomads who attacked travelers and traders. The Volga and Kama rivers, with 

their small, untouched islands, provided favorable conditions for bandits to organize, strike their 

victims, and hide.  Denise Eeckaute described the Volga-Urals as “a permanent chronic zone of 

brigands” in Russia.655 Certainly, it was not the only “zone” of vast Russia where brigands and 

other criminals operated. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, similar gangs operated even 

near Moscow and other towns in the core districts.656 In the eighteenth century, the western 

gubernias (Kiev, Smolensk, Novgorod) bordering Poland-Lithuania were also teeming with 

brigand gangs and petty criminals.657  

Russia combated large and small instances of crimes using the same mechanisms applied 

against illegal peasant migration. The combination of surveillance, police, and extraordinary 

measures sought to stabilize the general situation with illegal migration and criminality and 

address specific instances of insubordination, such as raids by large groups of criminals. For the 

imperial state, each fugitive peasant was a potential bandit.658 In one decree, for example, the 

Senate reminded the Ufa Provincial Chancellery that fugitives and vagabonds “were not 

permitted to enter [Ufa district] villages. If [control] weakens, gangs of bandits, disguised as 

                                                 
655 Eeckaute, “Brigands en Russie,” 174–75. 
656 Keep, “Bandits.” 
657 There were many instances of brigandage and banditry in the western parts of Russia already in the mid-

seventeenth century. M.I. Lileev, Iz istorii raskola na Vetke i v Starodub’e XVII-XVIII vv. (Kiev: Tipografiia G.T. 

Korchak-Novitskogo, 1895), 73. 
658 For specific policies against bandits and brigands, see Eeckaute, “Brigands en Russie,” 190–93. 
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beggars, may come and carry out evil deeds.” The Senate prescribed that local officials should 

always check passports prior to allowing people to stay in villages.659 A reading of any runaway 

peasant’s interrogation transcripts similarly attests to this link. The concluding questions of the 

interrogation were always the same: “Have you committed larceny or robbery? Have you 

collaborated with larcenous people?” In most cases, these questions appear as pro forma, 

indicating that interrogators did not expect to gain this information from fugitives. Except for the 

cases when fugitives were apprehended red-handed or right after committing a crime, they 

always denied participating in unlawful deeds.  

Obviously, not all fugitives were involved in crime, but the available data suggest that 

some were. In 140 out of 532 cases examined by Tamara Mamsik, runaways confessed to living 

as beggars or committing theft and robbery. Her data suggest that every fourth migrant was a 

potential bandit, although she argues that such individuals were not representative of fugitives 

overall.660 In my sample from several provincial chancelleries, every eighth fugitive was found 

guilty of a crime (theft, robbery, brigandage, passport forgery). It is, however, challenging to 

assess how accurate or representative this ratio is. We may assume that persons who committed 

crimes were more likely to be captured than ordinary peasant migrants because they posed a 

direct risk to local communities. Furthermore, the extant archival records do not allow us to 

make any definitive conclusions because of their incompleteness and the way the state processed 

different crimes. While provincial chancelleries mostly contain files of minor crimes, the 

repository of the Senate includes cases of grave crimes, such as brigandage and river banditry. 

Other cases were examined by investigative commissions until their disbandment in the 1750s. 

                                                 
659 RGADA, f. 741, op. 1, d. 477, ll. 299 ob-300. 
660 Contradicting her own data, Mamsik asserts that fugitives, engaged in criminal activities, were not bandits but 

freedom fighters. Mamsik, Pobegi kak sotsial’noe iavlenie: pripisnaia derevnia Zapadnoi Sibiri v 40-90-e gody 

XVIII, 72, 114–21. 
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Rather than identify the ratio of fugitives-turned-bandits – probably quite low – it is more 

important to attempt to understand how and why these persons engaged in crimes.    

The issue needs to be examined because of the consequences of the transition to crime for 

fugitive peasants. Although living on the run was already illegal in the eyes of the state, 

participating in such activities, such as theft, piracy, and brigandage, transformed runaways into 

actual criminals. The distinction between a fugitive and a criminal was in the severity of 

punishment and a change of status. Whereas the fugitive was usually to receive a knouting or 

lashing and return to their place of residence, the criminal was sentenced to suffer a more severe 

form of corporal punishment – bastinadoes, splitting nostrils, and others – and, in some cases, to 

be exiled to hard labor. For especially grave crimes, a bandit could be sentenced to death.661 

Aware of various punishments, many a runaway peasant, nevertheless, planned to commit or 

committed crimes and were captured by soldiers, villagers, and townsmen. 

In the Volga-Urals, bandits generally preferred to act collectively, rather than 

individually. Working together had its advantages because outlaws could better organize crime 

and help each other if something went awry. For seven years, Fatei Perin, a fugitive serf, 

wandered from village to village and earned his living by making clothes and hauling barges. 

While working in the village of Ust’ Synovka in 1780, he encountered two peasants, with whom 

he agreed to rob another peasant’s house.662 Another instance in 1784 illustrates organizational 

advantages. A group of eight peasants sent two scouts to ask to spend a night in a peasant house 

in the village of Kashino. At night, these scouts opened the door for the gang who had free rein 

to rob the house of its valuables. Sometime later, one bandit saw that two of his accomplices 

                                                 
661 On punishments for various crimes, see Abby M. Schrader, Languages of the Lash: Corporal Punishment and 

Identity in Imperial Russia (DeKalb: Northern Illinois University Press, 2002); Anisimov, Dyba i knut. 
662 RGADA, f. 439, op. 1, d. 768, ll. 1-3; f. 407, op. 1, d. 332, ll. 1-3. 
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were arrested at the bazaar and hurried to warn the remaining members about the cossacks 

searching for them.663 

Unlike small groups, large criminal bands had a more hierarchical structure. They were 

organized similarly to cossack hosts and traditional working artels that traveled around the 

country. United by common interests and a way of life, several people met and agreed to form a 

band. They then held a vote to choose an ataman and an esaul who became the ringleader and the 

right-hand man, respectively. The formation of such bands was quite common, as may be seen in 

its depiction in a popular peasant song.  

Here young, bold people came together, 

We stood in one circle, 

We began to think in unison, 

With a sound mind, with a full understanding: 

And, brothers, who will be an ataman 

And, brothers, who will be an esaul?664 

Archival cases provide similar glimpses into the organization of brigand gangs. In 1736, for 

example, the fugitive recruit Aleksei Smirnov encountered eight unknown people near the 

Tishanka river. They teamed up, selected Ivan Timofeev as an ataman and Koz’ma Alekseev as 

an esaul, and set out to rob villages in Simbirsk district.665 Alternatively, an experienced bandit 

could incite several people to form a gang, but then they still needed to confirm his status as an 

ataman. Grigorii Dashkov, a fugitive recruit, said to the three working men whom he 

encountered on an island near Chernyi Iar village: “let’s ride to the village of Lyskovo, rally 

some people, and let’s begin robbing.” After having stolen two horses, they arrived in Lyskovo 

and recruited 15 working men to join their band. All bandits consented to  Dashkov’s position as 

the ringleader.666 Selected by communal decision, an ataman and an esaul sometimes had 

                                                 
663 GAPK, f. 12, op. 1, d. 20, ll. 7-9. 
664 Aristov, Ob istoricheskom, 135–36. 
665 RGADA, f. 1097, op. 1, d. 13, ll. 1-4 ob. 
666 GAAO, f. 394, op. 1, d. 593, l. 9.  
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military experience or criminal background and therefore were the most qualified people to lead 

a newly formed band.  

