


Dispersed Dispossession



GEOGRAPHIES OF JUSTICE AND SOCIAL TRANSFORMATION

Series editors

Mathew Coleman, Ohio State University
Ishan Ashutosh, Indiana University Bloomington

Founding editor

Nik Heynen, University of Georgia

Advisory board

Deborah Cowen, University of Toronto
Zeynep Gambetti, Boğaziçi University
Geoff  Mann, Simon Fraser University
James McCarthy, Clark University
Beverley Mullings, Queen’s University
Harvey Neo, Singapore University of Technology and Design
Geraldine Pratt, University of British Columbia
Ananya Roy, University of California, Los Angeles
Michael Watts, University of California, Berkeley
Ruth Wilson Gilmore, CUNY Graduate Center
Jamie Winders, Syracuse University
Melissa W. Wright, Pennsylvania State University
Brenda S. A. Yeoh, National University of Singapore



Dispersed Dispossession
COLLECTIVE GOODS, APPROPRIATION, 

AND AGENCY IN RURAL RUSSIA

ALEXANDER VORBRUGG

The University of Georgia Press
Athens



© 2025 by the University of Georgia Press
Athens, Georgia 30602
www .ugapress .org
All rights reserved
Set in 10.25/13.5 Minion Pro by 
Classic City Composition, Athens, GA

Most University of Georgia Press titles are
available from popular e-book vendors.

Printed digitally

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Vorbrugg, Alexander author
Title: Dispersed dispossession : collective goods, appropriation, and agency in rural Russia / 

Alexander Vorbrugg.
Description: Athens : Th e University of Georgia Press, [2025] | Series: Geographies of justice and 

social transformation | Includes bibliographical references and index.
Identifi ers: LCCN 2025004403 (print) | LCCN 2025004404 (ebook) | ISBN 9780820363899 

hardback | ISBN 9780820363882 paperback | ISBN 9780820363905 epub | ISBN 9780820363912 
pdf

Subjects: LCSH: Rural development—Russia | Russia—Rural conditions 
Classifi cation: LCC HN530.Z9 C686 2025 (print) | LCC HN530.z9 (ebook) | ddc 305.50947—dc23

/eng/20250414
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025004403
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2025004404

http://www.ugapress.org
https://lccn.loc.gov/2025004403
https://lccn.loc.gov/2025004404


CONTENTS

Abbreviations and Russian Terms vii

Preface ix

Acknowledgments xv

 Introduction 1

CHAPTER 1 Traces 25

CHAPTER 2  Kolkhoz 36

CHAPTER 3 Ruins 63

CHAPTER 4 Potential 89

CHAPTER 5 Tactics 110

CHAPTER 6 Reconnection 131

Notes 149

References 163

Index 185



349-99188_Rothfels_ch01_3P.indd   6

This page intentionally left blank 



vii

ABBREVIATIONS AND RUSSIAN TERMS

ABD Accumulation by dispossession
AKKOR Russian Association of Rural and Farm Enterprises and 

Agricultural Cooperatives
BEF Black Earth Farming (investment company)
CEE Central and Eastern European countries
CIS  Commonwealth of Independent States
Dacha Seasonal or year- round second home in the countryside
Duma  Russian legislative assembly
FAO  Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
Hectare Unit of land equal to 2.47 acres
Kolkhoz Collective farm enterprise in the Soviet Union
Kolkhoznik Member of a kolkhoz
LFE Large farm enterprise
Mha  Million hectares
Minselkhoz Ministry of Agriculture of the Russian Federation
Oblast  Administrative region in Russia
PA Primitive accumulation
Pai  Land titles issued to workers during the land reform
Perestroika Restructuring of the Soviet political and economic system 

during the late 1980s
Raion  Smaller administrative unit within an oblast, region, or 

republic, can be translated as district
RF Russian Federation
ROIC Returns on invested capital
ROE Returns on equity
Rosstat  Federal State Statistics Service
RSFSR Russian Soviet Federative Socialist Republic



Abbreviations and Russian Termsviii

SEK Swedish krona
Sovkhoz State- owned farm in the Soviet Union
USDA U.S. Department of Agriculture
USSR Th e Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, or the Soviet Union
WTO World Trade Organization

For the romanization of Russian terms, I use the ALA LC transliteration stan-
dard. In agreement with established conventions, I depart from this standard 
for words and names that are established in English and omit diacritics and 
two- letter tie characters. All translations from Russian and German are mine.



ix

PREFACE

As I fi nalize this book in 2023, Russia’s unjustifi ed war against Ukraine has 
drawn new public interest to both states. Long labeled as transition economies, 
both countries have, in very diff erent ways, again become places experiencing 
fundamental disruptions. Rightly, most attention has been on the destruction 
and human suff ering in Ukraine.

I found it diffi  cult to return to this project aft er Russia’s 2022 full- scale in-
vasion of Ukraine. Th e war has created much to react to, and my frustration 
and anger at the Russian establishment had grown to a point where I needed 
to accommodate it. Working on the manuscript helped me to remind myself 
and learn, in diff erent ways, again and again, that the people of a country are 
of course not identical to a political system that oft en exploits and oppresses 
them—which does not resolve diffi  cult questions of responsibility and com-
plicity. I hope this book can contribute to a more nuanced perception of the 
social realities within Russia over a decade that seems central in the genealogy 
of the present historical moment: the 2010s.

I conducted fi eldwork for this book in Russia from 2012 through 2014, 
and  follow-up fi eldwork in 2021, but most of it before the 2014 annexation of 
Crimea. I also did most of the writing before the 2022 invasion. I abstain from 
trying to (re)interpret this study in light of this war. However, I hope the book 
contributes to a better understanding of the place Russia has become, a ques-
tion that has become more popular, as well as pressing, considering the wars 
its armies are waging. Furthermore, some of the main topics addressed in this 
book do speak to questions that have received broader interest under current 
conditions and deserve more attention.

When food exports from Ukraine and Russia became uncertain or stalled 
aft er February 2022, new international attention was brought to the extent to 
which both countries are global powerhouses of food production. Th is book 
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tells a story about the conditions under which Russia established itself as a 
top wheat exporter—or as an agricultural “superpower,” as the offi  cial rhetoric 
would have it. Th e formation of large agricultural companies is a central part 
of that. Th is study off ers rare, grounded insights into the making and failing 
of such companies and their projects, and the contact zones between compa-
nies and rural actors.

Th e war further brought attention to how inhabitants of rural and mar-
ginalized regions within Russia, including so-called ethnic territories, are de-
prived of livelihoods and futures to the extent that they came to constitute a 
massive “reserve army” of soldiers more than workers. Besides direct coercion, 
including the recruitment of prisoners, it was economic deprivation in various 
peripheral areas that reportedly drove many to serve, and die, as soldiers in the 
war. Of course, this cannot justify the deaths or any other cruelties that Rus-
sian soldiers have infl icted on Ukraine. But it helps explain the circumstances 
that enabled the mobilization into the army and mercenary groups of people 
who could be sent into what journalists described as a “meat grinder.”

Russia is among the most economically unequal of the former  state- socialist 
countries. According to World Bank data, it is also one of the most unequal 
countries in the northern hemisphere, behind only a few other countries, in-
cluding the United States. Aft er the disintegration of the Soviet system, pov-
erty and a lack of options have become particularly prevalent in rural areas. 
Most popular interpretations of what stabilizes the Russian political establish-
ment, including the compliance or political passivity of rural populations, fo-
cus on propaganda, ideology, and nostalgia. Dispersed Dispossession focuses 
on material circumstances and economic conditions. It highlights the rela-
tionship between the deprivation of rural populations and the concentration 
of capital and power through oft en  state- aligned businesses. It helps to explain 
how far these circumstances limit the agency of rural inhabitants, and how 
promises of stability and revival resonate with many of them. Th is does not 
justify support for or compliance with what an increasing number of observ-
ers describe as a totalitarian, or even fascist, political regime. But it may com-
plicate the story of what led there. Th e economic violence throughout recent 
Russian history deserves recognition, including, of course, the staggeringly 
unjust  political- economic system that emerged during market reforms. Th is 
book considers how Western business interests, reform agendas, and other 
transnational connections played a formative role in the  Russian countryside, 
alongside domestic forces.

Th e concept of dispossession helps emphasize how widespread poverty and 
other forms of deprivation are not just unfortunate side eff ects of policies or 
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the result of historical or environmental circumstances, but are linked to de-
cisions taken and not taken, accountability denied, and powerful actors gain-
ing profi t based on others’ deprivation. Th is book focuses on dispossession of 
a particular kind. What I conceptualize as “dispersed dispossession” articulates 
the separation of complex webs of relations and the deterioration of collec-
tive goods constitutive for well- being and agency. It implies the fundamentally 
unequal capabilities to navigate disruptive change and to repurpose, revalue, 
and appropriate devalued and degraded resources. It emphasizes  drawn- out 
processes of dispossession in which preexisting harms and injustices, accu-
mulated over historical periods and diff erent  political- economic systems, are 
perpetuated and exploited, and it helps us better understand how this aff ects 
social imaginaries. It further helps to grasp and theorize forms of agency that 
do not fi t established understandings of resistance, complicating the cliché of 
rural inhabitants’ general passivity and compliance.

Th is book is based on situated case studies. Over around ten months of 
fi eldwork, I gathered insights from the contact zones between residents and 
workers, agricultural enterprises and companies, and representatives of the 
state apparatus. My aim was to demonstrate ways of thinking and conceptu-
alizing from the Russian countryside, in conversation with the people I met. 
I am convinced that rigorous  fi eldwork- based studies off er unique possibil-
ities for such theorizing. Yet I write this preface at a point in history when 
conducting such research in Russia has become extremely diffi  cult for foreign 
researchers and, for diff erent reasons, also for researchers with Russian pass-
ports or affi  liations. In many ways, research conditions and freedoms had al-
ready gradually deteriorated throughout the 2010s. Since 2022, many of the re-
maining opportunities have been blocked.

In the fi rst decade aft er the dissolution of the Eastern Bloc post- 1991, fun-
damental systemic changes within former  state- socialist countries coincided 
with new possibilities for research—or “freedoms,” to echo some of the domi-
nant rhetoric of those days. Th rough the lift ing of  state- dictated requirements 
and restrictions, researchers at Eastern European institutions gained freedom 
in what to study and how. As the collapse of the socialist state undermined re-
search budgets and institutions, this freedom of choice and expression oft en 
coincided with being freed from the means to work in research, a situation 
akin to Marxian “double freedom.” Many scholars left  academia or left  their 
institutions for others in the West. Th e situation was less ambivalent for more 
privileged Western scholars, who gained access to archives, fi eldwork options, 
and various data in “the East” and returned to their institutional homes in 
“the West,” reporting how they had been greeted enthusiastically by colleagues 
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eager to collaborate. Publishing in English and other Western languages, these 
scholars were well equipped to satisfy the increased public and academic inter-
est in stories from “behind the former Iron Curtain.” Much has changed since 
the 1990s, of course—enough for scholars to suggest the necessity of entirely 
abandoning the idea that there still is, if there ever was, anything like a “post-
socialist condition” that could characterize the complex and heterogeneous 
region of former Soviet and socialist states, or any single one of them.

As researchers, we also bring our own histories to the issues we study. I 
found a welcoming academic environment when I fi rst traveled as an ex-
change student to Russia, to the Institute of Geography at Moscow State Uni-
versity in 2008, and three years later as a PhD candidate. I enjoyed the privi-
lege of learning from, collaborating with, and building on the crucial help and 
support of Russian colleagues. Being a native speaker of Czech helped me to 
acquire profi ciency in Russian relatively quickly during courses at the Univer-
sity of Tübingen, and later during long stays in Russia and Ukraine. My fam-
ily background directed some of my curiosity and gave me a certain sensitiv-
ity to the heterogeneity of and sometimes violent history that shaped these 
countries. More recently, as for many others with research and biographical 
ties to Eastern Europe, Russia’s ongoing war deeply aff ected my ways of relat-
ing to Russia. It is not that I have had romantic ideas about the Russian state, 
which has long waged wars and been highly repressive toward some groups. 
For instance, by the end of the period covered in this study, many if not most 
of the more prominent libertarian left ist activists whom I met during my fi rst 
trips to Russia were in exile, imprisoned, or dead. Aft er Russia’s 2022 invasion 
of Ukraine, most Russian friends and colleagues with whom I continue to col-
laborate academically left  Russia and are in exile. I stopped collaborations with 
Russian institutions from which my research, and this study, had greatly ben-
efi ted in the past.

Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine, impactful and devastating in many ways, 
also became a brutal real- world demonstration of how “the region” is any-
thing but homogeneous, as it is shaped by antagonistic and confl icting polit-
ical and economic forces, including stark diff erences in relationships to the 
(state- socialist) pasts. While Putin uses various occasions for long and inac-
curate lessons in Russian history, in many former  state- socialist states outside 
of Russia calls for ideological distance from this past have been amplifi ed. Dis-
persed Dispossession speaks to the newly heated battles of interpretation of the 
Soviet legacy but abstains from the oft en ideological stance of defending or de-
spising state socialism. Rather, it traces how it matters in everyday situations 
and how the roots of dispossession may span diff erent  political- economic sys-
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tems. Th e war also amplifi ed calls by academics, artists, cultural workers, and 
others to decenter and decolonize knowledge production in and on “the re-
gion.” Th is is because academic scholarship, cultural production, and public 
perception remain biased toward Russia. And, within this bias, the country’s 
centers rather than its more peripheral territories (including much of rural 
Russia as well as Indigenous territories and so-called ethnic territories) are the 
focus. Many therefore call for a twofold decentering of knowledge production, 
away from the West and toward the former  state- socialist East, including East-
ern Europe, the Caucasus, and Central Asia, and away from the Russian cen-
ter and toward various margins within this region.

Th is book is based on a study in Russia. It is, in some sense, even situated in 
the Russian heartland. I conducted fi eldwork in the western regions of Lipetsk, 
Voronezh, Rostov, Perm, and the city of Moscow. All these regions have been 
part of Russia since the early decades of the tsardom in the sixteenth century, 
and most of its rural population is counted as “ethnic Russian.” Even though 
this study is situated in rural areas, which diff er greatly from urban centers, 
they are still relatively close to the country’s center of power, symbolized by 
Moscow, in terms of geography and public perception.

Th is does not mean, however, that this book follows well- trodden paths 
in Western academic knowledge production. Th is is the fi rst book on Russia, 
or any Eastern European country, published in this book series, and there are 
few such books recently published in geography and English overall. Book- 
length studies on rural Russia, based on in-depth fi eldwork, have become rare 
across disciplines over recent years due to increasing challenges. Most books 
on Russia, and other Eastern European, Baltic, Caucasian, and Central Asian 
countries, have been published in book series with a regional focus. In this re-
spect, I see it as a privilege and an opportunity to have this work published in 
a general human geography book series. I hope this signals a trend toward in-
creased scientifi c interest in this region that will not be limited to Russia. I fur-
ther hope it can contribute to the strengthening of relational perspectives that, 
rather than exceptionalizing Russia as a villain or victim, connect its imperial 
history and revival to imperialisms elsewhere, and its violent capitalism to va-
rieties of capitalism elsewhere. Finally, I hope it can contribute to showing that 
some stories that emerge from Russia deserve a place in the broader thinking 
about and longing for a livable and more just future.
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Introduction

A giant Russian sugar company had taken control of most of the six thousand 
hectares of farmland in a village where I had started fi eldwork in 2013. From 
Moscow’s “Shaninka,” I called a friend living in the village to inquire about 
the event. He replied rather indiff erently, “Th ere’s nothing new, nothing has 
changed, it’s always the same here.” Th is certainly was not the kind of answer I 
had expected, entering my second year of fi eldwork at that time, tracing large 
investment projects across several Russian regions. Didn’t the story sound like 
a massive land grab? Puzzled, I drove to the village.

What I encountered did indeed turn out to be surprisingly nondramatic, as 
the land deal has had little obvious immediate impact on the village or the lives 
of its inhabitants. Th ere were no fences or other big infrastructure. Th e com-
pany, like many others at that time, had taken over land previously worked by 
other large farming enterprises, in oft en troubled economic conditions, rather 
than by smallholders. As Russian agriculture had been industrialized decades 
before, in Soviet times, it was not recent land deals that had displaced peasant 
farmers. Most of the village’s farmland was located several kilometers away, 
accessed by dirt roads, partly across a highway. Th e portion of villagers em-
ployed in industrial agriculture had shrunk constantly since the 1990s, and 
subsistence or family farmers cultivated land that remained unaff ected by the 
land deal.

By acquiring this huge land bank, the sugar company had not taken over 
something that would have been very close and dear to most villagers at that 
point in history. Rather, it had added a chapter to a longer story of reconfi gu-
rations and disconnections that had shaped the village over the past decades. I 
found traces of disconnections both in people’s narratives and in village land-
scapes, where one could wander for hours around abandoned fi elds, stables, 
and other remains of former production and dwelling. Many villagers off ered 
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clearer and more lively accounts of the piecemeal demise of “their” former 
 Soviet collective enterprises than of the more recent acquisition of enterprises 
and land from which they had already become alienated. And they described 
the apparent “land grab” as a continuation of deprivation, hardships, and un-
certainty rather than as a novel event.

Th e concept of dispersed dispossession aims to illuminate such situations, 
which I found common yet oft en perplexing. It captures and relates fi ve char-
acteristics of a specifi c kind of dispossession. First, it captures the deterioration 
of  state- or  community- mediated collective goods, support systems, material 
infrastructures, social contracts, and the separation of further webs of rela-
tions constitutive for well- being and agency. Second, rather than through di-
rect seizure, it works through the fundamentally unequal capacities to keep 
hold of resources, to navigate disintegration and to repurpose, revalue, and ap-
propriate devaluated and degraded goods. Th ird, it captures  drawn- out pro-
cesses of dispossession in which preexisting harms and injustices accumulated 
over historical periods and  political- economic systems are perpetuated and 
exploited. Fourth, dispersed dispossession shapes the horizon of conceivable 
alternatives and plausible promises. Finally, it comes with profound implica-
tions for the conditions and conceptualization of resistance and agency.

Th is book, and the idea of dispersed dispossession, build on a study of rural 
change in Russia within a specifi c period, the 2010s. I demonstrate how atten-
tion to dispersed dispossession is necessary to understand rural deprivation in 
this context, and how the context off ers special opportunities for studying and 
thinking through related forms of dispossession. Yet dispersed dispossession 
is not unique or limited to Russia, nor is it the only form of dispossession one 
can encounter there. Th e concept supplements established conceptualizations 
and helps to grasp forms of dispossession that may otherwise elude our atten-
tion, in Russia and elsewhere.

Dispersed dispossession also off ers opportunities for refl ecting on the con-
ceptual and political implications of the various ways of conceptualizing dis-
possession more broadly. Th e notion of dispossession is inherently critical. 
By calling something dispossession, you already criticize it. More fundamen-
tally, critique constitutes dispossession. Th e language of dispossession trans-
lates what could otherwise be understood as bad fate or tragedy into a problem 
that necessarily relates to questions of (in)justice, power, and profi t. Diff erent 
concepts of dispossession involve diff erent forms of critique. We may hence 
ask: How do specifi c concepts of dispossession emphasize certain processes 
with unjust eff ects but detract from others? Which dimensions of disposses-
sion does a certain kind of critique problematize, and what is left  out of the 
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picture? Th is book off ers answers to such questions in the context of rural 
change in Russia, but it also looks beyond. It refl ects on forms of dispossession 
that may be rooted in state socialism and in its demise, in the successes and 
failures of the capitalist reforms that followed, and in the successes and fail-
ures of agricultural investment projects. Dispersed dispossession aims to make 
sense of complex and oft en ambivalent empirical realities, identifying patterns 
and contextualizing them in history and political economy, more than off er-
ing functional explanations of dispossession as an eff ect or integral part of the 
workings of one systemic cause alone.

Th is study combines extensive fi eldwork with a sensitivity to complex his-
tories and temporalities to better understand changing and disrupted “land-
scapes” (biophysical, economic, political, and social), how actors navigate 
them, and how rapid and massive accumulation of agricultural assets occurs 
in parallel to the slower and oft en more complex processes of rural deterio-
ration and persistence. It investigates the interactions, intersections, and re-
lationships between diff erent groups of actors—rural dwellers and large ag-
ricultural companies, company representatives and village administrations, 
workers and managers, managers and government representatives, local ad-
ministrations and rural dwellers, large enterprises and family farmers. It is, in 
this sense, also a study of situated relationships between rural residents and 
state and economic actors, based on a total of ten months of fi eldwork between 
2012 and 2021, and in fi ve Russian regions between Moscow, the Southern 
Steppes of Rostov Oblast, and the Urals in the east. It focuses on the concrete 
places where the connections that constitute rural worlds wither, are forged, 
and (re)negotiated.