Most brigands originated from the lowest ranks of society: fugitive rural and urban 

dwellers, deserters, and cossacks. One band operating in the Syzran district in 1745 consisted of 

eleven men, seven of whom were apprehended and recounted stories of their lives before their 

encounter with each other. Two men were fugitive serfs, and another five deserted the army after 

having served for periods ranging from several months to several years. All their stories were 

somewhat similar. The serf Nikifor Pimenov toiled as a barge hauler and sailed along the Volga 

for over a year. Ivan Khluev, a deserter, escaped from his regiment while stationed in Tambov. 

In Astrakhan, he worked as a fisherman for three years and then held various jobs in Tsaritsyn 

and Saratov. Once a bazaar in Syzran,’ Khluev met Ivan Andreev, a cossack and the chosen 

ataman, and joined the gang. Afterward, the newly turned brigands set up an ambush in a forest 

near a village outside the town and waited for a day. They managed to rob two peasants, making 

off with ninety kopeks and a new kaftan but then were chased away by the village priest and 

peasants.667 Although the identity of all gang participants remains unknown, deserters and 

fugitives constituted its core.  

Before continuing to discuss fugitives’ involvement in crimes, we should note that 

members of upper social estates also participated or led criminal gangs. As Iurii Got’e notes,   

the majority of nobles who turned to banditry did so because of “their sordid motives and 

drunken ugliness.”668 In his memoirs, Prince Peter Vorontsov narrates that two brothers, Antoine 

                                                 
667 They were sentenced to knouting and exile for hard labor to Orenburg. RGADA, f. 248, op. 6, kn. 351, d. 32, ll. 

267-277. 
668 Apparently, many instances of crime committed by nobles were recorded in the Investigative Chancery in 

Moscow. Under interrogations, several nobles confessed to beatings and robberies of merchants and townsmen. 

Got’e, Istoriia oblastnogo, 1913, 1:338–39. 
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and Michel de Viere, were notorious for several robberies and murders committed in Voronezh 

and Belgorod gubernias in the mid-eighteenth century. In Putivl’ district, the Voropanovs, a 

father and his two teenage sons, ran bands of brigands for several years until their capture and 

exile to Siberia.669 Albeit insufficient to make any reliable conclusions, these examples point out 

that not just peasants but members of various strata of society committed crimes and joined 

gangs. An important question is whether nobles recruited or patronized fugitives and deserters to 

enrich themselves from crimes. Although my search has not revealed such instances in Russia, 

studies of other countries prove the commonality of this arrangement. For example, brigands 

frequently worked for large landowners in the Taurus, the Pindus, the Sierra Nevada, and 

Southern Italy.670 These examples blur the lines in our understanding of banditry and suggest the 

need to look at it as an occupation driven by economic factors.  

Returning to Russia, we should note that one of the most striking aspects of a band’s 

formation was its spontaneity and swiftness. Archival sources draw an image of people who 

usually knew little or nothing about each other but decided – almost instantaneously – to plan 

and pull off criminal activities. So did the serf Fokin and six other fugitives who were hiding in a 

forest near the Vetluga river in 1792. Once while fishing in a forest river, Fokin met another 

peasant and told him: “You have fiddled around enough; let’s go and rob the estate manager in 

Sukino village; the other peasant agreed.” Then, they recruited five more fugitives living in the 

                                                 
669 Pierre Dolgoroukow, Mémoires du Prince Pierre Dolgoroukow, vol. 1 (Geneva, 1867), 273–75.  
670 John R. McNeill, The Mountains of the Mediterranean World: An Environmental History (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1992), 118–19. Similarly, nobles frequently engaged  in highway robbery and attacks 

in seventeenth century Haute Auvergne, France. However, only few records speak of their crimes because they 

could typically resolve the issue before the information about their crimes reached the court. Malcolm Greenshields, 

An Economy of Violence in Early Modern France: Crime and Justice in the Haute Auvergne, 1587-1664 (University 

Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University, 1994), 87–88. 
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forest and went to loot.671 It remains unclear whether these fugitives were driven by hatred 

toward estate managers or some other more complex motives.     

Forests, rivers, and bazaars were some of the places where runaways congregated and 

made their plans. A tavern (kabak), however, was by far the most suitable establishment to 

attract people of different, and often shady, backgrounds. The central government tolerated the 

existence of taverns because it received the revenue from the sale of alcoholic beverages. At the 

same time, it designated such places as suspicious. In a 1721 instruction to the police in St. 

Petersburg, Peter the Great ordered that “all suspicious houses, such as taverns, where people 

drink, play dice and cards, and engage in other obscenities, should be reported and inspected so 

that different evils and ills that occur are to be eradicated.”672 In the popular perception, a tavern 

was a place of awful scenes where something diabolical and evil took place. Instances of crime 

were undoubtedly common. For example, after heavy drinking in a tavern in Sviiazhsk, several 

townsmen almost succeeded in strangling Aleksei Mamaev, a barge hauler, and took from him 

eight rubles.673 People skilled at forging passports could often be found in drinking 

establishments. Barkeepers (tseloval’niki) working in taverns were recognized as the lowest and 

most contemptible members of society who had nothing to lose. Interested in receiving a share of 

plunder and profits from excessive spending, barkeepers were willing to cover up the presence of 

criminals and hide their spoils.674 These circumstances made taverns central spaces for criminals 

and often figured in fugitives’ testimonies.  

                                                 
671 Quoted in Russian in Snezhnevskii, “K istorii,” 532. 
672 PSZ, vol. 5, no. 3,203 (May 25, 1718), art. 9  
673 RGADA, f. 796, op. 1, d. 1039, ll. 1-2. 
674 People who died or were murdered in taverns were buried in woods or fields, not at cemeteries. I.G. Pryzhov, 

“Kabatskie tseloval’niki,” in Ocherki russkogo byta, ed. O.A. Platonov (Moscow: Institut russkoi tsivilizatsii, 2017), 

531–35; Aristov, Ob istoricheskom, 134. For an overview about taverns in imperial Russia, also see D.N. Borodin, 

Kabak i ego proshloe (St. Petersburg: Tipo-Litografiia Vilenchik, 1910). 
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Brigands and thieves preferred taverns and drinking dens as places where they could rest, 

divide up their plunder, and gamble, but they also were ideal sites to recruit new members and 

organize criminal bands. In a 1734 case, Trofim Golubev, a fugitive serf, came to a tavern in a 

village near Nizhnii Novgorod. He first purchased a counterfeit passport and intended to work as 

a barge hauler, but then he met 15 working men. They chose an ataman and stole a boat in the 

same village.675 Likewise, the runaway recruit Ivan Kariukhin encountered four unknown people 

in a tavern, situated in Karbulak village. Together, they robbed over a dozen peasants, taking 

away their horses, clothes, and other things.676 As these cases illustrate, once several men agreed 

to form a band, they did not hesitate “to engage in thievery.”  

The meaning of taverns for peasant migrants was perhaps broader than just a place of 

criminality. Studies of early modern Europe and North America have shown that taverns also 

were the scenes of countless public and private functions. They were one of the places where 

workers and employers looked for one another, merchants exchanged and sold their goods, and 

news about events and laws reached the population. Taverns were an important institution for the 

establishment and maintenance of social and cultural norms.677 We may assume that for illegal 

peasant migrants in Russia, taverns and drinking dens played a similar role as private spaces that 

allowed them to learn about the world and decide what type of work to pursue next.  

 

 

 

                                                 
675 GAAO, f. 394, op. 1, d. 593, l. 7.  
676 RGADA, f. 248, op. 6, kn. 351, d. 41, ll. 352-355. 
677 For example, see Thomas Brennan, Public Drinking and Popular Culture in Eighteenth-Century Paris 

(Princeton, N.J: Princeton University Press, 1988); Daniel B. Thorp, “Taverns and Tavern Culture on the Southern 

Colonial Frontier: Rowan County, North Carolina, 1753-1776,” The Journal of Southern History 62, no. 4 

(November 1996): 661–88. 
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Types of crime, victims, and aims 

The vastness of the Volga-Urals region with its long rivers and relatively low population 

density offered spatial advantages to brigands and thieves. They were typically active in late 

spring and summer when the roads were in better condition, and the river and land trade was 

booming. Mobile bandits could cover long distances, hide from the authorities and pursuers, and 

unexpectedly despoil villages far apart from each other. There were several types of criminal 

activity preferred by novice lawbreakers: horse theft, brigandage, and river banditry. This 

categorization is somewhat artificial because a couple of thieves could join a gang or because 

bandits who roamed along the Volga could pillage a landlord’s estate or an administrative 

building. Regardless of what crime they committed, bandits were united in their goal to quickly 

acquire money, weapons, clothes, and food.   

Horse theft was one of the most common crimes in early modern Russia. Stealing horses 

was quite simple as they were ubiquitous and a primary means of transportation. In 1720, the 

serfs Stepan Ivanov and Kondratii Danilov stole two horses from their landlord.678 In another 

instance, the serf Afanasii Agafonov and several newly baptized Cheremisses practiced the 

thievery of horses and various goods in Kazan and its vicinity in 1766. Once on their way to 

Kazan, they seized two horses and a bag of mushrooms from a traveling peasant. Then, they 

broke into a house and stole a featherbed, sarafan, and a pair of trousers. In total from all their 

robberies, these Cheremisses illegally acquired at least 20 horses, over 491 kilograms of honey, 

and two tubs of butter.679 It was only natural that thieves were not selective and stole other goods 

if such an opportunity arose.    

                                                 
678 RGADA, f. 916, op. 1, d. 32, l. 1. 
679 RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 197, ll. 1-3. 
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When choosing a place to rob, fugitives understandably first thought of their villages of 

domicile. There they knew the logistics, dwellers’ financial circumstances and habits that could 

help facilitate a crime. In 1742, Fedor Sumin fled from his native village of Makulovo. While on 

the run, Sumin met Ivan Mikhailov, a iasak peasant from another village, who inquired about a 

horse the fugitive was riding. Sumin stated that the horse was stolen and agreed to sell it. 

Mikhailov also asked Sumin whether he knew about “other places to steal such horses.” Acting 

on the fugitive’s suggestion, they arrived in Makulovo at dawn and saw two horses walking in a 

stall (zagorod’). “According to Sumin’s instructions, Mikhailov opened a gate, pulled down a 

part of the fence, and took away a gelding and a mare.”680  

As with all illegal market activities, the practice and profitability of horse theft hinged on 

the existing demand. In 1745, a couple of fugitives sold two stolen horses for seven rubles to the 

landlord Afanasii Krivoshei. Then, the fugitives found another buyer in the person of the 

monastic peasant Petr Khramov who purchased two stolen horses for six rubles.681 Likewise, 

Sumin and Mikhailov went to the latter’s relative, who agreed to buy any horse they could 

deliver. Four sold horses fetched Sumin a handsome 1.90 rubles, the amount for which he would 

have to work for over a month.682 Landlords and peasants alike, short of horses, willingly 

purchased stolen animals, whose price depended on an animal’s age and other qualities.  

In contrast to theft that required only a few people to be pulled off, the success of 

brigandage hinged on well-planned and -organized work of a group of people led by an ataman 

and an esaul. Brigands did not only operate on highways and forests but also raided villages and 

towns. Intent on seizing plunder, they attacked merchant caravans, ships, pilgrims and travelers, 

                                                 
680 In addition, they stole a saddle and a horse mantle from a shed near the house. RGADA, f. 248, op. 6, kn. 351, d. 

16, ll. 138-150. 
681 RGADA, f. 248, op. 6, kn. 351, d. 41, ll. 352-355. 
682 f. 248, op. 6, kn. 351, d. 16, ll. 139-140.  
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landlords and their estates, peasants, tax collectors, and local administrative offices.683  

Essentially, no one was entirely safe from brigands. Given the overall gravity of brigandage, 

provincial administrators had to report each instance to the Senate, which in turn devised a plan 

of action against bandits.  

Apart from massive cossack-peasant uprisings, such as those led by Razin, Bulavin, and 

Pugachev, bands were relatively small, yet the records point out that there were some remarkably 

large brigand communities. Because of organizational difficulties, they could not always be on 

the move and sought to establish a base where they could rest and regroup. The earliest known 

example dates to 1659 when a group of fugitives founded the town of Pashnino and used it as a 

convenient location to attack ships sailing along the Volga.684 In 1724, likewise, over a thousand 

people – six hundred fugitives, four hundred Cossacks, and some retired soldiers – founded a 

village near the Karamysh river in Penza district. A palisade encircled the village, whose 

dwellers mounted horses and pillaged nearby areas.685 Another 1727 report pointed to the village 

of Toruevo-Naryshkino as a lair where approximately 5,000 people, mostly fugitive peasants, 

resided and rested after “burning villages, torturing to death landlords and peasants, and pillaging 

their belongings and livestock.”686 In 1744, the Senate also learned that over five hundred barge 

haulers who were suspected of numerous crimes had organized a hideout in the hills about 213 

kilometers (200 versts) to the south from Saratov, along the Bezymianka river.687 Although only 

further research may demonstrate how these large communities of brigands functioned or were 

                                                 
683 Eeckaute, “Brigands en Russie,” 162–63. 
684 Aristov, Ob istoricheskom, 39. 
685 Tsar Peter ordered to apprehend their leaders and return the rest to their places of residence, except for Little 

Russians who were permitted to live along the Tsaritsyn Line. PSZ, vol. 7, no. 4609 (December 3, 1724).  
686 “Protokol Verkhovnogo tainogo soveta 21-go iiuniia 1728. O posylke komand dlia poimki i iskoreneniia vorov i 

razboinikov,” SIRIO 79 (1891): 506-507. Got’e, Istoriia oblastnogo, 1913, 1:335. 
687 RGADA, f. 248, op. 6, kn. 347, d. 3, l. 4. 
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integrated into local socioeconomic networks, their scale by itself illustrates the limits of the 

central government’s control over its frontiers. 