In the following chapters, we will encounter familiar fi gures such as the rul-
ing party, economically invested politicians, and politically involved business-
persons in less familiar settings: not in Moscow or other centers of power, but 
in mostly rural places across several regions. Th ese situated insights, together 
with historical and  political- economic contextualization and  context- sensitive 
conceptualization, will provide insights on confi gurations and processes that 
oft en do not fi t grand narratives of post- Soviet path- dependence or the (neo-
liberal) market economy. Yet I shall begin with some popular, spectacular, and 
partly problematic representations of the Russian countryside and agriculture 
to illustrate some tensions this study engages with and to introduce a discur-
sive landscape that the following chapters aim to deconstruct.
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Slow Crisis, Big Promises

“Agriculture has been the most troublesome sector of the Russian economy 
for as long as one can remember,” write Ioff e, Nefedova, and Zaslavsky (2006, 
44), echoing an opinion widely held even in the 2010s. “We are number one,” 
claims Vladimir Putin in sharp contrast, commenting on Russian wheat ex-
ports in 2017. Th e history of Russian agriculture is not short of dramatic epi-
sodes and has oft en been described in superlatives.

Russia’s arable land is among the largest in the world. Agrarian lands have 
been repeatedly expanded far into northern forests and southeastern steppes, 
most famously during the so-called Virgin Lands campaign, which followed 
Nikita Khrushchev’s 1953 plan to boost Soviet agrarian production by plowing 
up large areas of the Russian and Kazakh steppes. Th e Soviet countryside has 
witnessed some of the arguably most radical and  large- scale agrarian reforms 
in world history—the collectivization under Stalin and later privatization en-
compassing millions of rural dwellers, thousands of large farms, and millions 
of hectares of land. Cropland abandonment that followed the disintegration of 
the Soviet agrarian system has been described as the most abrupt and wide-
spread land- use change of the twentieth century in the northern hemisphere 
(Kurganova et al. 2014), and it is still seen by many as a symbol of a deep- 
rooted agrarian crisis.

In media, public, and policy discourses within the country and the West, 
the Russian countryside is oft en represented as a site of contradictions: spec-
tacular despair and foreclosed future, but also and increasingly as a site of 
spectacular agricultural and economic potential. Th e fi rst narrative describes 
a “mass exodus,” “orphaned villages” (Strelnikova 2011), and “ghost villages” 
(Shapovalova 2011), as sites of “slow death” and without “much hope left  for 
revival” (Nemtsova 2015). Images of social, political, and economic stagna-
tion stand alongside more dramatic ones that describe a “struggle for survival” 
(Schepp 2010). For some, “the lifeblood of Russia’s vast and fertile countryside 
appears to be draining away forever” (Shapovalova 2011). Such quotes echo a 
broader discourse on the Russian countryside as a place of hardship, poverty, 
alcoholism, and apathy that everyone who can, chooses to leave. Such repre-
sentations tend to stereotype, blame, or victimize rural dwellers and places. 
But they also point to very real hardships, crises, and structural disadvantages. 
Up to 50 percent of rural households are estimated to have been around or be-
low the offi  cial subsistence minimum in the 1990s, the decade aft er the So-
viet Union’s collapse, and a “ruralization of poverty” (Gerry, Nivorozhkin, and 
Rigg 2008) continued into the following decades (chapter 3).
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Th e Yeltsin government in the 1990s was infamous for agricultural pessi-
mism. Some of its representatives, including Yegor Gaidar and former min-
ister of fi nance Alexei Kudrin, even described the post- Soviet agricultural 
sector as a “black hole” that will never become eff ective and will swallow all 
resources that governments or businesses invest (Wegren 2014, 84). In 2009, 
in contrast, President Dmitri Medvedev published a guest column in the Ger-
man Sueddeutsche Zeitung that—against the backdrop of the food price cri-
sis of that time—used Russia’s record yields in 2008 to underline the country’s 
unique agricultural potential: “Russia is number one concerning its farm-
land’s area and quality,” wrote Medvedev. He supported his claim with the fact 
that the International Bureau of Weights and Measures in Paris stores Russian 
Black Soil as a standard for soil structure and fertility (Medvedev 2009). In 
 Medvedev’s narrative, Russia’s future agricultural potential is huge because—
in contrast to most other countries—cropped areas can still be expanded and 
outputs enhanced. Here, the yet unused agricultural potential is described as a 
potential rather than a defi cit.

Reclaiming Russia’s place among the world’s leading agricultural produc-
ers, and redefi ning domestic agriculture as a strategic priority, became a prom-
inent narrative of that time. In January 2010, Medvedev signed a food security 
doctrine that promised to “ensure food security as the essential component 
of the national security, predict and prevent emerging threats and risks to the 
country’s economy, improve its stability, create conditions for a dynamic de-
velopment of agri- industrial and fi shery complexes and improvement of the 
population’s welfare” (USDA Foreign Agricultural Service 2010, Article 26, 
p. 11). Vladimir Putin later declared that Russian agriculture had ceased to 
be a “black hole” and had become one of the “locomotives” for the develop-
ment of the country (Moskvin 2012) and “one of the fl agships of our economy,” 
“developing actively and dynamically” (TASS 2021).

Increased business interest in the agrarian sector dates from the early 
2000s. When legal restrictions on the land market were lift ed in 2002, compa-
nies became aware of the country’s low land prices and diagnosed yield gaps 
that investments could close. When from 2007 crop failure and global demand 
for food, fodder, and biofuel drove up market prices, domestic as well as inter-
national businesses began to sense “an investors’ nirvana” (Lucas 2013). Some 
started ambitious business ventures, with one Western company priding it-
self on working a land bank not only twice the size of Hong Kong but also 
“endowed with some of the most fertile soils in the world” (BEF 2015). At the 
time, however, a Swedish business newspaper mocked the company that had 
“ploughed” millions of dollars “in the Russian soil” (cited in Lander and Kuns 
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2021, 22), and two years later, with massive losses on its books, it was sold 
to a Russian company. Other investors, too, spectacularly failed to deliver on 
promised targets. Indeed, only one of the four companies included in the ini-
tial sample for this study in 2012 still existed by the end of 2015—and they 
had been indebted and loss- making before—which echoes a more general ten-
dency of that time in Russia (Luyt, Santos, and Carita 2013; Visser, Spoor, and 
Mamonova 2014). Some of these “disappearing” companies had controlled 
land banks larger than the territory of Luxembourg, which is home to more 
than half a million people. Th is reminds us that we should not simply equate 
size with power and stability. And yet the concentration of control over farm-
land and other agricultural assets continued. In 2020, more than sixty compa-
nies were reported to control land banks of more than one hundred thousand 
hectares each, with six of them controlling more than half a million hectares 
(BEFL 2020).

Since the 2010s, journalists and analysts within the country and the West 
have increasingly contemplated whether Russia may be “the emerging global 
‘breadbasket’ ” (Visser, Spoor, and Mamonova 2014) and the implications of a 
(re)emergent agricultural powerhouse or agro- superpower (Zhou 2022). Such 
aspirations have been evident in offi  cial statements emphasizing Russian ag-
riculture’s geoeconomic and political signifi cance. For example, the Kremlin 
website quotes Putin saying that “we will need to conquer (zavoëvyvat’) for-
eign markets, and why not—with so much land, and such colossal arable land 
that can still yet increase. In this sense, we are the richest country—not in 
terms of oil and gas, but in terms of the possibilities for agriculture. And the 
need for food in the world will only grow” (Kremlin 2015). Th e issue acquired 
new meaning and urgency aft er Russia’s full- scale invasion of Ukraine when, 
amid fears of rising food prices and food shortages around the globe, the vol-
ume of both countries’ wheat exports became evident to a wider public.

Global heating, too, has increased speculation about Russia’s potential 
agrarian superpower status. Assessments of the climate crisis have become 
less denialist and more nuanced among people in power in Moscow, and its 
projected devastating consequences have become somewhat more frequently 
and openly addressed (Conley and Newlin 2021). Yet the prospect of agri-
cultural frontiers being pushed north (Hannah et al. 2020), and related farm-
land gains in the midterm, foster expectations of relative future advantage on 
global grain markets. In an article titled “How Russia Wins the Climate Crisis,” 
the New York Times Magazine echoed such expectations, noting that, as the 
“planet continues to warm, vast new stretches of Russia will become suitable 
for agriculture” (Lustgarten 2020). Th e eff ects of global heating in Russia are 
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predicted to be mostly catastrophic, as in other parts of the world. Th erefore, 
depicting it as a winner in absolute terms is misguided. But relative strategic 
advantages may well be expected. Persistent decline, pervasive abandonment, 
staggering potential and accumulation, strategic importance: representations 
of the Russian countryside are full of tensions, many of which this study at-
tempts to unpack.

The Conundrum of Rural Dispossession

Th e concurrence of poverty and despair and stunning economic potential is 
not contradictory in principle, of course, but it may be just another instance of 
profi ting from others’ misery. However, there is a tension between mundane 
forms of rural deprivation and episodes of spectacular degradation, huge land 
deals, or exaggerated development and business promises that can be prob-
lematic. Many rural communities around the globe repeatedly experience 
deprivation and dispossession. To date, the global poor are predominantly ru-
ral and mostly employed in the agricultural sector (World Bank 2016). Already 
disadvantaged rural populations are oft en particularly vulnerable to existen-
tial risks, dispossession, and exclusion (Dudley 2000; Gidwani 2008; Li 2014a; 
Watts [1983] 2013). Rural poverty and deprivation tend to be normalized, his-
torically and into the present. Th ey gain broader public attention mostly when 
culminating in disturbing images and episodes: like when farmer suicides rise 
sharply and come to symbolize prevalent conditions of rural poverty, indebt-
edness, and desperation, such as in India in recent years. Or when rural com-
munities and organizations address deprivations publicly through protest and 
direct action, such as the popular Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais Sem 
Terra (MST) in Brazil. Or when reports about “land grabs” in countries of the 
Global South create powerful images of unjust seizure.

Making dispossession visible by turning it into a spectacle comes with 
analytical pitfalls, however. It may misrepresent rural populations one- 
dimensionally as either victims or heroic resistance fi ghters (Levien 2018). It 
may also focus too strongly on dramatic fi gures and images at the expense of 
sound evidence and analytical depth (Oya 2013). Th e quieter, more unevent-
ful, and unspectacular forms of dispossession, by contrast, oft en remain in-
visible or are dismissed as less relevant than their “more  attention- grabbing 
counterparts” (Stoler 2013, 5), such as land grabs that the media and policy-
makers but also social movements tend to focus on (Li 2014a; Vorbrugg 2022). 
Among other things, this lack of attention has to do with conceptual language. 
Although dispossession is one of the most important topics in critical agrarian 
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studies, it is, maybe surprisingly, rarely defi ned as a concept in this literature 
(D. Hall 2021; Levien 2018).

Th e land grab trope, particularly popular in public, activist, and academic 
discourses in the early 2010s, is a well- known and much- discussed example 
of how rural dispossession may be presented as straightforward. Temporally 
and causally, dispossession here follows from the appropriation of farmland by 
powerful states or private investors, to the extent that rural dispossession and 
the land grab may appear synonymous. A narrow focus on dramatic episodes 
of land takeovers, especially during the early land- grab debate, has been vari-
ously criticized and the debate has moved on. Yet the limitations inherent in 
the idea of the land grab can help illustrate the need for multidimensional con-
cepts of rural dispossession.

For rural dwellers in Russia who are at the center of this study, land’s useful-
ness and worth are contingent on bundles of relations and other resources that 
allow them to benefi t from land access. Furthermore, while fundamental for 
some, and in some respects, land is only one among a variety of resources that 
support rural livelihoods. Hence land access alone is not a suffi  cient condition 
for securing rural livelihoods, and it is not always a necessary one (Dudley 
2000; Li 2014a; Oliveira, B. M. McKay, and Liu 2020; Ribot and Peluso 2003). 
As land relations are complex, so are the processes of their breakdown and 
alienation, ranging from straightforward theft  to the withering of opportuni-
ties to benefi t from land access (Bluwstein et al. 2018; D. Hall, Hirsch, and Li 
2011). Th is does not mean that land relations are irrelevant. But close attention 
is required to understand how land matters, in diff erent ways, and to whom. 
Land’s role in dispossession, then, should be seen as a question to investigate 
more than a given, and as one element within broader bundles of relations and 
resources (Ribot and Peluso 2003). Th is study thus contributes to a growing 
literature on rural change and dispossession in relation to complex, socially 
and geographically diverse, and historically contingent land relations.

Concepts help us to grasp the nonobvious. For rural dispossession in Rus-
sia, one task is to address processes that are more mundane and, at the same 
time, systemic, than the dramatic episodes emphasized in popular discourses 
on the Russian countryside. Th is includes turning attention to forms of dis-
possession that oft en go unnoticed, whether by broader critical international 
audiences as they do not fi t the more established framings of dispossession 
such as land grabbing, (post)colonial seizure, or neoliberal privatization; or 
because they are rarely met by organized and visible protests on the ground, 
or addressed by NGOs, international activist networks, and journalists. Un-
derstanding such forms of dispossession can be challenging if they unfold 
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through complex historical temporalities and the reconfi guration of com-
plex sets of relations. Yet the forms of dispossession addressed in this book are 
not invisible or marginal. Rather than bringing to light hidden realities, this 
study proposes ways of dealing with some of the analytical, representational, 
and political challenges of addressing, contextualizing, and criticizing well- 
documented forms of crisis and deprivation.

Rural Change

Th e 2010s, covered in this study, were a crucial period of rural and agrarian 
change in Russia in various respects. Th is was a period of continued agricul-
tural reform and the consolidation of landownership and land markets. Large 
agricultural companies gained prominence in this period, including foreign 
investors and joint ventures. Government policies and programs oft en favored 
large producers that have further advantages in accessing credit and investing 
in new production technologies. Still, bankruptcies and sales of even large en-
terprises and companies remained common, and almost all foreign investors 
had quit Russian agriculture by the end of the decade. Th e adaptation of new 
farming technologies and large producers’ pushes toward increased effi  ciency 
led to the continued decrease in demand for manual labor in agriculture. 
Some regional and local disparities kept growing during the period. While 
some regions experienced improved living standards due to government sup-
port schemes, increased productivity, or the diversifi cation of rural economies, 
others experienced rural depopulation, the deterioration of social and mate-
rial infrastructure, and a continuing lack of opportunities. State programs ad-
dressing rural unemployment, poverty, and infrastructural issues were consol-
idated in the 2010s with varying success, but, together with stabilization and 
even modest increases of wages and pensions, they had a signifi cant impact on 
overall rural living conditions. At a national scale, Russia boosted agricultural 
production and exports, and from 2016 onward it regularly topped the list of 
the world’s largest wheat exporters. In 2014, Russia imposed an embargo on 
agricultural imports from the United States, the European Union, and some 
other countries in retaliation for sanctions that these entities had imposed 
on Russia aft er its annexation of Crimea. Th is embargo further spurred the 
 domestic production of certain agricultural products (Wengle 2016).

While this study is set in the 2010s, understanding the broader historical tra-
jectory of these changes is important in grasping the specifi cities of rural land-
scapes and the agrarian economy in Russia more broadly. Large- scale indus-
trialized agriculture was introduced to Russia, and many other  state- socialist 
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countries, with the establishment of collective and state farms (kolkhozes and 
sovkhozes) in the early Soviet period (chapter 3). Th e so-called collectivization 
and industrialization of agriculture implied a radical redesign of the coun-
tryside. New settlements, schools and cultural centers, roads and railroads, 
silos, machinery bases, irrigation systems and other infrastructure, multistory 
buildings, and large fi elds were created to realize a collectivized agrarian way 
of living and industrial mode of production (Josephson et al. 2013; Scott 1998).

Th e post- Soviet agrarian and land reforms, too, were an immense and, in 
some respects, unique socioeconomic experiment that aimed to reconfi gure 
not only land access and ownership but also the established mode of agricul-
tural production and rural way of living. Agriculture was to be modernized but 
also scaled down and decollectivized, and  Soviet- style large industrial farms 
were to be replaced with private farms or farming cooperatives. In Russia and 
other former  state- socialist countries, market reformers in the 1990s wanted to 
see large  state- run farming enterprises, seen as notoriously ineffi  cient and rep-
resentatives of a failed agricultural system, replaced by  Western- type private 
family farms (Rylko and Jolly 2005; World Bank 1992). To this end, the state 
distributed entitlements (pai) to farmland and other assets among workers in 
the early 1990s. Document holders were entitled to a share of farmland of a 
certain size (e.g., four hectares) within a large farm’s landbank, but the loca-
tion of such a share would be unspecifi ed. Relatively burdensome procedures 
were required to turn land entitlements into ownership of a specifi c piece of 
land, and many shareholders abstained from it.

However, this post- Soviet land and agrarian reform has been described as 
incomplete (Shagaida 2010; Volkov, Khlystun, and Fomin 2021; Wegren 2009). 
Family farming remained relatively marginal. More than policies and reform 
plans, the 1990s were shaped by a deep agrarian crisis, with Russia’s “commer-
cial agriculture being downsized in a way and at a rate that have no precedent 
in Russia’s history” (Ioff e 2005, 200). Plummeting production, bankruptcies 
of enterprises, mass layoff s of workers, crumbling production infrastructures, 
abandonment of villages that had been built around single main enterprises, 
and widespread poverty were among the results. In many of these respects, the 
crisis resembled one in postindustrial settings more than peasant or small-
holder agriculture (Hann 2003). But it also implied a “simplifi cation” (Pichler, 
Schmid, and Gingrich 2022) of land use and economic activity that one may 
rather associate with industrialization: while most Soviet farming enterprise 
harvested a range of crops, kept livestock, processed some of their products 
on the farm, and further provided social and cultural services (chapter 2), ru-
ral residents oft en criticize their successors for concentrating production and 
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cutting many of these functions. Even though Russian agriculture began to re-
cover from the direst phase of this crisis by the turn of the century, there re-
mained a sense in the 2010s among many rural residents that the crisis had be-
come permanent as poverty, precarity, and exposure to various risks became 
an intrinsic part of rural life and the agrarian economy.

While the post- Soviet land reform has been associated with dispossession 
(Allina- Pisano 2008), it is not a typical example of landed dispossession as ru-
ral dwellers were, formally, granted individual land rights (Wegren 2009). 
More than two decades later, land documents play a highly ambivalent role 
for rural residents in Russia. Th is may seem surprising, given the importance 
that both liberal (Soto 2001) and critical (Benjaminsen et al. 2009; Peluso and 
C. Lund 2011; Pichler 2015) scholars in general ascribe to land rights in se-
curing smallholders’ land tenure or, conversely, depriving them of informal 
land access. In interviews conducted for this study, however, rural dwellers ex-
plained how they hardly cared about land documents, which they may have 
forgotten, lost, never claimed, or sold for some derisory amount (chapter 3). 
Paper entitlements can even become a negative asset for rural dwellers, as they 
can be taxed for land they do not use or fi ned for not using and thereby “de-
grading” farmland.

One reason is that an entitlement does not guarantee access to land or the 
ability to derive benefi ts from it (Ribot and Peluso 2003). In some instances, 
unfavorable regulations, bureaucrats, and local elites prevented rural residents 
from exchanging their land entitlement for an actual piece of land (chapter 2). 
Furthermore, in Russia as in other postsocialist countries, landed property of-
ten turned out to be an unattractive prospect for individual households for 
economic reasons (Allina- Pisano 2008; Hann 2003, 2011). Lacking access to 
machinery, credit, securities, lucrative markets, legal and technical expertise, 
and facing complications in access to actual land, comparatively few individ-
uals and households were ready, able, or willing to start small private farming 
enterprises.

A second reason is that rural residents in this study use private plots around 
their houses for household production rather than the large formerly collective 
fi elds to which abovementioned entitlements apply. Th is means that subsis-
tence farming was not directly aff ected by large land deals. Private household 
plots, already established during the Soviet period, are usually close to homes, 
relatively small, and suited for (semi)manual family agriculture. In contrast, 
fi elds and production infrastructures related to the former state and collec-
tive farms have been designed for  large- scale agriculture, which came to pose 
hurdles for post- Soviet landholders lacking the machinery and further means 
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to operate at such a scale. In their capacity as smallholders, rural residents 
were alienated from much of the land surrounding them due to a  large- scale 
landscape design and mode of production. Th ey could continue to use such 
land if they stayed with large farming enterprises, and this is what oft en hap-
pened, at least for some time.

From the early years of agricultural reform, the dispersion and concen-
tration of agricultural assets went in parallel. Aft er the turn of the century, 
state legislatures and subsidies shift ed back to benefi ting large agricultural en-
terprises (Uzun, Shagaida, and Sarajkin 2012). Many small private farms dis-
appeared a few years aft er they had been established (Wegren 2011). What 
emerged, rather than a family farming sector, was a dual agrarian structure 
(Spoor 2012) in which large agricultural enterprises and wage laborers do most 
commercial agricultural production while many rural households are engaged 
in subsidiary farming on plots around their houses (usually less than one hect-
are in size) to supplement their food supply. As the two forms of production 
remain closely entangled (Pallot and Nefedova 2007), many rural dwellers 
continue to depend on large farming enterprises not only for jobs but also 
for various technical or material support to maintain households and house-
hold production. In eff ect,  large- scale agriculture remained prevalent in com-
mercial farming. Th e accumulation of land and other agricultural assets by 
powerful businesses was relatively opaque and remains incomplete, with stark 
regional diff erences (Wegren, Nikulin, and Trotsuk 2023). While powerful 
companies and more successful private farmers have long consolidated con-
trol over most land in agriculturally favorable regions such as the Southern 
Steppes and Central Black Earth, less favorable regions experienced a much 
weaker or delayed increase of interest in agriculture, and dozens of millions of 
hectares of agricultural land remain abandoned in other parts of the country 
(Prishchepov et al. 2013).