Cases of such well-organized and large gangs of brigands, however, appear to be 

exceptional. Brigand bands typically were comprised of 30-100 people, usually fugitives, 

military deserters, and cossacks. A gang of a hundred barge haulers, among whom were Old 

Believers, deserters, and peasants, roamed and pillaged along the Volga in 1715.688 In Alatyr’ 

district in 1728, forty brigands burned the seigneurial village of Priashevo, killed its estate 

manager, and burned two churches and over two hundred houses. Active in Balakhna district in 

the early 1740s, another gang consisted of 37 members.689 A band that had fewer than a  hundred 

participants presented a formidable but still manageable force that an ataman could direct 

wherever he thought best.  

When they just decided to turn to crime, brigands were surprisingly few and poorly 

armed. Without a sufficient number of people and weapons, brigands were not different from 

ordinary peasants who could use clubs and axes not only to defend themselves but also to 

overpower the intruders. Equipped with only two spears, a band of eight attempted to ransack a 

peasant’s house in Demidovka village in 1736. As they beat the peasant, he began screaming and 

calling for help. Other villagers quickly gathered, chased the brigands away, and even captured 

two of them.690 

The acquisition of weapons and recruitment of new members thus were some of the chief 

priorities for newly formed bands of brigands. In 1734 when the ataman Grigorii Dashkov put 

                                                 
688 Aristov, Razboiniki i beglye, 7, 19. 
689 RGADA, f. 248, op. 6, kn. 351:9, ll. 64-79. Bands in other districts of Russia had a similar number of 

participants. A gang of 53 was active in Tarusa district of St. Petersburg gubernia in 1732. Gessen, “Napadenie 

beglykh,” 106. 
690 RGADA, f. 1097, op. 1, d. 13, ll. 1-4 ob. 
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together a gang of 16, it only had two muskets, one pistol, one fusil, one saber, and one javelin. 

Fortunately for them, they ran into a boat, from which they seized ten muskets, three javelins, 

and twenty rubles. From another four boats, the bandits appropriated ten more muskets and four 

pieces of armor. Then, they merged with another armed gang of twenty and stole thirty horses. 

After robbing several peasants, “Dashkov with twenty men was traveling to Pod’iachevka village 

… but not far from the village, its peasants attacked and defeated them.”691 Even well-armed, 

albeit small, bands of brigands could face strenuous resistance from the local population.  

More numerous well-armed bands, however, could become a considerable force and 

effectively fight against troops dispatched by the government. Near Nizhnii Novgorod in 1756, 

two boats with about 80 people fended off the attack of a company of men led by a Major 

Brazhnikov. The major’s unit lost 27 men with another 5 injured. In comparison, the brigands 

only lost six people. As the major explained, the high number of casualties was caused by the 

fact that brigands were armed with cannons and firearms. Later, another state investigator 

apprehended a fugitive from the Demidov factories, one of the brigands in Cheboksary, who 

confessed that he was sent ahead to set the town ablaze and, in doing so, give a signal to his 

comrades to attack the city from the river and land. In total, there were at least 84 brigands.692 

Thus, the number of participants, weapons, and well-planned attacks were some of the key 

components that defined gangs as more effective and dangerous for the population and 

government officials.   

Even though brigands caused financial and physical harm to different strata of the 

population, Soviet historians were adamant that fugitives’ acts were primarily directed against 

                                                 
691 GAAO, f. 394, op. 1, d. 593, ll. 6 ob.-10 ob. 
692 The report does not provide the number of people in Brazhnikov’s party. PSZ, vol. 14, no. 10,571 (June 11, 
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landlords and therefore manifested expression of active class struggle. To support this argument, 

scholars uncovered an impressive number of cases when brigands ransacked and burned 

landlords’ houses, destroyed deeds of bondage, and killed estate managers. In these scholars’ 

narratives, local peasants not only welcomed and supported brigands’ assaults but sometimes 

also killed their landlords themselves.693 Although ideologically framed, these observations 

provide a useful entry point to explore whom bandits robbed and what their relationships with 

the population were.  

Undoubtedly, landlords’ estates represented a popular target for brigand gangs. In 1743, 

approximately seventy “unknown larcenous people,” armed with muskets, spears and other 

weapons, appeared at several nobles’ estates in Nizhnii Novgorod gubernia where they 

ransacked and burned houses, made off with the money, letters, and deeds of bondage (kreposti), 

as well as tortured and murdered estate managers.694 Likewise, a criminal band pillaged a 

nobleman’s house and barn, making off with seven hundred rubles, clothes, deeds of bondage, 

deeds of purchase, and census books in Arzamas district in 1753.695 Just by glancing at these 

examples, we may see that while bandits seized deeds of bondage and killed estate managers, 

these features of pillage went hand-in-hand with robbing the estates of everything that was even 

of some remote value.    

In addition to landlords, brigand gangs targeted government officials and ordinary 

people. A report from 1756 stated that several bands of brigands were operating in Kazan and 

Nizhnii Novgorod gubernias. One of the gangs attacked the Alatyr’ Magistracy, plundered the 

treasury, murdered several people, and even defeated a military party dispatched against the 

                                                 
693 Gessen, “Napadenie beglykh,” 106–10.  
694 RGADA, f. 248, op. 6, kn. 346, d. 1, ll. 2-10. 
695 Alefirenko, Krest’ianskoe dvizhenie, 122. 
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brigands.696 The same year, another small band of ten men operated in one of the Stroganov’s 

estates along the Kama river. One night, the fugitives robbed a peasant house, whence they took 

1.5 rubles, one used shirt, three kaftans, two handkerchiefs, and three loaves of bread. The next 

night, they beat with a lash the peasant Drozdov and deprived him of ten rubles, a pair of 

women’s shoes, and a piece of linen fabric.697 A 1743 court case provides an even more vivid 

picture of how indiscriminate brigands were in their choice of targets. Under interrogation, the 

serf Mikhail Popov prosaically narrated that his band of 37 followers obtained 860 rubles by 

pillaging an estate manager’s house in Bakar village, robbed a peasant of two hundred rubles in 

Vetluga district, and seized fifty rubles from a priest in Driukovo village.698 Thus, an opportunity 

to acquire money was a chief motive in these cases of robbery. Essentially, peasants, priests, 

landlords, estates, and administrative buildings could represent a target so long as potential gains 

were substantial, and brigands were confident they could pull off a crime.   

These and other examples above suggest that the choice of targets depended on the 

number of brigands in a gang. Brigands were well aware of their capabilities and calculated the 

probability of success in their attacks. Thus, sizeable gangs of thirty or more people dared to 

plunder noble estates and governmental offices, while smaller groups tended to rob individual 

peasant houses. This distribution is also sensible from a financial perspective because large 

gangs needed to acquire money and provision to make their criminal enterprises viable and 

appealing for their members. In other words, large brigand bands could only survive by targeting 

the wealthy, not the poor. 

                                                 
696 PSZ, vol. 14, no. 10,650 (November 19, 1756) 
697 Considering this cases, Alefirenko had to admit that some groups of bandits exhibited features of thievery 

because they attacked ordinary peasant houses. Alefirenko, Krest’ianskoe dvizhenie, 124.  
698 RGADA, f. 248, op. 6, kn. 350, ll. 389-392. 
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River banditry was a variation of brigandage. As conduits of trade and shipping, rivers 

played a crucial role in Russia’s economic development. It comes as no surprise that loaded 

barges and merchant ships often came under attack.699 Not much different from their land-

operating counterparts, river gangs were comprised of marginal and illegal members of society, 

such as fugitives, deserters, retired soldiers, and cossacks. Roaming along the Volga, Kama, 

Sura, and Ural rivers, they also looked for quick ways to acquire money and valuable goods. In 

popular culture, however, the image of river bandits had a much stronger association with a 

lucrative lifestyle. 

There was something upstream of the Volga-Mother 

A light boat was sailing out,  

Indeed, the boat was embellished: 

It was covered with sails,   

It was filled with guns; 

Its prow and stern were gilded… 

The ataman with a gun is sitting on the prow, 

The esaul with a hook is standing on the stern, 

There are bold young men on its sides; 

A thin white tent is in its middle, 

A silk rug lays in the tent, 

Under the rug, a coffer with gold lays, 

On the coffer, a pretty girl is sitting…700 

This folk song presents a traditional image of river bandits. They were young and courageous 

men, well-armed and ready for a fight. A vivid description of the boat screams of the success of 

the bandits’ adventures. They had gold, silks, and pretty girls. In reality, however, stories of river 

bandits were not uniform and told as much about successes as misfortunes.  

One 1745 case provides a vivid portrayal of how ephemeral and fickle the situation of 

river bandits could be. Six runaways jumped ship and fled to the woods when they saw that 

                                                 
699 The issue of river piracy in the Russian Empire is completely overlooked in the existing scholarship and requires 

more extensive research. 
700 Aristov, Ob istoricheskom, 133. 



300 

 

officials at the port of Pereiaslavl-Zalesskii were checking identities of other barges’ crews. After 

agreeing with another nine fugitives, they formed a gang and came to a bank of the Oka where 

they stole a boat and sailed down the river. Their criminal exploits were numerous yet short-

lived, as Table 6.1 illustrates. At lunchtime on the fourth day, a military party caught up with 

them in a forest near Krutitsy village, and “the brigands dispersed after they heard the report of 

gunfire.” Ultimately, the troops collared three bandits.  

According to Ivan Salnikov, a fugitive serf, the river bandits pillaged 17 riverboats and 

one village and acquired several goods yet killed nobody. If we consider the total plunder and the 

number of bandits, their brigandage does not appear to have been very successful. Excluding 

food, they stole 17.30 rubles, seven fur coats, three kaftans, three shirts, five pairs of leather 

mittens, two pairs of boots, three hats, twelve passports, three pistols, and one broadsword. One 

person’s share would not be great and mostly consist of some cash and a few necessities, as 

Salnikov confirmed in his testimony. He received only 1.70 rubles, 4.3 meters (6 arshin) of linen 

fabric, a pair of boots, and a pair of leather mittens.701 At the same time, their adventures lasted 

only for three days, and bandits, therefore, did not have enough time or luck to stumble upon a 

boat carrying silver and other precious items. We should also note a few puzzling episodes in 

Salnikov’s account of the first and second days when the bandits decided to spare three boats. In 

both instances, the explanation lies in personal relationships between the ataman and crew 

members of the attacked boats. The ataman was acquainted with the first boat’s pilot, and a few 

other boats’ barge haulers showed him respect by buying him off with a bucket of wine. 

 

 

 

                                                 
701 RGADA, f. 248, op. 6, kn. 350, d. 12, ll. 135-146. 
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Table 6.1 Brigands’ Plundering between Pereyaslavl’-Zalessky and Nizhnii Novgorod 

Day Location Victims Plunder 

1 While passing by 

Korostovo village at 

night 

 Honey from 5 beehives 

1 Near the 

Solotchinskii 

Monastery 

1 riverboat (strug) 

loaded with salt 

1 boat, some ham, 1 iron cauldron, 1 

shirt, 3 hats, 1 pair of boots, 1 pair of 

stockings, 3 pairs of leather mittens, 60 

kopeks, 3 loaves of bread 

1 L’govo village near 

Pereyaslavl-Zalessky 

2 riverboats with salt 1 boat, 1.60 rubles, 1 iron cauldron, 1 

16.3 kgs of fresh meat, 1 used sheepskin, 

130 kgs of salt 

1 Further down the 

Oka river 

1 riverboat with salt   No plunder. Purchased 2 bundles of 

tobacco leaves 

1 The Kazarskii ferry 

(perevoz); visited a 

tavern 

 Purchased half a bucket of vodka  

1 3.2 kms down the 

Oka 

4 riverboats with 

fish; flogged a tax 

collector  

3 rubles, 1 honey barrel  

1 Further down the 

Oka 

2 riverboats with fish  No plunder. Received a gift of a quarter 

a bucket of vodka 

2 Slept through the 

day on an island  

  

2 At night, sailed 10.6 

kms down the Oka 

Urodovo village of 2 

households 

7 pieces of linen fabric, 1 old sheepskin, 

1.50 rubles 

2 10.6 kms down the 

Oka 

1 riverboat with salt 2 used sheepskins, 60 kopeks, 1 heavy 

coarse kaftan, 12 printed passports 

2 Slept through the 

day in a forest 

  

3 At night, 5.3 kms 

down the Oka  

1 landlord’s 

riverboat with fish  

3 pistols, 1 broadsword, 1 wooden sword 

hilt, 1 woolen fur coat, 1 old wolfskin, 1 

old green-sapphire kaftan, copper 

buttons, 1 black peasant kaftan, 1 old 

sheepskin, 2 white linen shirts, 30 sterlet 

sturgeons, 8 kgs of honey, some 

molasses 

3 Staraia Riazan’ 

village 

2 landlord’s 

riverboats with fish 

3 rubles, 1 sheepskin fur coat 

3 21.2 kms down the 

Oka 

2 contractor’s 

riverboats with salt 

2 rubles, 1 sheepskin, 2 pairs of man’s 

leather mittens, 1 pair of boots, 1 bottle 

of wine 

3 5.3 kms down the 

Oka 

1 landlord’s 

riverboat with fish 

5 silver rubles, 30 live sterlet sturgeons 
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Table 6.1 Brigands’ Plundering between Pereyaslavl’-Zalessky and Nizhnii Novgorod, 

Continued 

Source: RGADA, f. 248, op. 6, kn. 350, d. 12, ll. 135-146. 

 

Not only did river bandits pose a threat to internal boat traffic, but their actions could also 

destabilize Russia’s relations with foreign powers. In 1743, about 50 fugitive peasants and 

soldiers in two boats pillaged three merchant fishing ships anchored in the Volga delta near the 

Caspian Sea. The survivors of the attack said that the bandits “intended to sail into the sea.” 