Rural dwellers rarely see subsistence farming as endangered by agro- 
companies, which are not in direct competition with them for the same land 
or markets, and they do not always reject land deals and big investors (Visser 
et al. 2015). Th ey do care, however, if there are jobs, schools, medical centers, 
and functioning social and institutional networks available in their village and 
whether a village is a place that allows them to live or start something new. 
Large agrarian enterprises play ambivalent roles in this regard. To diff erent ex-
tents, they provide services that support individual villagers and communities: 
sending workers and tractors to clean the roads during winter; maintaining 
housing, water, and electricity infrastructures; and providing special support 
for pensioners who make up a large part of many villages’ populations. Work-
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ers and villagers may borrow money from enterprises for weddings, funerals, 
or to cover medical costs (chapter 5).

Industrial agriculture also remains dominant in how rural inhabitants en-
vision a good life. I have not met a single rural dweller who would have de-
scribed living on private subsidiary agriculture alone as an acceptable, let 
alone desirable, option: It provides very little income, relies on much manual 
family labor, and oft en—far from peasant autonomy—goes along with unfa-
vorable dependencies on large agricultural enterprises and middlemen for ac-
cess to machinery and markets. It does not provide an escape from poverty. 
Th us, being thrown back into household production is oft en experienced as 
regression (Kalugina 2014, 118) while  large- scale industrial agriculture is asso-
ciated, by many, with modernization and progress (Smith 2014; Wengle 2022) 
and with being part of a working collective and the national economy. Such 
tendencies do not mean that land was irrelevant or that there were no alterna-
tives to large industrial agriculture in the Russian countryside. Various forms 
of rural subsistence and smallholder farming practices exist, and some of them 
present themselves as such alternatives (Nikulin and Trotsuk 2016; Visser et al. 
2015). However, thus far, they provide necessary subsistence or entrepreneur-
ial niches for some rather than alternatives at a systemic level.

Th is study focuses on the deterioration of relational, collective, and institu-
tionalized goods that is at the center of many rural dwellers’ criticisms. Many 
criticize the devaluation of agricultural assets and labor; farm enterprises’ re-
current bankruptcies and dismissal of workers; the loss of various forms of 
social, technological, and monetary support formerly provided by  large- scale 
enterprises and the state; and the deterioration of various infrastructure and 
local institutions. Although established concepts of dispossession seem rather 
ill- suited to address many of these prevalent forms of deprivation in the Rus-
sian countryside, there are hardly any alternative concepts to make sense of the 
processes described here. Dispersed Dispossession attempts exactly this.

Th e book is concerned with the disintegration of valuable and supportive 
relations at various scales. Some of these transformations relate directly or in-
directly to the demise of state socialism. I do not intend to propose any general 
concept of “postsocialist” dispossession here, however. Not only would this go 
beyond the scope of this study, it would also risk romanticizing state social-
ism, essentializing the postsocialist condition (Kangas and Salmenniemi 2016; 
M. Müller 2019), and sidelining how dispossession was and remains unequally 
distributed across these spaces. For instance, the historic suff ering and the 
death toll caused by Stalinist agricultural policies for people in Ukraine and 
certain Soviet minorities was not only more severe but qualitatively diff erent 
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from that for most rural dwellers in the Russian Soviet Federative Socialist 
Republic (RSFSR) (Snyder 2012; see also chapter 2). Unequally distributed, too, 
were the benefi ts and losses during the postsocialist and all ensuing transi-
tions. Yet, as I will detail in the conclusion, there remains a need to acknowl-
edge, conceptualize, and work through forms of dispossession related to the 
postsocialist “condition” (Buck- Morss 2006), as well as an opportunity to pin 
down forms of dispossession that are particularly clear in such contexts but 
may not be unique to them.

As another potential pitfall, a focus on dispossession may emphasize losses 
over emerging possibilities, deterioration over improvement, and an orienta-
tion to the past more than the future. Hence, it could reproduce biases in aca-
demic and popular representations of the region in general and its countryside 
in particular, or economic determinism in studies of the region. Th is study is 
written with the aim to avoid such kinds of determinism while focusing on 
dispersed dispossession, to which I turn now, as one dimension of more com-
plex political economic and lived realities.

Dispersal

Given the size of the companies, the pace of accumulation, and a massive con-
centration of agricultural assets in Russian agriculture today, the idea of dis-
persed dispossession may seem counterintuitive. Dispersion suggests diff usion 
rather than massive concentration, creeping rather than eventful transforma-
tion, and elusiveness rather than clear shift s. Th is tension, however, is essen-
tial for the argument put forward here and helpful to get to the subtler but 
also more systemic patterns of dispossession at the center of this study. To 
speak of dispersed dispossession is not to deny the magnitude of accumula-
tion processes or the fact that some get rich while others become or remain 
poor. However, it refrains from taking the relation between these processes for 
granted and shows that a close analysis of dispossession may well open space 
for new questions and shed light on less- expected drivers and stakes and dif-
ferent temporalities.

One fi nds frequent though semiconceptual uses of the notion “dispersed” 
in various recent  social- scientifi c studies that are oft en used to indicate con-
ceptual and methodological challenges associated with a certain phenome-
na’s relative elusiveness, apparent randomness, or dispersion across time and 
space. Th is book aims to develop dispersed dispossession as a concept rather 
than a metaphor, but it also works with the notion’s imagery character. Th e 
Online Cambridge Dictionary defi nes the verb “disperse” as “to scatter or 
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move away over a large area, or to cause this to happen.” Dispersed disposses-
sion speaks to scattering and disintegration.

In this sense, “dispersal” also reverberates with terms that are used as con-
cepts in studies in postsocialist settings and relate to themes oft en voiced by 
inhabitants of the Russian countryside: disintegration, deterioration, disconti-
nuity, decline, devaluation, deindustrialization, deeconomization, demodern-
ization, decollectivization, depopulation, disorientation, or disenchantment. 
In Russian, there is a comparable cluster of terms, many of them with the pre-
fi xes ras/raz, indicating the undoing, taking or falling apart of things, a lack, a 
rupture, or regression. Th inking of them as a family of related terms is useful 
as it allows a clustering of related everyday and academic concepts—which we 
will encounter through the chapters—around a common theme to open new 
perspectives on the problem of dispersed dispossession.

Recursive Crises, Foreclosed Futures: The 

Temporalities of Dispersed Dispossession

Conditions for the types of accumulation and dispossession addressed in this 
study were shaped by  context- specifi c crises that span the Soviet phase, the 
reform period, and contemporary hybrid or authoritarian state capitalism. 
Th ey led, among other things, to a massive devaluation and multiscale disinte-
gration of agriculture that were not a mere function of capitalist accumulation 
but provided a basis for it. Crises and failures are not uncommon to this eco-
nomic sector elsewhere. As Susanne Wengle (2022, 7) puts it, failures “are im-
portant elements of agricultural histories, and the list of vulnerabilities of in-
dustrial agriculture, in Russia as elsewhere, is long and growing.” In this study, 
we encounter such failures at diff erent scales, from technological disruptions 
to systemic crises, which are remarkably common subjects in rural dwellers’ 
accounts. In our conversations, rural residents recalled poverty and misman-
agement during Soviet times. Th ey recalled how, in the early years of market 
reforms, new enterprises were unable to take off  and old ones unable to carry 
on, pay wages, and continue production. Th ey have seen the successive fail-
ures associated with state socialism and market reforms, each of them promis-
ing to undo the evils of the previous system. Politicians and investment com-
panies oft en promise to fi x the eff ects of past crises in one way or another, and 
they mostly fail to live up to any of these promises.

Such a sense of repeated and related crises is confi rmed by analyses of the 
agrarian political economy. Under its relatively stable surface, the late Soviet 
agricultural system was strongly dependent on state budgets, which, in turn, 
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strongly depended on revenues from oil and gas exports and thus were vul-
nerable to global market volatilities and further factors even before market 
reforms (Nefedova 2014, 76). When market reformers stressed that the So-
viet agricultural system was far from sustainable—economically, politically, 
and environmentally—they extended a diagnosis and reform agenda that be-
gan under Soviet governments in the 1980s (Lindner 2007). However, reforms 
could not solve many of the problems and contradictions built into the sys-
tem, and they created new ones. Th e Soviet agrarian system was based on log-
ics of abundance, expansion, extraction, and intensifi cation and resulted in 
massive ecological deterioration and waste of resources (Josephson et al. 2013; 
Wengle 2022). Market reforms provided little means to clean up the mess cre-
ated in Soviet times or alternatives for workers who became “superfl uous” as 
enterprises closed or were reorganized according to principles of effi  ciency. 
Decollectivization, too, has been an offi  cial reform goal that many still asso-
ciate with crisis and dispossession: it involved material losses and was a pro-
cess that eroded the very potential for collective agency. Decollectivization was 
meant to undo Soviet collectivization, which was, of course, a historic process 
that constituted another, more blatant form of dispossession. If we understand 
dispossession as unfolding in repeated spirals, it may seem ironic, but not nec-
essarily surprising, that both collectivization and decollectivization can be de-
scribed in terms of  state- imposed, historic dispossession.

In emphasizing the interlocking of crises, alienation, and dispossession 
across historic periods, the idea of dispersed dispossession does not presup-
pose “integrity”—wholeness, intactness, authenticity, stability—as a reference 
base. Dispossession cannot always be attributed to one specifi c political sys-
tem or period. Rather than identifying either state socialism or neoliberal cap-
italism as solely responsible for dispossession, the question to be investigated 
then becomes how it is rooted in and perpetuated through the succession 
of programs, regimes, and crises that caused a “multiplicity of destructions” 
(Gordillo 2014, 19) and created a condition in which dispossession is imma-
nent. Th is has important implications for rural relations in former socialist 
contexts, while similar arguments have been made for (settler) colonial and 
other contexts as well (Bluwstein et al. 2018; León 2023; Mollett 2016; Nichols 
2020; Watts [1983] 2013).

It is ironic that reforms that had promised agrarian, rural, and overall eco-
nomic development were and oft en remain perceived as leading to regression 
and demodernization on the ground. Th is seeming contradiction is no coinci-
dence, however. Th e disintegration of the old system was among the reform’s 
intended aims, and many reformers presented it as a necessary brief phase of 
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creative destruction that would be followed by new growth and prosperity. 
Th at’s why critics labeled the reforms “shock therapy.” But against the idea 
of a brief, painful but salutary intervention, many rural dwellers today still 
emphasize the experience of a persistent shock over that of therapy. Accord-
ing to their accounts, the “therapy” led to dismantling more than maintain-
ing or (re)building and did not fi ll many of the gaps it had created. Disinte-
gration, and with it the “interstices of the old world and the new” (Dzenovska 
2020, 23), turned out to be much more persistent than reformers had prom-
ised, and many expressed a sense that an old world had vanished and a prom-
ised new one failed to come about. Th e idea of dispersed dispossession im-
plies that this is more than a mere sentiment, shedding light on how certain 
futures were and remained foreclosed to certain people. Th is does not imply 
historic determinism, however, as some not only found ways to cope with dif-
fi cult situations but also to open future pathways that would have been impos-
sible in earlier years or decades.

Lived Realities of Disintegration: Disorientation, 

Disconnection, and Disenchantment

If we imagine dispossession as a drama, the idea of dispersion impacts the en-
tire scene—its duration, subject matter, roles, and context. If dispossession re-
sults from recurrent crises more than from single actions and events, this has 
consequences for the fi gure of “the dispossessed,” too. If the category should 
apply to all who live and act under these conditions, this would include large 
parts of entire generations. However, as the forms of and degrees to which 
people are aff ected depend on subject positions, such generic use of the cate-
gory would make little sense. It is not necessary either. A focus on the mecha-
nisms and eff ects of dispossession allows for acknowledging dispossession as 
a historic, and in this respect collective, experience without categorizing per-
sons. Hence, and in contrast to some earlier work on post- Soviet dispossession 
(Humphrey 1996; Rigi 2003), I deliberately abstain from using the category of 
“the dispossessed.” Subjects are always more than merely dispossessed. Fur-
ther, we also should be able to address dispossession even in instances in which 
it is diffi  cult to identify the dispossessor, or a “villain to blame” (Li 2014a, 16). 
Dispersed dispossession does not always have a clear subject– object relation 
or manifest in clear dispossessive actions. Rather than focusing on isolated 
goods that can be held in private property, it is about collective goods, infra-
structures, and further relations that support and sustain social and economic 
life, the upkeep of village and household economies.
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Dispersion evokes the image of a cloudy liquid or fog. Th is resonates with 
the persistent diffi  culties, described by many research participants, in navigat-
ing what appears to them as uncertain circumstances, recurrent and unpre-
dictable changes, and unclear options. Rather than being deprived of one spe-
cifi c thing, many describe their situation as a mess with no identifi able way 
out (Li 2014a). Th e chapters detail various causes of this situation: a deep and 
enduring agrarian crisis; the piecemeal erosion of government and local sup-
port structures; reforms that have not fi lled the gaps created by the disintegra-
tion of the Soviet agrarian system; inaccessible or unpredictable agricultural 
markets; and laws and bureaucracies that aren’t working in rural dwellers’ in-
terest. During the “dispersion of the people” (Marx [1867] 2015, 516) in which 
many have left  the countryside or attempted to do so, those who stay are oft en 
faced with being stranded in a place without a future, where particularly older 
generations have long struggled with the sense of being left  behind. In this and 
other senses, spatial fragmentation in the countryside has become part of an 
unsettling collective experience (Ioff e, Nefedova, and Zaslavsky 2004).

Th ese conditions formed over  drawn- out periods and sometimes in spirals, 
which makes it harder, even for those who live through them, to make sense 
of them. Also, these experiences are what people were oft en left  with when 
development promises did not materialize, so the sense of being caught in a 
place without a future implies disenchantment. Th is does not mean, of course, 
that dispersed dispossession took away all of people’s agency and vision, but it 
has impacted the conditions for developing agency and vision. In a fog, it can 
be hard to imagine the world beyond one’s limited vision, or one may be dis-
tracted by false images of what lies beyond the fog. Forces that curtail agency 
in such a way can be the unintended side eff ects of historical processes but also 
opacity and occlusion built into institutionalized processes and intentional ob-
fuscation. Dispersion, or a fog, can benefi t the interests of those better able to 
navigate it themselves or exploit others’ disorientation, so there can be incen-
tives to create or at least not dissolve it. Dispossession that unfolds under such 
conditions is not of the kind that would be obvious to “the dispossessed” or 
the analysts (Vorbrugg 2022), which is partly why dispersed dispossession re-
quires a distinct conceptual vocabulary.

Dispossession, Appropriation, Agency

Th e concept of dispersed dispossession aims to extend understandings of dis-
possession to include aspects of dispersal. Questions may arise at that point: 
Taking seriously the described qualities of dispersal, is dispossession still the 
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right concept to use? Why should we speak of dispossession if it is not nec-
essarily the intended result of action or a function of capital accumulation? 
Also, isn’t one political and analytical strength of dispossession as a con-
cept how it allows for the clear and explicit calling out of instances of illegiti-
mate theft ? If this is the case, does the idea of dispersal water down this criti-
cal edge?

One may argue that such tensions could be avoided by simply using a dif-
ferent term such as deprivation, alienation, or abandonment. While I do use 
these terms in this study, I stick to dispossession as the overarching concept 
for several reasons. In Marxist and other critical analytical traditions, dispos-
session is conceptualized in ways that imply relating, dialectically or other-
wise, the losses of some to the gains of others, deprivation and theft  being 
linked with appropriation and accumulation. Dispersed dispossession also as-
sumes that dispossession is best understood in relation to state coercion and 
capitalist appropriation on the one hand and the agency of the deprived on the 
other. As this book deals, inter alia, with the eff ects of a historic redistribution 
of wealth and control, goods and “bads” at a massive scale, such a relational 
perspective helps develop a critical understanding of the historical moment. 
Interpreting these processes of systemic change as implying dispossession is 
to insist that the deprivation of many is not simply an inevitable side eff ect of 
necessary reforms, but that it is bound to concrete decisions, policies, actions, 
nonactions, or willful withdrawal. It also means investigating the concrete re-
lationship between gains for some and losses for others—and, indeed, inves-
tigating this relationship is even more necessary if it does not take the form 
of straightforward and obvious theft . It means insisting on asking questions 
about drivers and responsibility behind those forms of abandonment and ne-
glect that do not immediately serve anyone’s profi t. To speak of dispossession 
in situations oft en interpreted as a historic tragedy means to insist that things 
could be and become otherwise and to hold those who shape them account-
able. It also means insisting that deprivation is not simply a normal contin-
uation of structural disadvantage that has been characteristic of rural life in 
Russia over most of the past centuries, but that it has been driven by dynamic 
forces of dispossession.

Given the variety of conceptualizations of dispossession and even more 
semiconceptual uses of the term, speaking of dispossession does not in itself 
provide conceptual clarity. Th is fl exibility can be a strength, however, when it 
allows concepts to be adapted to the historic and geographic context. Following 
Robert Nichols (2020, 5), “As with most useful terms of  political  articulation, 
the concept of dispossession can be mobilized in a variety of manners, for 
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diverse and competing purposes. Its appeal and utility resides precisely with 
its protean quality.”

Appropriation

Historically and throughout the present, dispersed dispossession goes along 
with appropriation. It is well documented how many of the now wealthiest in-
dividuals and companies in Russia laid a basis for their power and fortunes by 
taking advantage of the “freeing up” of cheap assets that resulted from the dis-
integration of the Soviet political economic system (Barnes 2006; Dzarasov 
2014; Kagarlicky 1992, 2002). A hunger for undervalued assets is not unique 
to Russian capitalists, of course, but it can be argued that many of them have 
specialized in exploiting opportunities to swallow the fruits of devaluation 
within their own country. Th is occurred relatively late and slowly in agri-
culture, which drew the interest of big business gradually, at diff erent times 
in diff erent regions, but overall only by the turn of the century (Rylko and 
Jolly 2005) when the “redistribution” of the biggest pies was already relatively 
consolidated in many other sectors. Th e prospects for profi tability of invest-
ments in agriculture were highly uncertain in the early decades of transition 
(Ioff e, Nefedova, and Zaslavsky 2006), and to some degree this remains the 
case. Investment projects investigated for this book were only partly a grab for 
land and oft en more of a gamble on future agricultural potential. Th e success 
of these gambles was determined not least by how far they could be hedged 
through state guarantees and supported by state programs.

Th e rapid and massive growth of large agricultural companies would not 
have been possible without the rounds of crisis, devaluation, and disintegra-
tion that made land, agricultural enterprises, and labor abundant, freely avail-
able, and cheap. Th ese conditions partly persist both because of diffi  culties in 
solving them and the opportunities they provide to elites (chapter 4). Agri-
culture is a sector that has become clearly dominated by domestic businesses. 
Russia’s ten most profi table agribusinesses are reported to have generated a to-
tal of $11.35 billion in revenue in 2019 (Large Scale Agriculture 2021). Although 
“only” four of Russia’s 118 reported billionaires listed by Forbes in 2021 have 
made a larger share of their wealth in agriculture and food production, their 
existence shows that agriculture can bring a fortune to some. Most foreign in-
vestment into the sector, by contrast, was relatively  short- lived.

Massive concentration notwithstanding, dispossession, as it is addressed by 
rural dwellers and conceptualized in this book, does not strictly follow, chrono-
logically or causally, from companies’ land deals and enterprise takeovers in a 
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narrow sense. Agricultural assets and labor in post- Soviet Russia were heavily 
devalued before capital showed any appetite for investing in it. Consequently, 
rural dwellers will accuse investing companies of exploiting existing depri-
vations rather than creating them. Many rural dwellers are not opposed to, 
and even wish for, a “good” investor to revive villages and enterprises—a task 
many see as impossible to tackle without substantial state or company sup-
port. Disintegration and devaluation caused a fog that helps to conceal theft  
and created material conditions that make it easy to legitimize private in-
vestment and state interventions as corresponding with popular demands.

Under conditions unfavorable for smallholder farming for most, many ru-
ral dwellers heavily depend on large agricultural enterprises for employment. 
Agricultural enterprises, which oft en are the single signifi cant employers in a 
village, can exploit this situation and sell poorly paid jobs as employment op-
portunities, as can politicians promising development to harvest votes. In this 
regard, dispersed dispossession created conditions to take from the rural de-
prived what is useful to the powerful: their land, their votes, their labor power, 
or even their lives when they are sent to war. Some rural dwellers address this 
as blunt exploitation and dispossession. But the story is complicated by how 
many enterprises fulfi ll social functions of the kind one may rather expect 
from the state—functions that make them appear as capitalist exploiters and 
provisioners of social support at the same time (chapters 2 and 5).