Fearing that they were heading to “the friendly state of Persia,” as other bandits had done in the 

past, the College of Foreign Affairs commanded “to dispatch two skerries (shkherboty) with 100 

soldiers to the Volga delta and a stern boat (gekbot) with 80 men to Derbent … so that [the 

bandits] could not reach Persia.” Lastly, the College sent notes with this information to Russian 

diplomats in Persia.702  The government’s concern with fugitives’ far-reaching pirating activities 

was justified because of the past precedent. Some of the most worrying instances occurred 

between 1668 and 1669 when the ataman Stepan Razin, with a group of cossacks and runaways, 

pillaged approximately seventy Persian ships in the Caspian Sea.703  

The examined instances of theft, brigandage, and river banditry stress the significance of 

financial considerations as a motive to become a criminal. The more considerable the amount of 

potential profit was the more likely fugitives could be tempted to commit a crime. In 1768, 

                                                 
702 RGADA, f. 248, op. 6, kn. 346, ll. 64-64 ob. 
703 Aristov, Ob istoricheskom, 42. 

Day Location Victims Plunder 

3 Further down the 

Oka 

1 contractor’s 

riverboat with salt; 

did not beat anyone  

Drank kvas; took 2 loaves of bread, 2 

bundles of tobacco leaves    

3 Docked by a forest 

near Krutitsy village 

 Divided the plunder  
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Maksim Klykov, a passportless “economic” peasant, and four other peasants were hired by a 

merchant to sail from Yaroslavl to Kazan. Once during lunch, the household girl Matrena told 

them that the merchant planned to take with him “1,500 rubles and, after hearing these words and 

being tempted, they had an intention to kill or drown their employer and rob him.” At midnight, 

on the first day of sailing, while the merchant, his wife, and manager were asleep, one of the 

peasants, Il’ia Kablukov, struck the servant and the merchant on their heads with the knob end of 

an axe and tossed them overboard, but Kablukov somehow also fell overboard and shortly 

drowned. Then, the peasants drowned the merchant’s wife with her maid and began searching for 

money yet found only five silver rubles and several valuables.704 The description of how the 

fugitives decided and then carried out the murders is strikingly prosaic. It reflects the calculation 

that the homicides were necessary to conceal all traces of the crime. Once the witnesses were 

eliminated, the bandits could return to their lives as if nothing had happened.  

When hoping to seize a considerable booty, bandits could exercise an extreme degree of 

violence. A gang of barge haulers mercilessly killed six soldiers traveling in Viatka district in 

1745. The examination of the crime scene revealed that two soldiers had their heads cut off, and 

four were stabbed multiple times. Later, investigators captured Fedor Kozlov and Semen Uglov, 

two of the criminals, employed at a local factory. Both Kozlov and Uglov confessed and vividly 

described their crime.  

On the road near the Sylva factory this summer, 14 barge haulers got together and 

killed those soldiers traveling from Moscow in the following manner. They saw the 

soldiers riding in three carts and let them through without stopping. After deciding 

to rob and kill them, [we] went after them and saw how they stopped to rest and 

feed horses near the river. Five soldiers were asleep, and one was on guard. [We] 

                                                 
704 On the boat, the found the following things: a barrel with paint, two silk sashes, two pairs of boots, 10 silk 

handkerchiefs, a veil, five strands of pearls, a white towel, two pairs of German woolen trousers, three pairs of suede 

gloves, a weasel-fur hat with golden embroidery, a coarse kaftan, a used sheep fur coat, 8.1 kgs of honey cakes, two 

crosses, two silver signet rings, three pounds of sugar, a copper cup, and a saltcellar.  RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 234, 

ll. 13-14. 
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covertly approached and attacked without letting them reach for their muskets 

stored in the carts. [We] tied and slaughtered them, took the horses and all their 

things.705  

This crime may hardly be interpreted as an instance of class struggle. The spontaneity and 

covertness of the crime indicate nothing less but that the aspirations to steal money and other 

valuables drove the bandits. The murdered soldiers did not pose any real threat and were most 

likely of the same peasant background as were the bandits. Like in the above case of the 

merchant’s murder, we see calculations on the part of the bandits who likely decided to kill the 

soldiers to thwart their resistance or eliminate them as potential witnesses.   

Issues, such as violence and theft shaped how villagers and townsmen viewed brigands. 

Unlike regular runaways who could be employed or integrated into local society, fugitive-

brigands threatened the wellbeing of rural and urban dwellers in different ways. Because of the 

authorities’ inability to control the overall criminal situation in the Volga-Urals region, ordinary 

people – when they could – were forced to play an active role in crime prevention and 

apprehension of bandits on the one hand. On the other, residents could have their own interests in 

helping bandits or realize that acting against them was risky and could backfire.   

Reporting suspicious persons was one of the common ways to assist authorities in the 

eradication of the banditry. In January 1731, the wage laborer Mikhail Polosukhin submitted a 

report to the Astrakhan Gubernia Chancellery about a group of barge haulers “who intended to 

engage in thievery.” They were planning to wait until the Volga unfreezes and steal 300 rubles 

from a townsman’s ship and a vase with 2,000 rubles stashed inside and that a town doctor hid in 

a manure pile in his yard. Polosukhin listed their names and said that the barge haulers had tried 

to incite him to join them, but he had refused. Government officials successfully captured 

                                                 
705 RGADA, f. 439, op. 1, d. 10:15, ll. 129-137. 
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suspected criminals who confirmed the truth of Polosukhin’s report.706 In another case in 1754, 

Dmitrii Lukhsa, a fugitive serf, met six barge haulers in a tavern, and they agreed to rob the 

house of Luksha’s landlord. But they failed to carry out their plan. A townsman, at whose house 

they were spending a night, overheard their conversation and reported on them at the Saratov 

Voivode Chancellery.707 By informing officials about suspected criminals, these residents not 

only ensured safety on a local level but also conformed with the state laws, prescribing the 

maintenance of surveillance as each person’s civic duty.708 But there was also a monetary 

component. To incentivize peasants additionally, in 1763 Catherine the Great’s government 

offered rewards for those who delivered criminals to local bodies of authority: thirty rubles for 

an ataman, ten rubles for a regular thief, and fifty rubles (emphasis mine) for harborers of 

prisoners.709 The latter highlights the traditional state’s attitude that criminals would have no 

chance to operate successfully without the assistance of the local population.   

At the same time, there were some dangers for rural and urban residents to inform on or 

act against brigands hiding in their villages. In the second half of the seventeenth and the early 

eighteenth centuries, one’s decision to report on a bandit could backfire because the accused 

could claim that an informer was, in fact, his accomplice. A popular proverb encapsulates well 

this dilemma for ordinary people: “an informer gets the first knout” (donoshchiku pervyi knut).710 

Unsurprisingly, the prospect of torture could discourage peasants and townsmen from informing 

on bandits. In 1719, however, the attitude toward ordinary people’s participation in crime 

prevention began to change. Peter the Great set a five-ruble award for any person who captured a 

                                                 
706 GAAO, f. 394, op. 1, d. 273, ll. 1-5. 
707 RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 91, l. 6. 
708 For example, see PSZ, vol. 5, no. 3,006 (March 30, 1716); vol. 15, no. 11,001 (October 22, 1759).  
709 PSZ, vol. 16, no. 11,750 (February 10, 1763). 
710 Aristov, Razboiniki i beglye, 16. 
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bandit.711 Building on this approach, Empress Anna decreed in 1731 that interrogators should 

disregard bandits’ accusations against informers.712 These measures served as an incentive and 

protected the interests of village and town residents if they chose to inform on or combat crime.   