Reassembling

Dispersed dispossession erodes the conditions for many types of agency and 
results in increased vulnerability. Yet those who experience it are not passive 
victims of their circumstances. Th e chapters describe diff erent ways of act-
ing that respond to dispersed dispossession directly or that occur under con-
ditions formed through it. Analogous to the family of de- /dis- terms that help 
characterize “dispersal,” a family of re- terms off ers an appropriate entry point 
to understanding such agency: relating, repairing, recreating, recombining, 
reviving, regenerating, redeeming, restoring, reproducing, reinventing, re-
cycling, and renewing. Th e prefi x re- points to doing something again or re-
turning something to a former state. Few things can simply be returned, but 
variations can be reinvented and reenacted, as I detail in chapter 2. We fi nd 
variations of this theme in studies in former  state- socialist settings. Empir-
ically, we see it in attempts to maintain and revive reliable social contracts 
and material infrastructures, relations of support and care that have value in 
themselves and form the basis for individual and collective agency. We also 
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see it in claims for necessary support from authorities. In this sense, they re-
semble notions of care that emphasize humans’ general dependence on sus-
taining environments and relations of care (Tronto 2009 [1993]) and how these 
are impacted by conditions of damage and precarity (Kovács 2016; Puig de la 
Bellacasa 2017; Stengers 2015).

One may cluster these terms under the umbrella of (re)assembling, not to 
privilege assembling as a general approach to the social (Latour 2005), but 
rather as a way of binding together three forms of agency central in this study. 
First, (re)assembling is a logical reaction to disintegration and dispersal and 
the forms of dispossession it implies. Where elements fall apart, they may be 
recombined and recomposed, and postsocialist contexts form an established 
site to study this. One may recall David Stark’s (1996, 995) famous formulation 
of rebuilding organizations and institutions “with the ruins of communism.” 
Th is book, too, investigates the relationship between ruination, recombina-
tion, and agency, which allows questions of agency to be linked to disruptive 
change while acknowledging that the context is no longer that of the post- 
Soviet phase. Second, assembling is as much about assemblages as it is about 
the agency that both underlies and emerges from it. Agency is conceptual-
ized in a co-constitutive relationship to structures and infrastructures across 
a range of theoretical traditions and  social- scientifi c studies. In this study, 
we will see the important role of forms of agency that aim at creating bet-
ter conditions for further agency by strengthening infrastructures and collec-
tives. Creating “transitional infrastructure” (Berlant 2022, 24) responds to dis-
integration and crisis and helps to navigate and play an active role in ongoing 
transitions. Th ird, assemblies of people, in a more traditional sense of the so-
cial, play a constitutive role for collective agency in this study (chapters 2 and 
5). As with other infrastructural work, assembling people requires and creates 
and strengthens a basis for collective agency.

Outline

While this introduction aims at presenting dispersed dispossession as a coher-
ent concept, the chapters present partly contrasting insights that refl ect com-
plex realities, including local and regional diff erences. Th e idea of dispersed 
dispossession should help us to think across such diff erences. As the chapters 
build on one another, I recommend reading them in the given order.

Th e brief fi rst chapter introduces the empirical cases and fi eldwork sites 
along with the study’s approach and methods, including refl ections on multi-
locality and multitemporality.
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Chapter 2 explores the prevalence of  large- scale farming and the persistence 
of certain  Soviet- type arrangements from the viewpoint of current confl icts 
and organizing at the village level. It traces actors’ creative and inventive ways 
to involve themselves in such changes and act toward them. Th is includes the 
revaluation and negotiation of institutions with a Soviet stamp—such as the 
kolkhoz, which I reconceptualize as a set of social relations enacted under con-
ditions of fundamental change, reinvented rather than persisting. Empirically, 
the chapter mainly draws on a village community’s mobilization against an at-
tempted takeover of farmland by an investor. Th is case provided a rare oppor-
tunity to study contemporary kolkhoz relations as an object of dispute and ad-
aptation, and the transformation of land entitlements (which have long been 
considered rather irrelevant) into crucial instruments to support the function-
ing of the local enterprise.

Chapter 3 shift s the focus to slow crisis and recursive rounds of disposses-
sion over time, rooted, seemingly paradoxically, both in the Soviet agrarian 
system and its disintegration. It shows how historic disintegration and deval-
uation continue to matter. Rural dwellers refer to the ruins of built infrastruc-
tures and other constituents of place to make sense of and express  drawn- out 
losses and constitutive absences. I argue that following such  sense- making is a 
powerful way to better understand how dispersed dispossession unfolds on the 
ground and what was lost and by whom. It turns attention to  context- specifi c 
forms of dispossession inscribed in prevailing conditions: production and so-
cial infrastructures disintegrated; agricultural assets and labor undervalued; 
agency limited; and futures uncertain.

Chapter 4 illustrates and contextualizes the renewed interest in farmland 
and agriculture in Russia from the early 2000s. It shows that much of the ac-
cumulation process is based on the massive devaluation and disintegration of 
the agricultural sector, which made assets cheap and available, and state poli-
cies that—by the turn of the century—shift ed back to privileging large agricul-
tural producers. It deconstructs the image of investors’ omnipotence and their 
promises of investment in farmland being a safe bet and brings economic and 
managerial failure into the picture. Th e question of who wins and who loses 
should be seen in this context. Some managers and others draw benefi ts de-
spite or because of enterprises’ economic diffi  culties, as they promise solutions 
to fi x and fi nally overcome them. For many rural residents, in contrast, the re-
current failures of agricultural projects stand in a long row of unfulfi lled im-
provement promises.

Chapter 5 investigates local rearrangements aft er investing companies have 
entered the scene. It sets a particular focus on the occupation and reconfi gu-
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ration of the historically established local monopoly status enjoyed by enter-
prises and the implied questions of power. Some investors have tried to dis-
entangle themselves from social obligations but failed to do so if they could 
not fully disregard their workers’ social needs and conditions of local com-
pliance. Also, as agricultural operations remain insecure on their purely eco-
nomic side, some companies take over responsibilities of rural development, 
which allows them to tap into state resources. Such conditions complicate class 
relations, and the chapter describes how they nurture specifi c forms of depen-
dency but also how they compromise. It describes the tactics used by work-
ers and rural residents on the one hand and enterprises and companies on 
the other.

Chapter 6 concludes by wrapping up the previous chapters’ insights on a 
conceptual level. It refl ects on relational goods, unequal capacities to navi-
gate disruptive change, the perpetuation and exploitation of historical injus-
tice, and the conditions for alternative visions, resistance, and agency in the 
context of dispersed dispossession—in Russia and elsewhere.
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CHAPTER 1

Traces

I start from the assumption that we cannot know the problem of disposses-
sion before the inquiry, and that it therefore deserves both close empirical at-
tention and  context- sensitive conceptualization. Th e idea of dispersed dispos-
session does not boil down to individual experiences of dispossession. Rather, 
in this study, I build on the exchange with my interlocutors about such expe-
riences and the interpretations of them as a lens to investigate patterns of dis-
possession contingent on historical trajectories and  political- economic struc-
tures and shift s. I understand such patterns as shared experiences under given 
historical circumstances, aff ecting larger numbers of people over extended pe-
riods. Hence this study starts from ethnographic situations, but it does not 
stop there. Rather, it makes sense of these situations through references to his-
torical circumstances, agrarian political economy, and structural change. It is 
thus that patterns of dispossession come into view and situated accounts of 
historical change become possible.

To trace changing sets of relations within changing systemic circumstances, 
this study builds on a tradition of ethnographic research that aims at generat-
ing, questioning, and expanding concepts by bringing them into conversation 
with empirical inquiry and hence adapting them to the analytical and political 
pressures and requirements of historical circumstances and lived realities. It is 
a tradition that takes real- world complexity and puzzlement about the limits 
of familiar assumptions and categories as a starting point of study, refl ection, 
and conceptualization. Such intellectual work is not unique to ethnography, 
of course. We may understand it as a form of “mobile thought” that follows 
the idea to never cease to “think about the same things diff erently” (Foucault 
1997, 136) and “opens to what concepts implicitly and oft en quietly foreclose, as 
well as what they encourage and condone” (Stoler 2016, 18– 19). Ethnographies 
use mobile and “thick” inquiry (Rabinow and Marcus 2008, 81) as one way of 
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achieving this. Th is chapter introduces the main sites of my inquiry and relates 
fi eldwork and conceptual work.

Tracing Dispossession

Fieldwork does not lead ethnographers to tell authentic stories. At the very 
least, however, fi eldwork urged me to let go of inadequate stories I might have 
told if relying only on written sources and interviews. I arrived in the fi eld as a 
critic but found that I had to reimagine my own critical orientation to develop 
what I think is a more adequate account of dispossession, appropriation, and 
rural change. Th e unlearning of incorrect assumptions was a critical step in the 
process, enabled by long conversations with rural dwellers, enterprise work-
ers, managers and directors, local politicians and bureaucrats, and Russian col-
leagues. Tania Li (2014a, 5) describes ethnography as a form of research that 
“disrupts the ethnographer’s prior categories and assumptions, exposing un-
charted territory where familiar categories don’t hold (and thus) opens up the 
possibility of generating new knowledge and connections.” Th e discordancy 
and disruption thus generated should spur inquiry and critical refl ection, im-
plying the question of what sort of translation between theoretical concepts 
and empirical encounters allows “for the process to be potentially heuristic” 
(Fassin 2014, 70). Such irritations inspired me to reformulate the problem of 
rural dispossession in a more complex and interesting way.

Th is is an ethnography of social and  political- economic processes much 
more than of local cultural characteristics or research participants’ lifeworlds. 
I understand my ethnographic interlocutors as their “own ethnographer(s)” 
(Mol 2002, 15)—not ethnographers of feelings, meanings, or perspectives, but 
of events, situations, and shift s, off ering their interpretations and refl ecting on 
the implications for someone in their position. Understanding interlocutors as 
their own ethnographers can be the basis for forms of epistemic partnership in 
which research participants off er their descriptions, interpretations, and theo-
rizing (Biehl 2013a). In this sense, too, this is an ethnography of dispossession 
more than of “the dispossessed.”

During fi eldwork in villages, I lived in several homes with families or by 
myself, joined work, leisure activities, and events, immersed myself in vari-
ous aspects of local life, engaged in long conversations, and conducted inter-
views. In parallel, I met with, interviewed, and accompanied company man-
agers, enterprise directors, representatives of local or district administrations 
and regional ministries. Th at I was moving between these spheres was at times 
perceived as unusual but relevant. Many foreign company representatives are 
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agricultural experts but sometimes not familiar with rural Russian settings or 
the Russian language. Th ey found it curious that I was staying in villages for 
longer periods and were interested in what I had to say about interactions with 
village inhabitants and workers. Rural residents and workers were oft en inter-
ested in my experiences with managers of investment companies and also in 
villages in other parts of the country. My position was characterized by such 
forms of “betweenness” (England 1994; Katz 1994). My Eastern European fam-
ily background and my profi ciency in Russian helped me to be perceived as a 
partial insider in some ways, although many found my role as a Western Eu-
ropean academic rather curious. I was crossing social boundaries constantly, 
fi nding myself lighting my way to some overfl owing outdoor latrine through 
 ankle- deep mud and chicken manure, and half a day later I was passing double 
security checks at a company entrance beside a manager. To some people I 
met, the distances and modes of my traveling appeared as an unaff ordable lux-
ury. Others thought I might wish to stay in hotels that would have consumed 
the  three- year project budget within a week.

As mentioned in the introduction, the causes and courses of dispersed dis-
possession may seem hard to reconstruct and responsibilities hard to ascribe 
from a  ground- level perspective, rooted as they are in complex and layered 
processes spanning several decades. It is oft en outside forces that are blamed. 
It may be obvious who took over an enterprise or farmland, but much less who 
or what contributed to a situation in which people saw no alternative to and 
became dependent on investment companies or state agencies to get things 
running again. What should be blamed: the failed models, projects and prom-
ises of state socialism, or market capitalism? Was the main problem with in-
dividuals who exploited uncertainty for fraud and individual gains, or with 
circumstances that may have forced many into illicit activities? Rural dwell-
ers regularly discuss such questions, which mirrors some of the challenges in 
making sense of a condition perceived as obscured by historic events. Many 
of the more concrete forces shaping villages, such as agribusinesses and state 
authorities, can also appear relatively elusive. Th ey may make concrete im-
provement promises about which villagers may be highly skeptical, and for 
good reason. Th ey may also operate in relatively obscure networks of power 
and control with uncertain responsibilities (chapters 4 and 5). While foreign 
investing companies may seem alien with their attempts to implement new 
business rationalities, the deliberate obscurity and lack of transparency that 
characterize the operation of many Russian companies do not make the lat-
ter any more approachable. Local enterprise directors, bureaucrats, and poli-
ticians oft en appear to be more approachable. However, their agency or their 
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ability to make a real diff erence are oft en called into question by rural resi-
dents, and by such actors themselves, who claim the decisions that really mat-
ter are made elsewhere.

In his refl ections on multisited research, George Marcus (1997, 97) de-
scribes “the anxieties of knowing that one is somehow tied in to what is hap-
pening elsewhere” and suggests that they can result in particular forms of eth-
nographic complicity. Rural dwellers’ sense of being aff ected by an “elsewhere” 
spurred many discussions—they were curious if my traveling and multisite re-
search off ered any insights relevant to making sense of their condition. A sense 
of depending on powers beyond individual reach runs through this study. It 
relates to a broad range of supports mentioned in the introduction and de-
tailed in the following chapters. On a very general level, this refl ects how “in-
terdependency establishes our vulnerability to social forms of deprivation” 
(Butler and Athanasiou 2013, 5). On the level of empirical analysis, the idea 
that lives and livelihoods inevitably depend on relations that support and sus-
tain them directs attention to how and how much such supports (or their rela-
tive absence) are unequally distributed across places and subject positions, and 
how dispossession is already part of the conditions that some inhabit.

Landscapes

Th is book is an inquiry into the changing relations and interactions between 
rural communities, companies, village administrations, and state representa-
tives. Th ese partly unfold in villages; however, villages are not bounded or iso-
lated sites but rather nested within complex translocal relations. Established 
rural– urban ties include villagers’ daily, weekly, or seasonal commuting, in- 
and outmigration, urbanites spending weekends and summer holidays at their 
dachas or visiting relatives in the countryside, or the trading of household ag-
ricultural produce at town and city markets. Certain villages have become 
more isolated over time through the diminishing of regional markets or the 
loss of public transport options while new connections may have emerged, 
for instance, by new companies entering the scene. In historical and structural 
terms, rural economies have long been, and remain, fundamentally shaped by 
regional, national, and transnational  political- economic powers.

Th ere is a long history of centralized control over the countryside and its 
inhabitants, as well as  state- directed programs and experiments: (forced) re-
settlement schemes, the industrialization and collectivization of agriculture in 
the early Soviet period, the countless  large- scale agronomic and technological 
experiments that followed, and state programs that reshaped many facets of 
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rural life, from education and culture to family arrangements. Th e post- Soviet 
plans for the reorganization of agriculture were written in and implemented 
from the center, too. As the state withdrew control and resources in the pro-
cess, resulting “voids” were partly fi lled by private companies that entered the 
village scene from “elsewhere,” or remained unfi lled. In any case, many ru-
ral dwellers recount this as a historical experience of increased dependency 
on decisions and powers far beyond them. Th is study, too, starts from specifi c 
places but follows problems that refer to other places, spheres, or times.

During extensive research trips, I conducted fi eldwork in three villages af-
fected by large investment projects. I also gained direct insights into the ev-
eryday operations of one of the largest  Western- listed investment companies, 
Agrokultura, and an agricultural subsidiary operating within the web of power 
and capital of Russia’s largest gas company, Gazprom. Aft er exploratory vis-
its in 2011, I kept revisiting these places from 2012 to 2014 and during brief 
 follow-up research stays in 2017 and 2021. I conducted ten months of fi eld-
work, including longer stays in villages, several multiday excursions with com-
pany managers who took me along on visits to their enterprises, and interviews 
with enterprise representatives, offi  cials and bureaucrats, trade unionists, and 
various “experts” in diff erent places. Aft er fi eldwork, I could draw on rich in-
sights gathered in hundreds of fi eld notes pages and around  seventy- fi ve inter-
views with rural dwellers and administrations, enterprise and company rep-
resentatives, diff erent kinds of experts, and others. Th e names of most places 
and companies are anonymized. As an exception, I refrained from anonymiz-
ing Agrokultura, which was bought in 2014 by a Russian company. Th e oper-
ations of Agrokultura have been analyzed in various studies (see chapter 5), 
and readers should be able to compare them. Th e anonymization of persons is 
guaranteed, however.

Th e Russian Federation is a vast country spanning not only eleven time 
zones but also a large number of climatic and vegetation zones, highly diff er-
entiated settlement and infrastructural patterns, and  eighty- two federal ad-
ministrative units (not counting three federal cities) with partly diff ering ag-
ricultural regulations and policies. It has been emphasized that this spatial 
complexity corresponds with a highly variegated rural and agrarian land-
scape (Ioff e, Nefedova, and Zaslavsky 2006). Th is study cannot represent such 
regional diversity and does not intend to provide an encompassing picture. 
Rather, it draws on several contrasting cases in four main regions, plus scat-
tered insights from several others (see fi gure 1.1). Th e regions of Rostov and 
Voronezh count among the country’s most fertile; Lipetsk is part of the Cen-
tral Black Earth region, just like Voronezh, but located farther north and not 
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included in the country’s top ten regions; and the region of Perm is less fa-
vorable in terms of agriculture. Working on four cases in parallel allowed 
for fruitful contrasting and helped avoid inadequate generalizations based 
on a single case. What I learned from the trajectories and actors’ interpreta-
tions in one case would oft en help me readjust my perspective or assumptions 
in another.

Setovka

Setovka is a village in the region of Perm where I was oft en reminded of sto-
ries that people elsewhere told about the past. It seemed that a particular mix-
ture of relative remoteness, a solid agricultural enterprise, and an active and 
well- organized village administration have preserved some of the relations 
that people in other places were lamenting: For instance, an enterprise keep-
ing people employed and sticking to kolkhoz obligations to care for the village 
infrastructure and household needs (chapter 2), and a village administration 
that also contributed to upholding social functions.

People in Setovka are no economically better off  than those in many other 
rural places that I have visited. Th ey, too, complain about poverty, a lack of 
prospects in the village for them and their children, the insecurity of rural life 
and the fragility of local institutions. In the recent past, the village commu-
nity took an active stance in preserving relations and institutions that served 
it. It mobilized against and eventually turned down an attempted takeover of 
the village farmland and enterprise by an external investor. Business interest 
in agriculture was a relatively recent phenomenon in the region at that time, 
where more farmland was still becoming fallow than falling prey to any land 
grabs, so the attempted takeover came as a surprise. One of the things that 
makes this case so interesting is how the mobilization against the takeover—
and for the preservation of the kolkhoz—articulated a vision of what rural life 
aft er the failure of many earlier promises and beyond investment should look 
like. It provided an opportunity to study the rearticulation and reinvention of 
kolkhoz relations as a contingent social contract, in and for the present. My re-
search in Setovka provides the backbone of chapter 2 and informs other chap-
ters to a lesser extent.

Letnevo

Letnevo is a village in the region of Lipetsk. With about three thousand inhabi-
tants, it is one of the larger villages in the region and the largest in this sample. 
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It has shrunk since the end of the Soviet period, however, when the popula-
tion of 4,500 inhabitants corresponded with the equally unusual number of 
four major agricultural enterprises. It off ers important insights into the partial 
and gradual disentanglement of the agricultural and the rural, and into inhabi-
tants’ tactics in the face of changing circumstances. Mikhail, for instance, my 
host in Letnevo, runs a small farming unit with some pigs and chickens, and 
a 0.4-hectare household plot on which he grows mainly potatoes and pump-
kins. He owns a tractor and two smaller trucks with which he off ers services 
to fellow villagers, fi lling gaps left  by the vanished agricultural enterprises that 
previously provided machinery for private subsidiary agriculture. During 
 labor- intensive times such as plowing and harvesting, Mikhail would leave on 
his tractor early in the morning and return late, aft er sunset. However, as sub-
sidiary agriculture in the village gradually diminishes, he is now experiment-
ing with new services beyond agriculture, such as baking bricks, which he of-
fers in his own and surrounding villages.

Many villagers describe agriculture as fading away from the village scene. 
Two comparatively small private farmers work some one hundred hectares 
and employ a handful of workers each. Many households produce vegetables, 
fruit, eggs, milk, and meat for their own consumption, but increasingly less 
for sale. Th e village’s farmland has been under cultivation by various larger 
holding companies for several years. During my fi eldwork period, in 2013, the 
land and the remains of the local farm were taken over, again, by one of the 
largest Russian  sugar- producing companies. People did not lament the with-
drawal of the former operator that had gone into bankruptcy and not paid 
wages for months. Th e new company, however, abolished the local produc-
tion base and shift ed operations to a central base around  thirty- fi ve kilometers 
away, a move that further decoupled the village from commercial agriculture. 
Th is case study supports mainly chapters 3 and 5.

Lipenka

I visited Lipenka—a village of two thousand inhabitants in the Rostov region 
in the Southern Steppes—to speak to a private farmer who was in a dispute 
with a  Rostov- based investment company over approximately 130 hectares of 
farmland. Th e latter controlled around 4,500 hectares in this village, which 
made it the largest but not the only agrarian producer: there were also around 
forty private farmers, the greatest number of all villages in this study’s sample 
and one of the reasons, villagers told me, for relatively frequent confl icts. I in-
terviewed villagers who were involved in the land dispute, as their land was 
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under lease contracts with the company and they wanted to hand it over to the 
farmer. Two hours aft er I paid a surprise visit to the local farm director, I re-
ceived an unexpected phone call from the regional capital and was invited to 
meet the company director.

I met the man in his offi  ce where one could see him—in a photograph—
posing next to Alexey Miller, CEO of Gazprom, who had just made it to 
Forbes’s list of the world’s most powerful people that year. I left  with a business 
card that displayed his former formal ties with the State Duma (the Russian 
parliament). His boss turned out to be the CEO of one of Gazprom’s regional 
branches, deputy of the regional parliament, and holder of several central 
 regional- level positions in the ruling party United Russia. With the director of 
the agricultural branch, I traveled, for several days, to the farms and other en-
terprises belonging to their complex and opaque company network. I also kept 
returning to the village of Lipenka for  follow-up research and exchanges with 
villagers. Th e case mainly informs chapters 4 and 5.

Agrokultura

Agrokultura was a Swedish investment company that operated in four Russian 
regions and Ukraine. During fi eldwork, I mostly engaged with some expat ag-
ricultural specialists who had left  behind homes and families to become part 
of what they regarded as a grand and promising project. Th ey would proudly 
show the farms and fi elds they operated here—the size of which was unknown 
in their countries of origin. Th ey would also emphasize that they were con-
fronted with an extraordinary task. In their eyes, the Russian agricultural sys-
tem was ineffi  cient, corrupt, run- down, and reliant on state support that cer-
tain companies would receive and others—such as theirs—did not. Many of 
them thus seemed to perceive themselves as part of a historic experiment to 
realize a new business model. Th eir job was to fundamentally reorganize pro-
duction schemes on a scale unprecedented for a private company. To this aim, 
they brought diff erent kinds of expertise, new machines and production tech-
nologies, and a degree of command over the company’s fi nancial means. While 
some of them lived in the villages where they worked, many traveled to farms 
from cities. Many relied on interpreters for their work and would hang out 
with fellow expats in their free time.

In 2014, the company’s assets were bought up by a Russian competitor. 
For the operational managers I engaged with, it was no secret even years be-
fore that there was a substantial gap between the company’s great plans and 
bright promises on the one hand, and the operational business on the other. 
Th ey knew very well that profi t and effi  ciency would not emerge solely from 
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the availability of cheap, fertile farmland and rising demand on global food 
markets. Th eir stories and interactions with workers and farm directors doc-
umented here reveal much about the contradictions immanent to the invest-
ment project. At fi rst sight, the company may have appeared as a typical land- 
grabber: foreign,  stock- exchange listed, taking control of a quarter of a million 
hectares within a few years. Chapters 4 and 5 demonstrate the implications of 
 large- scale operations and holdings, and that they do not necessarily result in 
sovereign strategies or stable operations.

 Timescapes

Scholars have recurrently warned that the past is being overemphasized in 
post- Soviet research on the region. Todorova (2010a, 3) sees an “obsession 
over Vergangenheitsbewältigung” in the transformation literature. Concepts 

FIGURE 1.1. Western part of the Russian Federation with research sites (in frames).
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of transition/transformation as well as those of the postsocialist/post- Soviet 
have been criticized for being teleological, outdated, and imposed by Western 
scholars (Buck- Morss 2006; Gille 2010; Humphrey 2007; M. Müller 2019; Stark 
1996; Verdery 2007), or, again, for “defi ning the present in terms of its past” 
(Sakwa 1999, 3). Th e idea of postsocialism further privileges a certain rup-
ture (the collapse of the Soviet system) and thus the formative power of actu-
ally existing socialism over other systems such as capitalism (M. Müller 2019).

Such concerns apply to studies of the Russian countryside. Much has 
changed there since the early post- Soviet years. In many places, and respects, 
the conditions for rural residents have improved. Th ere has been a return of 
pension and unemployment transfer payments, and better conditions for ru-
ral entrepreneurship. New smaller and larger businesses in and beyond agri-
culture provide opportunities for some. And still, hardly anyone here seems 
to perceive the past as over and done with. Research participants in this study 
are most immediately concerned with the present and future, and yet many of 
them refer to memories and accounts of the past to make sense of the present, 
and they interpret their current situation as fundamentally shaped during past 
processes and events. Th e recurrent bankruptcies of agricultural enterprises, 
the many who have left , or the lasting disintegration of infrastructures and in-
stitutions have left  their mark. Th ey do not determine the future, but they have 
eroded the possibility of certain futures for certain persons. Th is is part of what 
makes dispersed dispossession a historically rooted experience.

Th is illustrates how we must move away from imaginaries that are stuck in 
the past but may not forget about the histories that shaped the present, and 
how various elements of the past are “out there” as parts of the world we en-
counter or inhabit (Gordon 2008, 166). Hence the importance of broaden-
ing the temporal scope and considering how Soviet and post- Soviet history is 
folded into present situations in oft en complex ways. Historical reverberations 
may continue to matter in more obvious ways in rural settings compared to 
urban ones. Th is study thus takes the Russian countryside as a privileged set-
ting to theorize social and  political- economic transformation within complex 
“timescapes” (Adam 2010). Building on analytical traditions that show how 
institutions with a Soviet legacy do not simply persist as a product of inertia 
(Dzenovska, Artiukh, and Martin 2023; Stark 1996; Todorova and Gille 2010), 
the study demonstrates how elements of “the past” are being reclaimed, rein-
vented, and enacted by both rural dwellers and enterprise managers in the face 
of fundamental change.

As Ann Stoler (2016, 352– 53) puts it, notions of legacy or path dependence 
off er only vague orientation to distinguish “between what holds and what lies 
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dormant, between residue and recomposition, between what is a holdover and 
what is reinvested, between a weak and a tenacious trace,” and few conceptual 
tools to better understand why certain institutions remain important and how 
they prevail or change. Rather, we must show how histories matter in partic-
ular contexts and to particular people. Th is study does not refer to history as 
if it was merely context, or, even less so, destiny. History must make its way 
through the present to make a claim on the story: being narrated and reacti-
vated in conversation and discourse, mobilized and redeployed in practice, 
or leaving a clear mark on material and institutional landscapes, or persons’ 
agencies. In an ethnography attentive to complex timescapes, then, one task 
is to trace how the past is “reinvented and textualized through the discourses 
and practices of the present” (Britzman 1995, 234). Another is to go beyond 
past boundedness and the sense of a “futureless present” (Ringel 2018, 158), 
even if this mirrors local perceptions and narratives, and illuminate how ac-
tors actually remain agents under these circumstances and how they relate to 
the future.
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Chapter 2

Kolkhoz

“Th ere is no kolkhoz any longer.” Such a statement would count as true in var-
ious senses and situations today. In its original meaning, the term kolkhoz re-
fers to Soviet collective farms. As those were formally abolished shortly aft er 
the dissolution of the Soviet system, kolkhozes ceased to exist in a legal and 
formal sense. Market reformers envisioned peasant farms as taking their place. 
To a signifi cant extent, however, they were replaced by large farming enter-
prises in a diff erent formal guise, registered as  joint- stock companies, private 
or state agricultural enterprises, cooperatives, or forming part of larger hold-
ing companies. So, while the kolkhoz may be dead,  large- scale farming is alive 
and well in contemporary Russia. And this is only the formal side of things.

“Th ere is no kolkhoz any longer. Th is isn’t the Soviet Union anymore.” I 
have repeatedly heard such statements in conversations and arguments during 
fi eldwork. While in a literal sense they confi rm a truism, in a more compre-
hensive sense they indicate that there is more to the story. More than the rep-
etition of a known fact, these statements are mostly uttered in contested situ-
ations and respond to actual or alleged persistence of elements of the Soviet 
agrarian system. Large farms were reregistered and renamed, but they “never 
became what their new names implied” (Ioff e, Nefedova, and Zaslavsky 2006, 
29). In this sense, continued kolkhoz talk also stands for attempts to make 
sense of hybrid forms that are neither a continuation of the old nor the reali-
zation of new models envisioned in reform policies (Pavlovskaya 2013). Fur-
thermore, many references to the kolkhoz are framed in positive rather than 
negative terms. Many stories related by my interlocutors literally started from 
and ended with the kolkhoz, and I encountered what I shall call kolkhoz rela-
tions in all the villages covered in this study. Th ey were present in the material 
texture and infrastructures, in organizational patterns, economic rationalities, 
and social expectations, or the claims and judgments of various actors, from 
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workers to bureaucrats. Hence the importance of understanding not only the 
persistence and dominance of industrialized  large- scale agriculture as such but 
also the liveliness and contestations beneath its surface.

Stories of Soviet kolkhozes and their post- Soviet aft erlives have been pre-
sented to an international readership early and prominently by Caroline Hum-
phrey (1983, 1999), and the kolkhoz remained a central theme in post- Soviet 
rural studies (Allina- Pisano 2008; Nikulin 2003). So why do I revisit the kol-
khoz theme in a book on rural dispossession? I will show how it points to in-
stitutionalized support, material infrastructures, collective arrangements, and 
entitlements as goods on which rural dwellers and livelihoods depend— oft en 
more than on land rights or property titles. I do not approach kolkhoz rela-
tions in terms of path dependence or legacy, however, since such framings pro-
vide few conceptual tools to better understand why some elements and rela-
tions remain important and how they prevail (Collier 2011; Humphrey 2002; 
Stoler 2016; Todorova 2010b). I start from situations characterized by change 
and uncertainty rather than continuity, and I trace actors’ creative and inven-
tive ways to involve themselves in such changes, including the revaluation, ne-
gotiation, and reenactment of elements with a socialist history. Contrary to im-
ages of rural stagnation, I argue that invoking the kolkhoz remains important 

FIGURE 2.1. Kolkhoz base in Setovka. Author’s photograph.
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because recurrent changes and reorganization generate ruptures and contra-
dictions that open up situations for negotiation and criticism.

 Past and present kolkhozes

Th e kolkhoz has been the primary organizational unit of Soviet agriculture at 
a local level. Th e term is a contraction of kollektivnoe khoziaistvo, a collective 
farm. Kolkhozes existed alongside state farms called sovkhozes. Th e historical 
origins of collective and state farms diff er, as did certain formal characteris-
tics. However, variation within both categories has been found to exceed vari-
ation between them, and attempts to unify working conditions across farm 
categories have led to a further blurring of strict diff erences over time (Ioff e, 
Nefedova, and Zaslavsky 2006, 21– 22). When people speak of Soviet collec-
tive and state farms today, they rarely diff erentiate between these two vari-
ants of the Soviet agrarian enterprise model, and the term kolkhoz is used as 
a shorthand for Soviet agrarian enterprises in general in the places covered in 
this study. Collective and state farms have been described as “a microcosm” or 
“extensions” of the Soviet state (Humphrey 1999, 3– 4), but they are also shaped 
by a signifi cant portion of local rationalities, dynamics, and requirements. Th is 
echoes the broader idea that the Soviet enterprise was not simply an economic 
institution but “the primary unit of soviet society” (Clarke 1992, 7). State guar-
antees and protections were mediated through collective farms, and so were 
many practical social services such as housing, heating and electricity, repairs 
of homes and roads, and even the support of medical services, schools and 
kindergartens, and local cultural activities.

Khoziaistvo—usually translated as “farm” in kollektivnoe khoziaistvo (col-
lective farm)—refl ects some of the ways in which it is more than a farm or an 
enterprise. Th e root khoz originally referred to the household and its organi-
zation and management. In recent and contemporary uses, it can refer to a 
range of diff erent subjects like sel’skoe or narodnoe khoziaistvo: agriculture and 
national economy. Hence it refers to ways of managing the economy. Stephen 
Collier (2011, 81) argues that it originally referred to units at the nexus of pro-
duction and need fulfi llment, and hence a substantive understanding of the 
economy in a Polanyian sense, in contrast to the liberal formal understand-
ing. If we follow that logic, the idea of khoziaistvo would not apply to a farm 
managed by principles of the Western economic mainstream. Actually exist-
ing kolkhozes did not fully comply with Soviet planning either. For instance, 
they failed to fully displace the household as the nexus of production and need 
fulfi llment; rather, they became part of a complex of industrial and house-
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hold farming that has been described as symbiotic (Humphrey 1999; Visser, 
Kurakin, and Nikulin 2019).

Yet the idea that a khoziaistvo is responsible for fulfi lling a population’s 
material needs, rather than merely providing jobs and paying taxes, remains 
prevalent, both regarding kolkhoz successor enterprises and agriculture more 
generally, which in Russian is sel’skoe—that is, rural—khoziaistvo. As one ag-
ricultural bureaucrat argues: “We are either sel’skoe khoziaistvo, which ensures 
the country’s strategic food security, or we are business. Let’s decide. If we are 
sel’skoe khoziaistvo, then you support us with subsidies, and we produce the 
products the country needs. Or we are business, but then we sell [our produce] 
to the state at the price we set. And the market will show” (Head of district ag-
ricultural department, Nizhniy Novgorod region, 2021).

While the idea of the khoziaistvo opens possibilities for criticizing the mar-
ket economy, or its specifi c shortcomings, and arguing for economic alter-
natives, there is no point in romanticizing the historic kolkhoz. At its worst, 
the Soviet agrarian system was grounded in a totalitarian state project (Scott 
1998, 217) that combined oppression, economic ineffi  ciency, ecological devas-
tation, and manifold gaps between policies and local realities. It is well docu-
mented that, unlike the name suggests, collective farms were hardly egalitarian 
and, in many respects, they were quite hierarchical organizations. Humphrey 
(1999, 435) found that “jobs in the farm [were] very unequal in pay and con-
ditions of work” and that there was a distinct power hierarchy headed by the 
kolkhoz chairman and including a ladder of specialists, party representatives, 
and foremen “above” the kolkhoz workers. Also, while the general meeting of 
kolkhozniks was formally the highest authority, studies found that in prac-
tice it mostly affi  rmed decisions made by local authorities or  higher- level of-
fi cials (Humphrey 1999). Dependence on local authorities was, and in an al-
tered form remains, particularly strong as villagers depend on the enterprise 
not only for jobs but also for a range of supports and services that are also gov-
erned within the kolkhoz microcosms. Furthermore, in many instances, ru-
ral dwellers depended on household food production “while toiling for a kol-
khoz” (Ioff e, Nefedova, and Zaslavsky 2006, 25) and hence carried a double 
burden of fulfi lling  state- directed production plans and ensuring their own 
subsistence.

As collective and state farms became the dominant form of organizing So-
viet agriculture during the collectivization (1928– 1940) under Stalin, their his-
tory is further bound to what is remembered as a particularly grim chapter 
of Soviet history. Collectivization was a project based on ostensibly universal 
 political- economic laws and principles that aimed at integrating a vast territory 
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with a heterogeneous population into a centrally planned national political 
economy. It aimed at developing the countryside, overcoming what the Soviets 
perceived as painful backwardness. It also aimed at generating resources that 
could be used for the USSR’s ambitious industrialization plans more broadly 
(Ioff e, Nefedova, and Zaslavsky 2006, 13). While some promises of collectiv-
ization, such as the delivery of tractors and other machinery, were perceived 
positively among large parts of the rural population, and certain groups such 
as landless peasants benefi ted, the majority of the rural population generally 
opposed collectivization, partly through hidden or open resistance. Collectiv-
ization was “a massive economic and social experiment” (Humphrey 1999, 1), 
but the Russian peasantry had been subject to great—and oft en greatly fail-
ing—experiments before. Particularly in the Central Asian republics and “eth-
nic” territories of the vast Soviet empire, collectivization continued much older 
patterns of what has been called Russia’s “internal colonization” (Ėtkind 2011). 
Th ere, it was experienced as an attack by the center on locally distinct values 
and ways of organizing households, villages, agriculture, and local economies 
more broadly, which provoked particularly strong resistance in these territo-
ries (Humphrey 1999). But resistance occurred in other parts, too. Th e Sovi-
ets responded with force, and many deemed enemies of collectivization were 
resettled to places such as Siberia or Kazakhstan. Best known is the instance 
of the so-called kulaks, peasants who were wealthier than average and expe-
rienced high levels of expropriation and persecution, partly because of re-
sistance to collectivization and partly because of their being labeled as class 
enemies within Soviet society. A combination of  state- imposed punishment 
for peasant boycotts and other resistance strategies, mismanagement, and 
droughts resulted in famines that led to the starvation of millions over the fi rst 
decade of collectivization. In the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic, there 
was comparatively strong popular resistance to collectivization, and the eff ects 
of the Great Famine in 1932– 34 were particularly grave, resulting in millions of 
deaths and still remembered as Holodomor across Ukraine.

Despite its high degree of centralization, the Soviet agrarian system did not 
form or create a monolithic block (Shanin 1985). Policies were changing and 
some were ambiguous; gaps between what was written on paper and what oc-
curred on the ground were prevalent. Many got by despite rather than because 
of the insuffi  cient Soviet schemes, by inhabiting and altering them (Smith 
2014; Wädekin 1973). Market reforms did not create a monolithic system ei-
ther. Rather, they marked the beginning of a process that resulted in a spatially 
variegated and still shift ing rural landscape (Ioff e, Nefedova, and Zaslavsky 
2006). Many rural dwellers today are aware of the violent and dysfunctional 
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sides of the Soviet agrarian system. At the same time, in retrospect, they still 
acknowledge the commitment to equalizing living conditions in the country-
side alongside the provision of social services as a Soviet achievement. As in-
equalities between families, between diff erent villages, as well as enterprises 
and regions, increased aft er the collapse of the Soviet system, the deterioration 
of these equalizing forces is oft en addressed as a loss.

Th e  market- oriented agricultural reforms were carried out along several 
main lines: the reorganization of the kolkhozes and sovkhozes, the support of 
the emerging private agrarian sector, and land reforms (Kalugina 2014). Th ey 
were directed mainly by the federal government toward the regions, raiony 
(districts), and villages where communities and offi  cials had little direct infl u-
ence. Certain reforms were launched in the late Soviet Union aft er Gorbachev, 
but they were pushed much harder under Yeltsin. On December 27, 1991, one 
day aft er the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Yeltsin passed Presidential De-
cree No. 323, “On Urgent Measures for Implementing Land Reform in the Rus-
sian Federation,” which required kolkhozes and sovkhozes to complete their 
reorganization by January 1, 1993. Th e majority of enterprises formally met the 
target of reorganization, but most enterprise authorities and assemblies chose 
to reorganize in ways that allowed for leaving the workers’ collective and the 
organizational structure of the enterprise more or less intact (Lindner 2008).

Th is had much to do with the general  political- economic condition at that 
time. Th roughout the 1990s, many of the large farm enterprises were in a diffi  -
cult economic situation, did not pay workers wages for months or even years, 
and oft en went bankrupt. Still, leaving the enterprise and starting their own 
seemed like a worse option for many workers. Th e entire agricultural sector 
was in a desperate situation at that time, drained by the withdrawal of state 
support, low prices on agricultural produce caused by the decline of domestic 
household purchasing power and cheap agricultural imports that came with 
trade liberation, and government strategies of keeping food prices deliberately 
low to ensure food supply in cities. Simultaneously, input prices for machinery, 
seeds, and fertilizers rose. Access to markets and state support was oft en diffi  -
cult, especially for small producers, and markets were volatile. In short, most 
rural dwellers had little opportunity to become peasants, and rather remained 
wage laborers (Kalugina 2012). Th e deterioration of the formal economy, in-
cluding hyperinfl ation and chaotic, sometimes inaccessible, agricultural mar-
kets in many instances, increased local populations’ dependence on large 
farms. As money became relatively worthless, or at least insuffi  cient to keep 
up and organize the fl ow of materials, goods, and services, informal exchange 
and various forms of barter became crucial elements of local economies—and 
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became reasons why, from the perspective of rural dwellers, collective farms 
had to continue. As Humphrey (1999, 461) puts it, “In these circumstances 
people are attached to collectives because they are the only thing that looks 
like a functioning intermediate institution and stand in for what is almost a 
nonfunctioning state at the village level.”

What accounts for this failure of the goal to create peasant farms? Some as-
cribe it to the circumstances of implementation, such as farm directors and 
other local elites manipulating land distribution to defend their privilege and 
status (Allina- Pisano 2008). Others argue that the reform was not really de-
signed to prevent large farms from keeping their land and remaining the 
main agricultural producers (Wegren 2009). Yet others emphasize that large 
farms did not persist because they were doing well, but because rural dwell-
ers and state and local authorities all preferred to keep them running for the 
simple lack of other employment options in the villages (Ioff e, Nefedova, and 
Zaslavsky 2006, 92)—so they provided a “vehicle for collective survival” (Ioff e, 
Nefedova, and Zaslavsky 2006, 117). In terms of lasting eff ects, which inter-
est us here, the important point is that most former collective and state farms 
were not split into smaller units but, as business interest in agriculture gradu-
ally emerged, incorporated into even larger agricultural companies.