In some instances, ordinary people were even willing to risk and capture suspected 

bandits. In 1768, a group of seigniorial peasants delivered for interrogation four barge haulers, 

who were suspected of robbing a merchant. Peasants explained that they heard about the crime 

from the merchant himself while they were staying in Sumy village on September 9. After these 

peasants arrived in their home village of Iarino on the same day, they spotted four unknown 

travelers with sacks. The peasants began a chase and caught up with them only near 

Koz’modem’ian district in the evening of the next day. A brief questioning revealed that the 

unknown people were, in fact, the robbers.713 Thus, Iarino peasants did more than just report or 

warn about the suspected criminals but made certain to catch them regardless of the time spent 

and the distance traveled.   

There were also instances when peasants and landlords willingly harbored and concealed 

criminals. Written in 1744, the Instruction for Investigators contained a provision that 

specifically dealt with this issue. If “an honest investigation” concluded as much, the instruction 

prescribed to administer an appropriate punishment – including the death penalty – to any 

landlord who knowingly harbored thieves or whose people and peasants went to loot. Similar 

measures awaited estate managers and elected people from church, state, and court 

landholdings.714 The instruction’s depiction of harborers as bandits’ accomplices correlates with 

                                                 
711 Aristov, 20. 
712 PSZ, vol. 8, no. 5,774 (June 7, 1731). 
713 RGADA, f. 407, op. 1, d. 234, ll. 1-11. Similar cases of peasants tracking down and capturing fugitives: Mamsik, 

Pobegi kak sotsial’noe iavlenie: pripisnaia derevnia Zapadnoi Sibiri v 40-90-e gody XVIII, 115–16; Got’e, Istoriia 

oblastnogo, 1913, 1:335. 
714 PSZ, vol. 12, no. 9,026 (September 7, 1744). 



307 

 

the testimony given by the ataman Dashkov. For one month, Perfilii Kladkov, a peasant from the 

village of Panshino, knowingly took care of the ataman after he had been injured in a fight. In his 

house, Kladkov also stored stolen goods but ultimately was captured by his village’s counterparts 

in 1736.715 Although this case by itself does not suffice to understand a variety of possible 

motives behind the brigands’ harborers, it depicts Kladkov as a simple criminal who sought to 

conceal his illegal activities from other villagers but failed. In early modern Russia, perhaps, 

there were instances of solidarity between brigands and provincial dwellers, as Marxist historians 

repeatedly claimed, but they are yet to be found.716        

When reading about fugitive peasants who worked as barge haulers and day laborers on 

the land or turned to banditry and brigandage, we should not forget that they were outsiders not 

from nearby villages but mainly from other districts. It was only natural that rural and urban 

dwellers treated outsiders with caution, often preferring to report them to the authorities rather 

than becoming complicit in crimes by sheltering them in their homes. While solitary travelers 

posed little danger, peasants journeying in large groups were likely not to be trusted. Studies on 

banditry in Europe, Latin America, and the Ottoman Empire make similar observations about the 

dynamics of rural society, in which bandit-peasant connections were barely noticeable. As Anton 

Blok notes, “what united people behind banditry were kinship, friendship and patronage – not 

class. … Social causes were attributed to them by others, if they did not deliberately promote 

them themselves.”717 These remarks, however, only partly apply to the phenomenon of the 

banditry in the Volga-Urals region in the eighteenth century. As outsiders, most fugitives were 

without familial ties, had few causes for revenge, and dealt with more practical issues of survival 

                                                 
715 GAAO, f. 394, op. 1, d. 593, ll. 9-12. 
716 Alefirenko, Krest’ianskoe dvizhenie, 130–31; Gessen, “Napadenie beglykh,” 107.  
717 Blok, Honour and Violence, 22; Barkey, Bandits and Bureaucrats, 182. 
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and financial wellbeing. Thus, the question of why one robbed and plundered was much less 

pronounced than the questions of who had the means that could be stolen or looted. And the 

nobles and state officials indeed owned the most of the wealth.  

 

Conclusion 

Perhaps it is a feature of the sources that fugitives’ involvement in banditry and 

brigandage appears to be short-lived. The examined files narrate about exploits and encounters 

that unraveled surprisingly quickly, usually within weeks and days and only rarely within 

months. More likely, however, this brevity suggests the opportunistic nature of criminality in the 

Volga-Urals region that was another manifestation of the migrant style of life. While living on 

the run, peasants took advantage of different chances available to them in the Volga-Urals 

region. By no means should this observation may lead to the conclusion that all peasant migrants 

were criminals but rather indicate that the presence of the opportunity to earn quick money 

through crime appealed to some segment of migrants. For those who did not get involved in 

criminal activity, the sources strongly suggest that it was a transitory stage in their lives that 

ended with the capture or flight after the gang’s crackdown by government soldiers.718   

 The existence of banditry and brigandage influenced the dynamics in rural society in 

several ways. As shown, bandits robbed and looted both the wealthy and the poor, even though 

the former were a more desirable target. By endangering ordinary peasants, they bred mistrust 

and created tensions among settled rural dwellers and migrants. As Blok has argued, “rather than 

promoting the articulation of peasant interests within a national context, bandits tend to obstruct 

or to deviate concerted peasant action… In fact, we know that bandits have fulfilled pivotal roles 

                                                 
718 Koliopoulos makes a similar observation about the transitory nature of banditry for young mountaineers in 

nineteenth-century Greece. Koliopoulos, Brigands with a Cause, 239. 
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in the demobilization of peasants.”719 The concerns of security prompted villagers to report on 

bandits operating in their areas, thus helping the government to enforce the law. Second, we may 

imagine that banditry had a destructive effect on the commerce and wellbeing of rural areas. It 

extracted resources and surplus, ruining peasants and forcing them to search for a better life 

away from their homes. Even when brigands pillaged rich nobles, the ramifications of their 

actions fell on seigniorial peasants in the form of increased exploitation and labor extraction.  

  

                                                 
719 Blok, Honour and Violence, 16–17. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

In 1792, Second Major Petr Gasvitskii petitioned the Senate to resolve a case involving 

his fugitive peasants. The plaintiff did not request the government’s assistance in reclaiming his 

serfs and receiving monetary compensation from their harborers, as he was entitled to do. 

Instead, he asked to be provided with recruit waivers and to permit the serfs to remain in their 

current court village of Zolotoe in Saratov district. For the Gasvitskii family, this petition was 

one of many submitted since 1746, when his four fugitive peasants were first discovered. Since 

then, they had been reclaimed once but then fled again. Gasvitskii’s father found them and their 

progeny – 14 men and 12 women – in the same place in 1767, and they claimed to be registered 

as court peasants during the second and third population censuses. From then onwards, numerous 

petitions and complaints, peasants’ denials, and transfers of this complicated case from one 

government office to another exhausted Gasvitskii, and therefore he asked for this peculiar 

arrangement, used by the government only in exceptional situations with fugitives on frontiers or 

repatriates from Poland-Lithuania.720   

This example touches upon several issues examined in this dissertation. First of all, it 

reminds us of how difficult it sometimes was to prove one’s ownership of runaway peasants 

through the established process, even when the previous records spoke voluminously that the 

plaintiff was legally right in his claim. Furthermore, some of the resolution mechanisms – recruit 

waivers for fugitives, for example – designed by the state for exceptional cases became 

somewhat normalized and represented better options than attempting to reclaim runaways. 