State policies were oscillating between creating conditions for small pri-
vate farms and benefi ting large agribusinesses (Nefedova 2014, 78). State sup-
port for private farmers was relatively strong during a brief period from 1992 
to 1994, when the number of registered private farms rose signifi cantly. It 
never became a mass phenomenon, however, partly because starting a busi-
ness was diffi  cult enough to keep most of the less powerful rural dwellers out 
of business. Aft er the turn of the century, the Putin government implemented 
an overall more supportive agricultural policy but dedicated most attention 
to the strengthening of large agricultural enterprises. At this time, the total 
number of private farms—which had been below initial expectations from the 
beginning— was already decreasing again (Wegren 2011, 219). Under the offi  -
cial category of private peasant farms, today one fi nds a wide range, from small 
units based on family labor to large enterprises that have outgrown former col-
lective enterprises in size (Nefedova 2014, 118; Uzun 2012, 141– 42).

Th e category of private farms, used in offi  cial statistics, is thus not an ade-
quate indicator of the development of smallholder farming in Russia. While 
there are certain regions and places with a signifi cant portion of smaller pri-
vate farmers, the predominant form of household agriculture today is supple-
mentary—that is, noncommercial or semicommercial—agriculture on house-
hold plots (Pallot and Nefedova 2007). Assessments of how much household 
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farming continues to depend on large farms diff er substantially. Some schol-
ars report that surveyed households rely much more on the support of family 
members and relatives rather than on large farms (Wegren 2009, 122), while 
others emphasize that household farming still fundamentally depends on re-
sources provided by large farms (Ioff e, Nefedova, and Zaslavsky 2006; Pallot 
and Nefedova 2007). Many of these studies are dated. In the current study, the 
importance of large farm support for household agriculture, and local com-
munities more generally, varied across case studies, with the case discussed in 
this chapter being an instance of strong and complex interlinkages between 
kolkhoz and household economies.

Post- Soviet Land

During the Soviet period, all land belonged to the state, and individuals had 
certain use rights but no ownership of land. Land reform in Russia—in con-
trast to postsocialist Eastern and Central European states (Hann 2003; Verdery 
2003)—was organized as a distribution rather than restitution. Land was not 
returned to families who had owned it before collectivization (which, due 
to prerevolutionary property structures, would have been diffi  cult anyhow). 
Rather, the former kolkhoz workers and certain other professional groups re-
ceived certifi cates for fractional ownership in the enterprise property such as 
buildings and machinery and agricultural land. Still, the scale of this distribu-
tion was massive. Between 1992 and 1997, approximately 117.6 Mha were for-
mally privatized, and 11.9 million land shares were allocated. By 2002, 7.7 mil-
lion shares had been distributed to private owners (Wegren 2009, 16).

In Russian, land titles are mostly referred to as pai (shares). Much kolkhoz 
property was organized in pai in early socialist times, too, but these pai dis-
appeared with the development of collective ownership on later Soviet farms 
in which the “direct participants in production and appropriation [were] big 
collectivities of people” (Humphrey 1999, 94). So pai played a transitional role 
on the way to Soviet agriculture as well as out of it. Th ey certifi ed a sharehold-
er’s right to land of a certain size within large land banks that now formally 
belonged to the collective of shareholders. It has been argued that the per-
sistence of large farms can be partly explained by the distribution of entitle-
ments rather than real land during the post- Soviet reform (Wegren 2009, 6). 
It also created conditions for the distinct forms of rural dispossession in Rus-
sia over the last decades.

As mentioned, due to the dire circumstances very few rural dwellers could 
or wanted to start their own farming businesses and work the land themselves. 
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As Jessica  Allina- Pisano (2008, 4– 5) notes, “Economic constraints limited ru-
ral people’s desire and capacity to convert paper rights into actual allocation 
of land in the fi elds,” as land acquisition to start a family farming business 
was not a particularly attractive prospect for most (Humphrey 1999; Kalugina 
2014; Ryzhova 2022). In many regions, the demand and price for land were 
low. Aft er the bankruptcy of agricultural enterprises, land documents some-
times lost their value completely or were sold for merely symbolic amounts. 
Hence a land title’s use and exchange value were limited for individual share-
holders. Furthermore, given regularly changing legislation, landownership 
seemed highly uncertain.

Diff erentiating between abstract land titles and “real land” is important to 
understand not only the course of land reform but also rural dwellers’ actual 
attachments to land. Setovka’s community, to which we turn shortly, is an ag-
ricultural one and people are living on and from the land in various respects: 
Th ey grow food on household plots, many work for the agricultural enterprise, 
some work land as private farmers, and some keep livestock. For many, their 
relations to the place, and the land, are a reason to stay and live in this remote 
village. But the land that rural dwellers work on a household basis is diff erent 
from that which has been distributed through entitlements. In Soviet times, 

FIGURE 2.2. Th ree household plots. Author’s photograph.
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most rural households had access to land—usually around 0.4 hectares— oft en 
located around houses, which they could use for private subsidiary agricul-
ture. Food production on these plots remains important and sometimes con-
stitutes a major source of family income (Pallot and Nefedova 2007). Kolkhoz 
fi elds reorganized during land reform, by contrast, sometimes reach sizes of 
several hundred hectares as they were designed for industrial agriculture (see 
fi gures 2.2 and 2.3) and can be located kilometers away from a village. House-
hold farms can work parts of these fi elds, but this presupposes agreements 
with running large enterprises as well as machinery and infrastructure that 
many households could not aff ord. Large enterprises, in contrast, usually still 
command such machinery and infrastructure. Hence, for maintaining land re-
lations through industrial agriculture, a working enterprise is much more im-
portant than individual land titles and property.

 Land Sales

Setovka is a village in the Perm region. Around 900 inhabitants were regis-
tered here in 2013, out of which 190 were younger than 16, and 160 of pension 

FIGURE 2.3. Enterprise director Dmitry Ivanovich overseeing work on a commercial fi eld. 
Author’s photograph.
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age. Th e agricultural enterprise has changed its legal form and organiza-
tional structure several times over the last two decades, but it is commonly 
understood as the direct successor of the Soviet collective enterprise, still 
controlling around 4,500 hectares of farmland. With around 140 workers in 
2014—a relatively large number due to keeping 550 dairy cows—the enterprise 
remains, by far, the village’s biggest employer (followed by the local school and 
kindergarten with 32 employees). A signifi cant portion of village inhabitants 
commute to work in towns and cities. Th e enterprise had been loss- making 
for some time but reached profi tability in the early 2010s. Th e village admin-
istration’s budget hinged (80 percent) on transfer payments from the regional 
and federal levels.

Conditions for agricultural production in the district are average, good for 
dairy farming or growing potatoes, but barely profi table for  large- scale pro-
duction of crops or most vegetables. Business interest in agriculture—beyond 
existing enterprises’ attempts to carry on—was practically nonexistent over 
the last decades and remained relatively weak even during times of rising in-
terest in agriculture since the late 2000s. Th is sets it apart from regions such 
as the Central Black Earth and the Southern Steppes, which have been dom-
inated by large  grain- producing companies for many years (see chapter 4).

Th e attempt by a neighboring enterprise to gain control over the village’s 
farmland in 2007 thus took the village community and authorities by surprise. 
Th is takeover was ultimately prevented by a coalition of the village mayor, 

FIGURE 2.4. Map of settlement (dark) surrounded by fi elds (bright gray), and land document. 
Author’s photograph.
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the enterprise director, and the assembly of owners of land shares. Instances 
of  community- based resistance and collective action to prevent land sales 
are rare in rural Russia, according to both the literature (Mamonova 2016; 
 Mamonova and Visser 2014; Visser et al. 2015) and my investigations. Th is 
is part of what makes this case so interesting. Also, this mobilization spurred 
a debate and refl ection on the material basis as well as the social contract of 
communal living in Setovka. Th e inhabitants of the village have called the lo-
cal enterprise “their kolkhoz” before, but during the controversy, the term has 
been given more explicit and to some extent new meaning. As the kolkhoz 
could no longer be taken for granted, stories about what it is and why it mat-
ters gained impact. Th is is not to say that an authentic kolkhoz has been pre-
served. Th e enterprise in question had been a private farm and not all villagers 
called it a kolkhoz all the time. Rather, we are dealing with a hybrid and con-
tingent organizational form that is not only subject to continuous change but 
also stands at the fringe of quite contradictory organizing and guiding prin-
ciples—not least between the private and the collective (Lindner 2013), which 
creates a tension that is navigated more than resolved. Such renegotiation of 
kolkhoz relations started with land sales.

For many years, I was told, there has been little concern about agricultural 
land in Setovka. Aft er the formal dissolution of kolkhozes, the former kolkhoz 
workers received two kinds of documents entitling them to fractional owner-
ship in the enterprise property: certifying property in buildings and machin-
ery and in agricultural land. Titles in enterprise infrastructure and equipment 
were redeemed in exchange for enterprise services, raw material, natural pro-
duce, or housing property, and most of them were fully covered in 2013. But 
the documents certifying property in 7.5 hectares of farmland were mostly ig-
nored by both their owners and the farm enterprise over the fi rst fi ft een years. 
As in other instances, only very few would work the land privately, and possi-
bilities to sell titles were limited by the fact that only the local enterprise had an 
interest in it. Th e enterprise just carried on working the land as it had done be-
fore without buying land shares or paying rent. Th is also implied, however, that 
it worked this land without a legally binding contract. As the enterprise direc-
tor refl ects in retrospect, “It was our fault that we did not conduct the work of 
clarifi cation in time. We thought: Who would ever care about this land?” (LFE 
director, Perm region, 2013).

Th is silence around supposedly useless land titles ended in 2007 when 
a businessman from the regional capital Perm, who thus far had made his 
money in industry, started buying land shares in Setovka and other villages. He 
had already taken over and restructured the entire enterprise in a neighboring 
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village the year before, one year aft er its bankruptcy. Being also involved in 
regional politics, he further presented plans to develop the villages in which 
he operated. In Setovka, as in many other instances, the exact form of land 
title transactions remained somewhat foggy. A local middleman is said to have 
approached  title- owning villagers individually and off ered them 8,500 rubles 
(around $320 in early 2007) per land title certifying ownership of 7.5 hectares. 
Th e village’s mayor found out about the land sales by chance from a regional 
land registry and informed the enterprise director. He could not at fi rst be-
lieve that villagers were selling land entitlements; the mayor had to convince 
him. Land sales thus hit the village authorities by surprise; they appeared un-
expected or even unthinkable. Th e mayor describes her reaction to the news 
as a shock that she felt bodily: “At that moment I went through this very hor-
ror, and I literally stopped moving—I had some terrible pain in my legs. See-
ing that our people could behave this way came as a real shock for me. I could 
understand if they sold land lying fallow already, [land] of a nonexistent kolk-
hoz. But that of a working enterprise! It was the fi rst time that I encountered 
such a thing, that the land of a working enterprise was bought up. And I was 
very worried” (Village mayor, Perm region, 2010).

Th e expanding enterprise had already bought seventy out of the 539 land 
titles of the enterprise’s land bank. Most of these documents were not for-
malized as individual property: they entitled the holder to fractional owner-
ship but without specifying any concrete parcel of land. Few shareholders had 
taken up the lengthy, complicated, and costly bureaucratic process of formal-
izing land titles. Th us, while property entitlements were owned individually, 
the land bank as such remained collectively managed.

Th e law defi nes the collective of shareholders as the authority to decide on 
any changes to a land bank in which individuals own titles but no clearly de-
fi ned physical parcel of land, including the process of formalizing ownership 
in such a piece of land (Shagaida 2010). As the “investor” had bought entitle-
ments and not actual farmland, the assembly of shareholders had to approve 
the location of the land before he could legally work it. Th e assembly is not 
obliged to approve the location preferred by the party demanding the formal-
ization, and thus has substantial power to block such requests. Th e investor 
thus aimed at acquiring most of the land shares, which would have brought 
him the majority of votes in the shareholder assembly, enabling him to outvote 
all other members on the formalization of land titles. Th us, stopping sales be-
fore this political tipping point and regaining control over the village farmland 
became an urgent task for the village authorities.

Aft er the mayor had convinced the kolkhoz director that land sales had 
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occurred, they jointly initiated a shareholder assembly. Until then, sales had 
been conducted privately, beyond public attention, and not articulated as a 
matter of collective concern. Th is changed with the assembly that brought to-
gether 241 shareholders, which made it the largest in decades. Th e matter of 
land sales was turned into a more- than- individual, collective issue potentially 
threatening the very fabric of common village life. Th e eff ects were immediate, 
as the village mayor recalls: “We really brought together a big, a very big num-
ber of inhabitants, living on our territory, explaining that their action creates 
the threat of liquidating a running enterprise. And then sales actually stopped” 
(Village mayor, Perm region, 2013).

How could shareholders so quickly be convinced to stop selling their 
shares? Th e mayor describes the shift  away from the indiff erent attitude to-
ward share ownership that had prevailed before the assembly:

[People would think,] what’s the use of this piece of paper lying around? It 
was, aft er all, issued in the year 1992, but the sales occurred in 2007. Th is is to 
say, the document is lying around for fi ft een years, without movement, and . . . 
is of no use for you. “Will you work this land?”—“No, I won’t.”—“Well, so 
then sell it, there is an opportunity; there is someone who wants to buy it and 
will give you money. Why should it bother you?” I suppose that in most cases 
people did this either unconsciously or out of material necessity . . . because 
when they later came to us, and we told them: “Why do you give away land 
which [the enterprise] is working? . . . Your children are living here, work in 
this kolkhoz. You sold this land today, where will your son be working tomor-
row?” Th ey weren’t aware of this issue. . . . When you start talking to them, 
they really begin to sweat instantly, they fl ush; “What, why did we do it like 
this?,” but they have already done it. . . . Th erefore, when during the meeting 
we explained to people what this might lead up to; to the abolishment of the 
jobs of their own children, relatives, and friends. . . . Th en people began to re-
alize (Village mayor, Perm region, 2010).

Land documents were perceived as useless paper lying around. A further rea-
son for rural residents to consider selling land certifi cates was the perceived 
uncertainty of this ownership. One rural dweller explained her reasons for 
considering selling her share in 2013: “And maybe it will happen that, just as it 
came, it will be gone, this land. And that’s it. Just as they gave us these certifi -
cates, they will take them from us. Th ey will say: ‘You used to have land, and 
now it is gone.’ Th e government has its own policies, aft er all. . . . Who knows 
what turns policies will take. We cannot, so to say, foresee that. A bird in the 
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hand is worth two in the bush. At least something, at least 15,000 [rubles]” 
(Rural dweller, Perm region, 2013).

Th ese 15,000 rubles that shareholders could get for a share at this later point 
were roughly equivalent to $500, or an average monthly agricultural wage. 
Th is amount seems formidable if one understands it to be in exchange for a 
useless and worthless certifi cate. However, not everyone saw it that way. Some 
emphasized that shares in enterprises and land, besides becoming a political 
instrument to keep the local enterprise alive, were meant to reward workers 
for long years of labor on collective enterprises and should have allowed them 
to gain economic independence. To some degree, both claims correspond with 
the offi  cial reform logic. Seen this way, 15,000 rubles was no great sum at all.

Six years aft er the assembly, villagers remember the possibility that “the 
kolkhoz will be left  without land” (Rural dweller, Perm region, 2013) as a criti-
cal turning point in the village and in local attitudes. Th e shareholder assembly 
turned land certifi cates into a contested and political issue as the realization 
that the kolkhoz could be lost in Setovka reshaped the kolkhoz and the vil-
lage. Some villagers describe others’ decision to sell land as irrational because 
at that time prices were so low and the benefi ts from selling a share were so 
limited that they could not possibly outweigh the risks caused by the damage 
done to the enterprise. Others emphasize that those who sold needed money 
urgently, even these “cheap, worthless eight thousand [rubles]” (Former vil-
lage mayor, Perm region, 2013), for instance, for medicine or surgery. Further, 
since land titles brought so few benefi ts in the present and possibly also in the 
future, the decision to sell made sense from an individual viewpoint: “We un-
derstand what this land really gives, it will not give its gains immediately. . . . 
Th ey sold, and they also understood. Say even some heavy drinker, he also un-
derstood that the situation will not change within the next ten years. . . . But 
money is needed today! And so, will he be a hero of the day or not, and so he 
didn’t hang a care on this decision. . . . Th ey announce it today, I will go, give it 
to them” (Former village mayor, Perm region, 2013).

Others similarly describe sales as quite understandable since people were 
off ered “real money” or “living money” (zhivye den’gi) for “dead paper,” as the 
land documents were oft en called. Th e investor’s off er to buy shares created an 
opportunity that had not existed before to sell titles. Th us, seen from the angle 
of private property, the decision to sell land titles may seem perfectly rational: 
gaining no benefi t from owning these titles, people realized some benefi ts by 
selling them. In this sense, the assembly was also mobilized against individu-
alistic notions of freedom implicit in the concept of private property. Interest-
ingly, I have not heard villagers complaining about a curtailment of their free-
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doms. Rather, the land entitlements were given new meaning and worth. Had 
they appeared as worthless to an individual, they now became meaningful and 
even vital for the functioning of a collective. While selling land appeared as 
a rational and legitimate decision at one point, it was turned into something 
to regret and be ashamed of in retrospect. Land titles have become a diff erent 
thing in the process.

”We forgot about [the land titles], . . . and then when the law began to work, 
everyone took them out, remembered them,” is how the enterprise director 
describes their life course in the village (LFE director, Perm region, 2013). To 
remember land titles, their owners had to be reminded of them. During the 
shareholder assembly in 2007, the mayor described the history, role, and cur-
rent state of land titles: their number and size, who received them in 1992, 
shareholders’ rights and options, and the current status of collective long- term 
leases. Th ereaft er, many villagers began to sell their land documents to the lo-
cal “kolkhoz.” Th is implied investing labor. Th ey had to search for their forgot-
ten documents, these “pieces of paper.” If they could not fi nd them, they had 
to get them reissued. Lawyers and surveyors had to be involved, and someone 
had to pay for the procedure. Eff orts and resources had to be invested to for-
malize property titles, and there had to be a reason for doing so. Th erefore, the 
“law began to work” only aft er land titles had become subject to explicit inter-
ests. Th e “fuzziness” of post- Soviet property relations (Verdery 1999), and in-
stitutional constraints on the full formalization of land entitlements (Allina- 
Pisano 2008; Shagaida 2010), certainly had hindered formalization before, but 
more importantly, the formalization of land titles had to become meaningful 
for villagers and the local enterprise alike to be set in motion. Th e formaliza-
tion of land titles promised to stabilize rather indeterminate land relations, but 
diff erent parties followed diff erent aims. Th e two enterprises struggled to con-
solidate their control over land banks, the local administration supported its 
enterprise to protect the village’s economic basis, and shareholders were en-
rolled in the struggle as their individual decisions turned out to stabilize or 
destabilize some of the village’s most fundamental arrangements. Land titles, 
long seen as dead paper, now became vital tools.

Kolkhoz Relations

Besides calling the enterprise their kolkhoz, villagers today refer to the enter-
prise as the gradoobrazuiushchee predpriiatie. Th e term refers to the mono-
functional settlement model that dominated Soviet planning and eff ectively 
shaped most villages’ economic structures. Here, enterprises are planned to 
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be a settlement’s single main economic base that results in the (oft en ongo-
ing) dependence of whole villages’ economies and wider social functions on 
single enterprises (Nefedova 2014, 74). In a relatively isolated village such as 
Setovka, the impact of and dependence on such an enterprise is amplifi ed, and 
even today the vanishing of an enterprise can appear as an existential threat to 
villagers: “How should we live without the kolkhoz? . . . So many people will be 
left  even without work . . . but the kolkhoz won’t be anymore, our school won’t 
be anymore, nothing will remain then. People will go somewhere, will go to 
search . . . and the last children that remained here will leave us. . . . All the vil-
lage lives around the kolkhoz” (Rural dweller, Perm region, 2013).

To better understand what brings people to the conclusion that “the village 
lives around the kolkhoz” and would be threatened in its entirety by its dis-
appearance, it is important to understand these enterprises as more than ag-
ricultural producers and employers. To varying degrees, they continue to be 
units of production and need fulfi llment in the sense of the khoziaistvo, even 
aft er kolkhozes and the underlying planning structures were formally abol-
ished long ago. Setovka’s inhabitants pointed to neighboring villages that had 
lost their local enterprises. Th e mayor of one such village describes the event 
as follows:

When the kolkhoz ceased to exist, I was in shock. I said to myself, how shall 
we live at all? How? Here the kolkhoz, there the kolkhoz helped out. I knew 
that the [former] mayor, just aft er the roads were covered with snow, im-
mediately would call the kolkhoz—“Help us immediately with the machin-
ery.” Th ey come and do it. Th e water pipes are old. We need this dredger ur-
gently. Th e kolkhoz would come and helped anyway. I was in such perplexity. 
I thought, oh my god, how shall we live, how shall we live at all? We won’t be 
able to. Well, the devil is not as frightening as he is painted. So we, gradually, 
got over it by ourselves. But how, who helped? . . . Private tractor owners . . . 
and other kolkhozes [from neighboring villages]. . . . Th ey didn’t let us die. I 
would like to thank them. Th ey helped (Village mayor, Perm region, 2014).

Th e event she describes is the complete sell- off  and dismantling of the local 
agricultural infrastructure in 2004, aft er a change in enterprise ownership. 
She addresses the eff ects in existential terms, as in many other comparable in-
stances: “How shall we live at all?” Part of the reason is that the enterprise is 
more than an agricultural producer; it “helps” the village in diff erent ways by 
satisfying individual and collective material needs. Th e quote indicates that 
maintaining these functions is more important than preserving the organi-
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zational or legal form—if there are other units that can take over these func-
tions, the collective farm enterprise can in principle be substituted. Kolkhoz 
relations as conceptualized here are hybrid and changing, and we will encoun-
ter them in diff erent forms over the chapters.

Th ree diff erent terms are commonly used for enterprise provision for rural 
dwellers, households, and village administrations. Pomoshch’ translates as help, 
aid, assistance, or succor, and may imply dependence on authorities’ good-
will. Podderzhka translates into support or maintenance and implies a stronger 
sense of obligation and necessity. If pomoshch’ is based more on personal rela-
tions and friendship, podderzhka points to a form of responsibility that comes 
with authority. Podderzhka is what parents are obliged to provide for children, 
or what the state is obliged to provide for citizens. Podderzhka rests on a social 
contract and considers recipients’ specifi c needs and vulnerabilities. Usluga, 
fi nally, translates as service or favor and bears a similar dual meaning to the 
English term. It may refer to a service off ered for payment, but also to the act 
of serving (sluzhit’)—a person, a cause, or a god. Th ese diff erent meanings il-
lustrate that kolkhoz relations of help and support are contingent and hybrid 
from the very beginning, related as they are to diff erent rationalities and or-
ders of worth. As we shall see, they may also be altered, employed, and rede-
ployed by diff erent actors for diff erent ends.

Th e obligation to help is institutionalized and an object of negotiation be-
tween various authorities, from the local to the state level. But it also results 
from concrete needs. To sustain social life in a village, someone must clean the 
roads aft er heavy snowfall or repair them from time to time, someone has to 
take care of the school or cultural center buildings, someone has to take care of 
and repair local water systems, and someone has to remove the garbage from a 
village. Even private subsidiary agriculture oft en depends on machinery pro-
vided by a local enterprise. Obligations to provide such services are formal-
ized to varying degrees, but formal responsibilities oft en do not match actual 
capacities or willingness. Enterprises with the technical and organizational ca-
pacity to do something about concrete needs that arise in their villages thus of-
ten substitute formal responsibilities of the state or of underfi nanced and un-
derstaff ed village administrations (Moser and Lindner 2011). Th ey may have 
strategic reasons for doing so. At a basic level, they have an interest in keeping 
village life going because they depend on villagers as workers and landown-
ers. An enterprise does not have to be in an economically stable or powerful 
position to provide support that appears vital from the perspective of villagers 
and the village administration. Even enterprises that struggle to be profi table 
can provide machinery, workers, know- how, and organizational capacities that 
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can be vital for local communities. On a local scale, enterprises bundle a wide 
range of resources. As one farm director puts it: “Everything goes through 
the kolkhoz (Vse idet cherez kolkhoz)” (LFE director, Perm region, 2013). Th e 
enterprise constitutes an “obligatory passage point” (Callon 1986) that coor-
dinates  decision- making, capital and resources, instruments, infrastructures, 
and labor (see chapter 5).

Enterprises’ support for workers or villagers is signifi cant because wages 
may be high enough for workers to get by, but they are oft en insuffi  cient to set 
aside money for extra expenses. Without the enterprises’ support, for instance, 
a young specialist will oft en be unable to create a home and family. Private 
subsidiary agriculture, for example, gains signifi cance for households that have 
to get by on low incomes. Enterprises’ support in situations of special need, or 
by technical support for subsidiary farming, thus represent fi xes that are also 
related to low incomes and poverty (Pallot and Nefedova 2007, 26).

As Setovka’s kolkhoz came under threat, making an implicit “social con-
tract” explicit provided the basis for problematizing and criticizing individual 
decisions, navigating possible development pathways, and stabilizing social re-
lations. Th at the kolkhoz was mobilized, and the kolkhoz contract rearticu-
lated, rather than simply left  unchanged, is important for two reasons: fi rst, 
adapting and stabilizing these relations required action and justifi cation. Sec-
ond, it occurred under conditions of change rather than stagnation. Land sales 
catalyzed the use of land titles to ends very diff erent from privatization, and 
these were bound to the articulation of the kolkhoz as a social contract. No 
longer taken for granted, the kolkhoz was turned into a shared matter of con-
cern, an institution that had to be upheld collectively. As a private farmer in 
Setovka concludes: “Th e kolkhoz needs us, too.”

Had individual land rights caused a threat to the enterprise before, now 
they were used to enroll shareholders in the project of preserving the kolkhoz. 
One shareholder describes this new engagement with land entitlements from 
his perspective:

Th e fact that all stick to their kolkhoz is still present here, with . . . our collec-
tive, village collective. And that’s why particularly the attitude to selling land 
away somewhere is seen as somewhat negative. . . . See, I am a shareholder 
myself. . . . Of course, I didn’t hurry to give [the land to an external enterprise], 
but I also see that I will not work it myself either, I am not quite a kolkhoznik. 
Th us, I took it and gave it to [the local kolkhoz director]. Although a year has 
passed already since [then, he] didn’t give me a penny yet. Th is shows that he 
isn’t even able to pay for the land shares that we gave him, that is, his economic 
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condition is very weak, you see? But, knowing about this situation, we will 
still give him [our shares]. Let him work this land rather than some [neigh-
boring enterprise] there. Even if I haven’t received my money from [him], I 
know, that . . . the land will stay in place, the kolkhoz will keep on existing for 
some time on a legitimate basis, and people will be employed (Former village 
mayor, Perm region, 2013).

From the viewpoint of property ownership, giving your land titles to the local 
enterprise without being paid seems irrational. But we see a diff erent kind 
of normative framework here. Aft er the village assembly, property titles were 
used for stabilizing and recreating kolkhoz relations. Kolkhoz relations were 
politicized and turned explicit to be preserved. Th e land would “stay in place” 
for the kolkhoz, and the kolkhoz would keep the land available for villagers 
to work it, and allow the village to stay in place, too. Th is became the prevail-
ing story about the village and the kolkhoz. It shows, among other things, the 
complexity of land relations.

Kolkhoz relations have been and are rearticulated in other places, too. In a 
village in the Central Black Earth region, Dmitry Ivanovich, a former kolkhoz 
agronomist, started a private farming enterprise in 2004. Th at same year, a re-
gional company took over the former collective farm and land bank, promis-
ing fresh capital, new machinery, and an increase in production. Th e share-
holder assembly agreed on a preliminary lease contract limited to eleven 
months. As in many other instances across rural Russia at that time, the inves-
tor did not revive production but sold off  what they could (see chapter 3). As 
Dmitry Ivanovich describes in retrospect: “Within one year, practically noth-
ing was left  of the enterprise. All basic facilities, everything possible, all metal 
they carried away for sale, buildings . . . they even took out the doors. Th ey dug 
up the irrigation, there had been ten kilometers of irrigation here, for around 
six hundred hectares. . . . Th ey slaughtered all cattle, not even one pig, not one 
cow remained. Th ese investors . . .” (LFE director, Lipetsk region, 2012).

Having witnessed this looting, local shareholders approached Dmitry Iva-
novich with the request to take over what remained of the enterprise as the 
lease contract was about to expire—although the initial  start-up of his pri-
vate farm had not earned much local sympathy some months earlier, similar 
to many other private farmers at that time (Nefedova 2014). Aft er the disman-
tling of the former kolkhoz, however, shareholders were ready to let him use 
all the village lands for free: people did not expect him to pay rent, but to re-
vive the enterprise, employ villagers, and reestablish kolkhoz services, says the 
man who thus became an enterprise director. Only when the enterprise had 
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been stabilized would land rents be reintroduced. He agreed and took over the 
enterprise along with the responsibility of sustaining the village. In 2014, ten 
years aft er having started his private farm on 160 hectares, the enterprise that 
Dmitry Ivanovich headed has grown beyond the former kolkhoz, comprising 
a land bank of about 7,000 hectares.

Th e enterprise is formally registered as a private farm, but kolkhoz rela-
tions are as strong there as they are in Setovka. To revive the enterprise and its 
collective functions was, aft er all, a central part of the agreement with the vil-
lage collective from the beginning: “Th ey gave us these papers, saying ‘Here, 
yours’. . . We took them, people united, and the enterprise remained, as it had 
been before” (LFE director, Lipetsk region, 2012). Th e director lives in a house 
right opposite the farm enterprise’s  three- room central offi  ce, and the several 
hours we spent in conversation revealed what being a khoziain—the head of a 
khoziaistvo—meant for him: people would approach him at home or in the 
offi  ce, look for him across the vast farm territory, and his two mobile phones 
would oft en ring simultaneously. Villagers’ inquiries would concern employ-
ment or building materials, enterprise machinery for repairs or cultivation, 
and fi nancial help in crisis situations. People asked for his advice on agro-
nomic or market issues or approached him to sell him their land titles. He 
would never reject any request straight away, villagers told me, even if people 
approached him at home before he set off  to work early in the morning. He 
never even rejected any of my requests for meetings.

 Th e director explains that his engagement also refl ects the enterprises’ 
founding agreement. People delegated power and responsibility to him to run 
the enterprise as a kolkhoz. Th is obliges him to provide support and services, 
but also to keep the enterprise intact and running: “People . . . gave me their 
land shares. Th is is why they come to the enterprise as if it was their home. 
I take up all the questions and give them millet. And if I would sell, where 
would they turn to? . . . Th ey would treat them like livestock, and in the end, 
you do not only sell the enterprise but your people. Your village” (LFE direc-
tor, Lipetsk region, 2012).

Obligations to people’s needs form part of agreements. For instance, even 
aft er villagers sell land titles to Dmitry Ivanovich, he will keep on cultivating 
their household plots and deliver them an as- if rent of two- hundred kilos of 
grain per share per annum. He thus upholds  kolkhoz- like forms of support 
even aft er the formal privatization of the enterprise and land.

Sticking to kolkhoz obligations does not necessarily contradict economic 
rationality. For instance, villagers, workers, and district authorities repeatedly 
told me that Dmitry Ivanovich is managing with only a few guards keeping an 
eye on machinery, products, and workers. “Why should people steal,” one man 
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commented, “when they are getting what they demand, and it is the enterprise 
that is keeping up the entire village?” Th is is remarkable, given that in many 
other enterprises, guards outnumber agricultural workers—to prevent theft , 
but also to control labor discipline. Foreign company representatives blamed 
up to 50 percent of losses of operational profi ts, or an equivalent of 25 per-
cent additional “taxes,” on theft  and its indirect consequences (Lander and 
Kuns 2021, 23). Th is echoes results from other studies that found that “some 
instrumental reasons for social support have partly remained in place” (Visser, 
Kurakin, and Nikulin 2019, 582). At a more general level, it has been argued 
that khoziaistvo can be understood as a form of governance at diff erent scales, 
from the biopolitics of managing national populations (Collier 2011) to the 
networks of rights and obligations that the khoziains of agricultural enterprises 
create and steer as a basis of their own power and authority, which, to comply 
with local moral economies, implies social obligations (Rogers 2006).

Back in Setovka, one manager in the investor’s enterprise tells a similar 
story about the kolkhoz that he describes as puzzling in comparison to his own 
experience: “I asked [the kolkhoz director], how do you work? ‘But [our work-
ers] work themselves, they work with me,’ he said, ‘get ready themselves. Al-
though their wages are much lower than with us. We [in contrast] must chase 
them, unfortunately’ ” (LFE director Perm region, 2014). In the investor’s en-
terprise, another interlocutor explains, people would perceive themselves as 
working for a master, in contrast to Setovka, where they perceive themselves 
as working for themselves.

Kolkhoz relations can be translated into economic strategies. I witnessed 
how directors and managers calculated that by investing in support and thus 
building loyalty, they would save more on security measures. Only one step 
further, managers’ strategic use of support associated with the kolkhoz can 
help them “to persuade people to work for them for the miserly money wages 
they can pay” (Pallot and Nefedova 2007, 26; Rogers 2006) or want to pay. We 
will return to related issues in chapter 5. Th ere are further downsides to such 
forms of authority. Patronage is part of what is expected from a khoziain, but it 
is largely informal and can be quite arbitrary. Paternalism is part of what con-
stitutes their power and authority, and we will encounter diff erent examples 
of how old and new “masters” used and misused such power for their benefi t.

Enacting the Kolkhoz

In Setovka, we see that, among other things, kolkhoz relations can also both 
refl ect and ground rural residents’ agency and their ways of navigating pres-
ent conditions. When villagers started to mobilize to preserve their “kolkhoz” 
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in 2007, they fought for an institution that had been formally abolished fi f-
teen years before. And yet this is not a story of stagnation. Th e concerns that 
I encountered in Setovka and other villages were not that kolkhoz relations 
might change; they were constantly changing anyhow. Rather, concerns were 
that they may break down and leave a void that would not be fi lled. Even in 
Setovka, where the sense of kolkhoz was described as particularly strong, it 
was not perceived as intact or stable even before the 2007 local crisis. For in-
stance, when land sales occurred, some villagers were angered by a form of 
betrayal against the “kolkhozness” of their enterprise, including one villager 
who actively agitated for and helped to mediate land sales. Th e mayor recalls: 
“Th ere was an ongoing reorganization of the enterprise from one form to an-
other. Th ere was a sort of anger. A kolkhoz is a collective enterprise, and thus 
when it was transformed into a private one, sensible people did not under-
stand how it was that they found themselves in a private one . . . Kolia was an-
gry, and off ended, that wages were not paid out, and the enterprise was made a 
private one at the same time” (Village mayor, Perm region, 2010).

Frustration among rural dwellers about the simultaneous nonpayment of 
wages and actual loss of enterprise shares—and hence the devaluation of both 
current and past labor—are not unique to Setovka. Th e enterprise here, just as 

FIGURE 2.5. Dmitry Ivanovich and a worker on his enterprise investigating machinery. 
Author’s photograph.
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many others, had gone through various collective and cooperative organiza-
tional and ownership formats before it became a private limited liability com-
pany in 2008. Shareholders’ titles have evaporated in the process and been 
transformed into the informal right to benefi t from kolkhoz services.

Th e 2007 land sales were followed by the formalization of land relations and 
the accumulation of land property in the hands of the “old” kolkhoz director. 
Th e number of land shares he owned increased from insignifi cant in 2007 to 
87 in 2011, and 270 in 2013, which made him the majority owner. He states that 
he had not expected “that people would bring their shares so actively” (LFE di-
rector, Perm region, 2012). Th e increase in sales was not only the eff ect of local 
dynamics but also of a growing fear that state authorities were becoming more 
serious about requiring the formalization of land titles and nationalizing non-
formalized land shares sooner or later. Th ree years aft er the assembly, the two 
enterprise directors met in person, and “the investor” proposed to incorporate 
the Setovka farm into the structure of his enterprise. Th e old “kolkhoz direc-
tor” turned down the proposal. However, now the single owner of the enter-
prise and majority owner of the land bank, it was up to him to decide, and he 
could have sold the enterprise without any assembly having a say.

An enterprise task force initiated the formalization process for more than 
325 land titles. Th e leasing contracts between shareholders and the farm en-
terprise were renewed, and for the fi rst time they implied something akin to 
rent: the shareholders were assigned the right to kolkhoz services equaling 500 
rubles. Th is introduced a new distinction among village inhabitants, as before 
the assembly the only eff ective diff erentiation concerning enterprise services 
was whether people were enterprise employees or not. But now, those without 
land titles had to pay higher prices for kolkhoz services. Furthermore, a grad-
ual monetization of leases followed.

To think of the kolkhoz as relations being enacted, rather than being the 
product of institutional inertia or structural persistence, allows us to acknowl-
edge the agency of those who actively uphold or reinvent kolkhoz relations, 
but it is also important because this kind of continuity is far from guaran-
teed under given  political- economic circumstances. Kolkhoz relations are not 
a mere legacy but constitute goods that have to be defended as some agricul-
tural enterprises struggle for economic survival or actively try to get rid of 
them. As Setovka’s former mayor puts it: “Today a kolkhoz stands as an or-
dinary businessman. Th at is, if it exists or not doesn’t concern anyone . . . If it 
crashes today, well, that’s it, sorry, the businessman didn’t make it, the business 
collapsed. Th at’s it!” (Former village mayor, Perm region, 2013).

Seen from this angle, claiming the kolkhoz means laying claim to a form of 
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organizing the economy that stands against its time, defending a substantive 
approach to the economy against a formal one. Claims to the kolkhoz are em-
ployed against economic models that would lead to the abandonment of work-
ers, farms, land, machinery, or cattle. Many thus look at the kolkhoz as some-
thing that exists despite rather than because of current  political- economic 
conditions. When such claims are enacted, they bring into being new and 
hybrid arrangements. Villagers oft en emphasize that things would be orga-
nized diff erently if market principles were fully applied and that this would not 
only aff ect the formal economy of the agricultural enterprise but also house-
hold production, which relies heavily on kolkhoz support: “Without the kolk-
hoz, we will be lost. . . . If private [entrepreneurs] will cultivate [our household 
plots], prices will rise. Private is private, in the end. Demand creates supply. . . . 
We will turn to him, he will charge an exorbitant price, and that will be the end 
of the story. And we will be left  with our plots and with a shovel [laughs], dig-
ging” (Rural dweller, Perm region, 2013).

Th e kind of agency described in this chapter, mobilized against such pros-
pects of losing formal and informal arrangements that uphold livelihoods, 
does not quite match most established images of rural resistance and radi-
cal politics. We don’t see a grassroots movement defending smallholder farm-
ing, no opposition against industrialized agriculture, and no well- coordinated 
rural movement. What we see is a struggle for the maintenance of social con-
tracts and obligations, the preservation of infrastructures and institutions, ag-
ricultural enterprises that produce goods but also provide various supports. 
Underlying such strategies may be the sense that preserving what still works is 
more realistic than setting up or waiting for alternatives. Th is is how a farmer 
in another region puts it: “Th e entire infrastructure in agriculture was built 
under the USSR It is rarely built today. It persists. But someday it will fall into 
disrepair” (Private farmer, Nizhniy Novgorod region, 2021).

Such strategies may seem somewhat conservative. But they can also be un-
derstood as a reasonable form of situated agency, which I framed in the intro-
duction as (re)assembling: bringing or holding together people; maintaining 
social relations and material infrastructures underlying individual and collec-
tive agency; and becoming even more important under conditions of much 
uncertainty and fundamental change.

Situating Present Kolkhoz Relations Historically

Th e prevailing relevance of kolkhoz relations speaks to the limits of post- Soviet 
agrarian reforms, including the land reform that failed to fi ll many of the gaps 
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created by the dismantling of the previous system. To some degree, kolkhoz 
relations persisted because they were not substituted, for example, through 
working schemes based on land rights and family farm agriculture. Th e hybrid 
formations that resulted from this diff er substantially from rural economic 
patterns in other parts of the world (Averkieva 2017), and this matters greatly 
for a  context- specifi c understanding of rural dispossession in Russia. In the 
introduction, I defi ned dispersed dispossession as a  drawn- out and recursive 
process that implies the deterioration, separation, and rearrangement of webs 
of relations. We can now see kolkhoz relations as among the goods at stake.

Addressing kolkhoz relations as being enacted and reinvented in corre-
spondence with distinct  historical- geographic situations helps free them from 
the “sovietness” sometimes ascribed to them, and to disqualify related claims; 
it allows them to be rehabilitated as legitimate claims to organizing economic 
relations in specifi c ways. Rural dwellers do not romanticize the Soviet past 
by referring to the kolkhoz, although memories may appear a bit too rosy in 
some accounts when contrasting the relatively robust social policies during 
the late Soviet period with the harsh post- Soviet crisis. But people disagree 
and argue about what has changed for better or worse over the past decades: 
memories and opinions expressed by some are criticized as overoptimistic or 
nostalgic by others. Some emphasize how village life has always been com-
paratively hard; others talk about family members’ deportation during “deku-
lakization” or the supply shortages during the Soviet period. People may stress 
they liked  Soviet- era employment security but appreciate the relative freedom 
of choice of employment now. Some say they were better off  during the early 
transformation period, when no wages were paid and workers were allowed to 
use kolkhoz produce, materials, and machinery for private purposes (such as 
building or renovating houses, or private subsidiary agriculture) than aft er the 
return of monetary wages that did not cover basic needs. Th ey may acknowl-
edge that nowadays many more people own private cars than ever before, but 
also that the deterioration of public transport in rural areas poses problems 
for many who do not. People may appreciate the current infl ux of urban cap-
ital—people from the cities buying land, hiring villagers for constructing da-
chas, and spending on their weekend trips and summer holidays (Caldwell 
2010)—but at the same time they see the rural– urban divide growing. Th ey 
may lament the ongoing decrease of agricultural jobs but acknowledge the rise 
in pensions or government support for entrepreneurial activities.