Lastly, Gasvitskii’s serfs succeeded in their quest for upward mobility by registering as court 

                                                 
720 RGADA, f. 248, op. 47, kn. 8,485, ll. 1-66. 
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peasants and were considered integral by the village inhabitants who were committed to 

defending the serfs’ interests and thus protecting the village. The latter observation is the most 

important because it allows us to reconsider the phenomenon of social mobility in early modern 

Russia and the goals that peasant migrants strove to attain. 

In today’s world, the link among migration, upward mobility, and economic 

improvements is evident. People move from rural to urban areas or from smaller to bigger towns 

in order to find better jobs, gain financial security, and have more access to economic, social, and 

cultural opportunities and resources. Even for refugees, these motives go hand-in-hand with their 

aspiration to escape political and religious intolerance and persecution. In light of these 

observations, the traditional narrative of resistance in early modern Russia appears far too 

simple. Rather than an abstract aspiration to resist the state and landlords, peasants had a variety 

of reasons for escape and specific, pragmatic goals to improve their economic and social 

standing within the existing legal regime. The primary task of this dissertation was to examine 

these issues and understand the motives, objectives, decisions, and choices that can be extracted 

through the reading of archival files of fugitive peasants and state documents. 

Regardless of whether peasants departed legally or illegally, these materials reveal how 

normal peasant migration was in early modern Russia. Both fugitive peasants and legal departees 

often moved for similar reasons to improve their economic situations through wage labor and 

settlement. These forms of migration were intertwined and promoted the spread of one another. 

The line separating them was very thin, and today’s legal migrants could become, or choose to 

become tomorrow’s fugitives. All these migrants operated within the established economic and 

social networks and were integral for the development of commerce, industries, and agriculture.   
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Unlike legal departees, fugitives, nevertheless, faced more challenges in their daily lives 

that stemmed from their vulnerable legal status. From the moment of escape, they plunged into 

the world of uncertainty. Employers and harborers could exploit and take advantage of fugitives 

by not paying wages, depriving them of belongings, or using them as false conscripts. Because of 

their own negligence, other people’s denunciations, and unfortunate accidents, they risked being 

captured in public places, villages, and on highways. Many runaways had no stable place of 

work and had to travel continuously from one place to another in search of opportunities.  

One of the focal points of the dissertation was to demonstrate that fugitives were aware of 

these circumstances and devised a set of methods enabling them to negotiate with different 

members of society and to navigate the legal framework of the Russian state. As illegals, they 

had no ties to their harborers and therefore could leave at any time. They could always declare 

their status to thwart a particular injustice and jeopardize their harborers who could face fines 

and corporal punishment, much harsher than the punishment meted out to the fugitives 

themselves. Using false passports – especially those of good quality – permitted peasant migrants 

not only to travel freely around the country but also to work “legally.” In addition to carrying 

forged passports, other informal practices helped them concoct new identities and become court 

and state peasants or town residents. Rather than fixed pathways of social mobility, these 

practices were often based on circumstances and opportunities arising in villages and towns. 

Bribery, concealment, and illegal inclusion in census books represented just some of these 

practices. Their purpose was not to challenge and resist the established order but, on the contrary, 

to legalize peasant migrants’ presence or at least form the semblance of legality. After all, there 

was no way to escape the Russian state in the Volga-Urals region. Rather, it was more sensible to 

attempt to make the best possible improvements in one’s status and hopefully live a little better.  
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Above all, banditry illustrates the practicality of peasants’ actions. Examining their social 

profiles has not revealed that fugitive-brigands had any particular antagonism toward the nobility 

or government officials. The minority of fugitives who engaged in criminal activities viewed it 

from an economic perspective. As opposed to agricultural work and wage labor, brigandage or 

thievery could quickly bring substantial financial gains. Thus, it was only natural that the bandits 

primarily targeted wealthy members of society, such as landlords, merchants, and peasants.  

The effects of illegal peasant migration on the state were twofold, stemming from the 

stance on population policy adopted after the promulgation of the Ulozhenie of 1649. For Russia, 

tying peasants to the land became an integral part of the process of state formation. By the early 

eighteenth century, Russia consolidated its territories, created a standing army to protect the 

country’s borders, and developed a bureaucratic apparatus necessary for the collection of taxes 

and fulfillment of administrative tasks. Like other European states, Russia primarily drew 

resources from its population, mostly from peasants but also from townspeople. Thus, it comes 

as no surprise that for most of the period under consideration, the government was heavily 

invested in the enforcement of restrictions and regulations on population movement.  

The state’s modernization, eastward expansion, and corresponding migration in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, however, led to a more flexible and pragmatic population 

policy that was initiated by local actors and took into account local dynamics and priorities. Not 

only did provincial administrators and entrepreneurs effectively negotiate with the center, but 

they also often took the initiative into their own hands. At the same time, the realization of their 

military, construction, and commercial projects did not proceed straightforwardly, and they 

experienced setbacks and delays because of the sluggishness of the central administrative 

apparatus and other power groups with their own interests.  
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For fugitive peasants, the implications of this population policy were twofold. Many were 

apprehended and returned to their localities. Perhaps some might flee again. The very existence 

of the central government’s repeated contraventions of its general approach to Russia’s frontiers 

and places of economic significance, however, facilitated the spread of peasant flight. Through 

the circulation of rumors, peasant migrants not only learned about different opportunities but also 

interpreted them according to their understanding of Russian current and previous laws. The 

examples of the Belgorod and Orenburg Lines, Astrakhan, and Ural manufactories, thus, point 

out that migration was not only a way to escape peasants’ current conditions that bound them to 

the land but also a rational choice based on knowledge and planning.  

Peasant flight did not cease after Catherine the Great’s reign but remained a persistent 

issue in Russia’s domestic policy until the Emancipation of 1861. After ascending the throne in 

1796, Paul I sought to improve the state’s ability to police its population by updating passport 

regulations and reiterating the restrictions on and punishments for unauthorized departure and 

harboring.721 The War of 1812 had an unsettling effect on the rural population that responded by 

leaving their homes and moving across the country. The government was aware of this problem 

but could do nothing during the war.722 Rumors and stories about the opportunity for free 

settlement in the supposedly rich land at a “Dar’ia river” resulted in the flight of thousands of 

serfs in 1825. Peasants followed the traditional route from the central district eastwards beyond 

the Urals, and only 2,813 were apprehended by the military regiment. Undoubtedly, many others, 

like their counterparts in the eighteenth century, moved for personal, economic, and social 

reasons.723 The continuity of illegal peasant migration well into the nineteenth century 

                                                 
721 Chernukha, Pasport v Rossii, 50–52. 
722 S.L. Avaliani, “Volneniia krest’ian v tsarstvovanie imperatora Aleksandra I (Po arkhivnym materialam),” 

Bogoslovskii vestnik, no. 4 (1912): 683–700. 
723 Kolchin, Unfree Labor, 283. 
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demonstrates the original goals of enserfment – prohibition and control of peasant movement – 

were not only unattainable but simply unrealistic. 
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