Many rural dwellers’ narratives on the changes over the last years very much 
consider and are even built on ambivalence. Th is is diff erent from being nos-
talgic about the Soviet system. Th rough their stories on how systemic changes 
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translated into  place- specifi c trajectories, they demonstrate that “lamenting 
the losses that came with the collapse of state socialism does not imply wishing 
it back” (Gille 2010, 286). Rather, paying attention to how the past is selectively 
mobilized and reconstructed in contemporary social practices (Hörschelmann 
and Stenning 2008) allows one to grasp how it is invoked “to contrast it with, 
and thereby criticize, the present” (Pine 2007, 111), to draw clearer contours of a 
present that oft en seems unfavorable, uncertain, and somewhat elusive. Hence 
many such references have “no more to do with the desire to return to a re-
membered or idealized past than with the project of defi ning and claiming au-
tonomy in the present” (Boyer 2010, 25) and to lay claim to goods that remain 
unrecognized within the now- dominant orders of worth.

It has been shown in many studies and is widely recognized that many of 
the ways in which the past is being evoked and reinvented in contemporary 
Russia are regressive or otherwise politically problematic. It is not always pos-
sible to draw a clear line between past- bound political propaganda and pop-
ulism and what I described in this chapter as understandable and oft en le-
gitimate claims. One of the tasks, then, is to recognize ambivalence both of 
historic conditions and claims made on this basis.
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Chapter 3

Ruins

Th e following words, uttered in 2014 by the mayor of a small village in the 
Perm region, recall how the local farm enterprise was taken apart in 2004. Th e 
event marked the end of a local agricultural enterprise in the village.

Th ere was a war going on here. Th ey took away, seized, drove away . . . this 
was a terrifying moment. Th ere was a tractor standing in our village admin-
istration. . . . Th ey even stole that one, took it. . . . In such an instance today, 
I would understand that they . . . [lack] the documents for the tractor . . . it 
would be possible to hide it somewhere. . . . Such big guys came, really took 
everything, and drove off . Such excitement. It carried on, it was really terri-
ble. Day and night the screech of nails. Th ey completely took everything apart. 
Made off  with everything that remained. Because, they said, “we worked in the 
kolkhoz for all of our lives, and they take away everything; so we take home at 
least something, a nail, a plank.” Such was people’s attitude. It was impossible 
to stop them from taking apart all these. . . . Th ere was such a nice garage here, 
our man said: “Come on, guys, we will not take it apart. We will use it for our 
machinery.” But they could not stop them, they could not. Just day and night 
screeching of nails, planks, iron . . . only some were able to hide something. 
What belonged to others, they just took away. . . . See, one of our [men], drove 
on a tractor. Th ey took him off  the tractor. Gave him a thick ear. Got on the 
tractor, drove away, cut it up, that’s it. He even howled. A man howled, with 
pity for his tractor, on which he worked. It was a new tractor. Th ey took it and 
drove it away (Village mayor, Perm region, 2014).

Th is narrative is dramatic. Th e event fundamentally changed village life. It oc-
curred suddenly, it seemed to come from the outside, and it took villagers by 
surprise. Th e mayor’s description makes tangible the process of destruction: 
sounds, materials, actors, feelings, and interactions. But however vivid the 
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 description, a closer reading reveals that what happened was far from straight-
forward or obvious. Th e mayor describes her puzzlement in this situation in 
which she simply did not know what to do. It is only in retrospect that she 
identifi es some agency she may have had, but which she did not realize at the 
time. Agency seemed to be on the side of those who caused the destruction, 
but even here the picture becomes blurry. Who were they? On the one hand, 
there were the “big guys” who “came” to the village as strangers. Th ey had been 
hired for taking apart the enterprise infrastructure. But then there were also 
the villagers themselves. As the “outsiders” took apart the farm, some of the 
locals began to appropriate parts of the formerly collective infrastructure, tak-
ing home bricks, iron, and planks. It became hard to distinguish who did the 
looting and who was aff ected by it.

Responsibility for the event is ascribed to the farm owner who had taken 
over the enterprise from his father. He never explained his decision publicly, 
but apparently he decided to get rid of the nonlucrative farm and squeeze out 
whatever money he could get. He quickly sold off  a nonprofi table asset. But the 
enterprise closure refl ects a more complex temporal structure. Th e breakup of 
the farm goes on for days, and even ten years later it is remembered vividly as 
an event with fundamental and lasting eff ects. Villagers justify their appro-
priation of material by claiming their part in building up the enterprise. To 
them, the ruination of the enterprise means the devaluation of both past la-
bor and future possibility, as for the man who will not be able to work on “his” 
new tractor in future. Th ere is no agricultural enterprise left  in the village, only 
some of the land is worked by neighboring farms.

Th is description is among the more spectacular ones, but it is not unusual. 
Th e agrarian and rural crisis that set in with the collapse of the Soviet sys-
tem became manifest in the breakdown of organizational, subsidiary, and dis-
tributional structures from the national to the local level. Among the eff ects 
were the bankruptcy of many enterprises, the reduction of  labor- intensive pro-
duction and mass dismissal of workers, and the deterioration of material in-
frastructure and institutionalized support of the kind described in the previ-
ous chapter. To address such forms of loss, concepts of dispossession must go 
beyond individual property, rights, or access and include the decay and dis-
mantling of webs of relations that (used to) support various aspects of collec-
tive and individual life. Dispossession occurs not only in but through crises 
(Dudley 2000; Harvey 2003), and it results not merely in individual but in col-
lective loss.

Actors on the ground refer to ruins as heuristic tools to make sense of com-
plex processes of dispersed dispossession as an iterative process drawn out 
over time that spans a range of scales and in which individual stories and world 



Ruins 65

history are intermingled. Th e refl ection on ruins and ruination, as I shall ar-
gue, helps to address representational challenges that have to do with the dis-
persed character of the forms of dispossession discussed here. As reported 
in earlier studies (Paxson 2005; Rogers 2006), during fi eldwork I oft en heard 
rural dwellers summing up experiences over the past few decades with the 
statement vse razvalili: “Th ey ruined/broke down/messed up everything.” So 
if creative destruction, or dismantling an existing system to pave the way for 
installing a new one, is among the core aims of “shock therapy,” the destructive 
part has clearly left  a lasting impression. Building a new system turned out to 
be more complicated, however. Many rural dwellers still describe their situa-
tion as unstable and unpredictable. I will argue that their references to the ru-
ins of a more stable and comprehensible past can be understood in this spe-
cifi c context of a precarious present. References to ruins illustrate what exactly 
has been lost, but also indicate that things have been, and could become, oth-
erwise: they “denaturalize the present” (Gordillo 2014, 14) and (re)orient it to-
ward the past and future. While the previous chapter focused on kolkhoz rela-
tions being enacted in and for the present, this chapter looks at the post- Soviet 
agrarian crisis and investigates its implications for/in the present, as part of the 
history that shaped it and as part of how actors make sense of it.

Th e perception of ruination goes beyond the built environment. Millions of 
hectares of overgrown fi elds spread across Russia became a symbol of agrar-
ian decline. In this respect, they came to be regarded as ruined landscapes. 
Th e scope of farmland abandonment is at times interpreted as an immense 
loss of agricultural productivity on a national scale. Indeed, much agricultural 
land fell fallow during and aft er the collapse of the Soviet agricultural sys-
tem (Prishchepov et al. 2013), and researchers described the abandonment of 
millions of hectares of agricultural land in the former Soviet republics—with 
Russia having the lion’s share—as the most abrupt and widespread land- use 
change in the twentieth century in the northern hemisphere (Kurganova et al. 
2014). Although most farmland abandonment occurred in cold northern or 
dry southeastern parts of the country and areas remote from larger cities and 
villages, it created fi ne- grained and dynamic patchworks. Scholars have de-
scribed the resulting spatial pattern as “fragmented space” or an “archipelago” 
of productive farms amid deteriorating and abandoned “black holes” (Ioff e, 
Nefedova, and Zaslavsky 2004).

Dwelling on ruination, I am aware of the risk of reproducing stereotypes of 
the Russian countryside as generally “ruined.” Th is would be politically prob-
lematic but also counterfactual. People fi nd ways to get by, and new opportu-
nities emerge. Just like other places, Russian villages are home to people who 
appear to be optimistic, happy about what they have, and curious about what 
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the future will bring. Many give explicit reasons why they prefer to live in 
the countryside: a calm and green environment rather than urban chaos and 
noise, or the possibility to live in a house, grow one’s food, and get by with oc-
casional jobs rather than stronger dependence on waged income, rental hous-
ing, and commodifi ed food supply. In more productive agricultural regions, 
there are economic opportunities for skilled workers or drivers, and some pri-
vate farmers have improved greatly over recent years. Th ere are also possi-
bilities beyond agriculture. In the village described in the opening quote, for 
instance, the regional government opened a psychiatric hospital; a rich busi-
nessman registered in the municipality and pays taxes there; and some new en-
trepreneurial projects have emerged. A growing number of dachniki— urban 
dwellers setting up huts and houses for weekend trips and summer holidays—
generate demand for local produce and bring jobs in construction and main-
tenance. Some village inhabitants commute to other villages, towns, or cities 
for work. To what extent people kept or lost jobs, found acceptable income al-
ternatives, and fi nd it easy or hard to adapt to changing circumstances varies 
across places and subject positions. And yet what I describe as ruination here 
is part of the picture, and ignoring that would risk leaving both harsh mate-
rial realities and misrepresentations unaddressed. I shall continue this venture 
into ruination by giving some background on the post- Soviet agrarian crisis, 
and from there move on to problems and challenges of representation, and the 
ethnographic present of this study.

Systemic Crisis

Many analysts, commentators, and persons with fi rsthand experience point 
to the downsides of post- Soviet disintegration and market reforms when ad-
dressing the dire conditions for rural communities in that period. Th ey do 
not always agree on its causes, extent, and durability, however. More optimis-
tic commentators interpret the post- Soviet agrarian crisis as an interlude be-
tween more stable and prosperous periods. For them, it is fi nally modernized 
production infrastructure, a consolidated state budget allowing for expanded 
spending on agrarian subsidies, rural development, and social services, and 
the closure of infrastructure and provision gaps concerning roads, products, 
and services providing a basis for relatively optimistic foresight (Izryadnova 
et al. 2015). More pessimistic interpretations by rural actors and analysts see 
permanent damage rather than temporary reshuffl  ing. For agrarian sociologist 
Zemfi ra Kalugina (2014, 118), for instance, “the reforms have not only failed to 
achieve what they intended, but have in some sense ‘turned back the clock,’ ” 
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throwing many households back to reliance on informal income and house-
hold farming, and dependence on manual family labor. Many analyses lie 
between such poles and diff erentiate upsides and downsides. Th ey may ac-
knowledge the lasting increase of inequalities among regions, enterprises, 
and households, but also point to economic recovery, new social policies, or 
models of sustainable production (Wegren, Nikulin, and Trotsuk 2023, 2018; 
Nefedova 2014). Th ere is indeed a need for a nuanced view. Th e emergence of 
new forms of rural life, economy, and livelihoods, improvements to the over-
all economic situation in the countryside, and social provision should be ac-
knowledged. It seems equally important, however, not to overlook the sectors 
that did not recover and the wounds that would not heal.

Th e question of how far the agricultural crisis was a direct consequence of 
the reform as it was designed, or rather resulted from a failure to implement 
it properly and fi x underlying issues remains contested. Th e question of state 
withdrawal is a case in point here and complicates the picture (Wegren 2000). 
As Ioff e and colleagues (2006, 29) refl ect, the “most signifi cant change in ag-
ricultural production was never legislated, yet it had a more immediate and 
far- reaching impact on productivity than any law passed by the Duma. Th is 
far- reaching change came from the collapse of the  state- run procurement and 
output distribution system and the removal of government price controls. In 
other words, collective and state farms . . . suddenly were largely left  to their 
own devices.”

One may object that state withdrawal was very much part of a political 
agenda to dismantle an existing agrarian system and replace it with a new 
one. In a decisive period, the push in this direction came less from the legis-
lative State Duma and more from then- president Yeltsin and his administra-
tion, and was propagated by infl uential Western politicians, technocrats, and 
institutions such as the IMF. Th e question of whether the “collapse” of the 
 state- run system was an integral part of a deliberately imposed shock therapy 
(Klein 2007), or rather resulted from a cascade of crisis dynamics, remains im-
portant in terms of historic assessment (Matveev 2019b) but goes beyond the 
scope of this book, which is more concerned with the structured and struc-
turing eff ects of agrarian dispossession and crisis as opposed to the drivers be-
hind those eff ects.

In any case, the gap between optimistic reform talk and the actual with-
drawal of resources and breakdown of agricultural production and rural liveli-
hoods was obvious in the 1990s. Agriculture was certainly not on top of policy-
makers’ and businesspersons’ interests at that time, and some of them openly 
labeled Russian agriculture as a rather hopeless sector. State investments and 
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subsidies in agriculture were severely curtailed or cut (Nefedova 2014, 78; We-
gren et al. 2014, 382). State policies had an “urban bias” (Wegren 2014, 82) 
and favored industrial over agrarian production and urban over rural develop-
ment. While prices for industrial products and agricultural inputs increased, 
the government did little to support agricultural wholesale prices but rather 
kept them low to support food availability in the cities. If the entire Russian 
economy was deeply aff ected by instability and a massive devaluation of assets 
and commodities, the agricultural sector was hit particularly hard. In a con-
tracting economy, agriculture lost volume and productivity relative to other 
economic sectors, and its contribution to the national GDP halved during the 
1990s. Food production fell about 50 percent in this decade (Wegren 2014, 
83), and agricultural enterprises’ output decreased by over 60 percent (Rosstat 
2002a, 205). While agricultural wholesale prices were kept low by consumers’ 
limited purchasing power, government food- price regulation, and cheap im-
ports, the prices for agricultural inputs, machinery, fuel, energy, and chemi-
cals increased and resulted in a steadily growing gap between input costs and 
output prices. In contrast to Soviet policies that benefi ted the farms (Nefedova 
2014, 75), agrarian producers became strongly disadvantaged in comparison to 
other sectors along the food chain, with profi t margins shift ing dramatically to 
food processing and retail (Zinchenko 2002, 69). During the fi rst three years 
of market reforms, consumer food prices rose 4.5 times more than wholesale 
prices (Nefedova 2014, 79– 80). State subsidies also plummeted. While agricul-
ture was receiving 28 percent of the total investment in the Russian economy 
from 1965 to 1985, in 2001 agriculture got just 2.7 percent of “the vastly dimin-
ished total investment” (Ioff e, Nefedova, and Zaslavsky 2006, 28).

Th e majority of large farms fell into debt aft er 1991, and the share of non-
profi table enterprises reached 84 percent in 1998 (Rosstat 2002b, 30). Th e 
amount had decreased to 28 percent by 2011 (Rosstat 2015a, 48) but this, to 
a large degree, was due to changes in state legislation and accounting that 
spurred the liquidation of nonprofi table enterprises (Uzun, Shagaida, and Sa-
rajkin 2012, 5– 6): the total number of agrarian enterprises decreased from 
nearly  twenty- seven thousand in 1995 to around sixteen thousand in 2007 
and less than seven thousand in 2011 (Rosstat 2002b, 2011, 2013). Many of the 
surviving enterprises radically cut back the former kolkhozes’ wide range of 
products and shut down facilities for vegetable and fruit production, milk 
and meat processing, and local bakeries. Crop production—which is seasonal 
and less  labor- and  capital- intensive—became predominant. Th e number of 
agricultural workers declined from more than 9.7 million in 1990 to 7.3 million 
in 2007 and 4.6 million in 2020 (Rosstat n.d.; Wegren 2014, 100).
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Rural inhabitants were greatly aff ected. Alternative local jobs were limited, 
as were options to fi nd work elsewhere. From 1991 onward, the deterioration 
of rural living conditions can be seen along with several indicators such as in-
come, material consumption, housing, infrastructure, and access to and qual-
ity of services (Wegren 2014, 50). Th e result was a “ruralization of poverty” 
(Gerry, Nivorozhkin, and Rigg 2008). Agricultural workers faced the double 
burden of falling real incomes across the national economy and “a drastic di-
vergence” (Wegren 2014, 50) in average income compared to other sectors of 
the economy. Th is was the reversal of an earlier trend. From the 1950s on-
ward, Soviet state policies led to an improvement of rural populations’ liv-
ing standards in comparison to other areas. According to offi  cial statistics, a 
farmworker in the RSFSR received 81 percent of the monthly monetary in-
come of an industrial worker in 1975 and 102 percent in 1990. Th e fi gure de-
clined to 32 percent in the RF around the year 2000. Agricultural wages were 
lower but also more uncertain than those in other economic sectors. Th rough-
out the 1990s, higher percentages of rural workers did not receive their sala-
ries, and higher percentages of rural pensioners did not receive pensions (or 
salaries) (Wegren 2014, 51). Th e percentage of the agricultural workforce with 
a nominal salary at or below the subsistence minimum declined from a stag-
gering 80.2 in 2000 to 67.8 in 2004 (Rosstat 2005, 162). It was down to 3.7 per-
cent in 2019 (Rosstat 2019, 127). At a household level, however, 53.4 percent 
of rural households are reported to have had monetary incomes below the 
subsistence minimum in 2019 compared to 46.6 percent of urban households 
(Rosstat 2021, 76).

During the height of the agrarian crisis in the 1990s, feedback loops led to 
downward spirals. Managers’ confi dence in the largely unprofi table agricul-
tural sector was so low that they shied away from any investment (Nefedova 
2014, 81). Farm enterprises, in their struggle for economic survival, oft en 
avoided taxation, which aff ected village administrations’ budgets for maintain-
ing social infrastructure (Kalugina 2014, 120). Th e collapse of safety nets at dif-
ferent scales further increased poverty rates. Even though inequality within the 
rural sphere remained far below urban levels (Wegren 2014, 52– 53), the Rus-
sian government estimated that 27 percent of rural dwellers were “extremely 
poor” based on monetary income (and 15 percent based on total income) (We-
gren 2014, 79). Th e fall in rural life- expectancy by almost six years between 
1986 and 1994, according to offi  cial statistics, cannot be fully explained by pov-
erty, but it is certainly related to the  political- economic crisis in the country 
and particularly the countryside (Eberstadt 2010, 72– 74; Rosstat 2010, 101).

Rural households continued to depend on  crisis- ridden large farms as the 
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single main employers in villages, the main providers of social functions, and 
as technical support for household production (chapter 2). In eff ect, the re-
structuring or vanishing of large farms in some instances also caused trou-
ble for private subsidiary agriculture (Pallot and Nefedova 2007), which be-
came increasingly important during this period. In the late 1990s, according 
to some sources, the total labor hours spent in personal subsidiary farming 
exceeded those in formal agriculture, and a signifi cant part of rural popula-
tions reported it was their main food source (Pallot and Nefedova 2007, 19– 21). 
Th e share of household production of potatoes, vegetables, and livestock in-
creased. For instance, while the number of cattle and pigs held on large farms 
decreased massively in the early 1990s and steadily thereaft er, numbers re-
mained relatively stable and partly increased for personal subsidiary farming. 
If households already produced a large share of milk and beef during the So-
viet period, the share increased in post- Soviet times and stood at 57 percent 
for beef and 42 percent for milk in 2017 (Uzun, Shagaida, and Lerman 2019). 
While subsidiary household farming thus helped rural households avoid star-
vation even in the most severe periods of crisis, the downside is being thrown 
back to an economy of survival with very limited economic benefi ts and heavy 
reliance on burdensome manual labor. Instead of peasant self- suffi  ciency, ru-
ral dwellers kept depending on large farms (as suppliers of fodder and machin-
ery) and on unstable agrarian markets.

Diff erent social groups were aff ected diff erently by the crisis, and stark 
diff erences remain. In agricultural enterprises, women provide most of the 
seasonal labor and temporary employment, as well as ill- paid and exhaust-
ing jobs in animal husbandry, cleaning, or maintenance (Wegren et al. 2014). 
 Better- paying jobs such as tractor drivers, engineers, or mechanics are male- 
dominated, and female agronomists, economists, or farm managers are com-
paratively rare (Wegren et al. 2014, 375). Outside agriculture, women are pre-
dominantly employed in rural economies’  worst- paid sectors: retail, culture 
(such as the local cultural centers called doma kul’tury), village administration, 
or as cooks in schools, farms, and kindergartens. And, as elsewhere, women 
do much more unpaid work in households and personal subsidiary farming 
(Pallot and Nefedova 2007). As mentioned, stark diff erences between agrar-
ian workers and rural elites (such as farm directors, specialists, and party of-
fi cials) were characteristic of Soviet agrarian communities. Such class diff er-
ences turned out to be more persistent than the  political- economic system. 
For instance, rural elites did much better during restructuring and were more 
likely to benefi t from land reforms by acquiring or renting more land (Wegren 
2009). Th e agrarian crisis also meant diff erent things for diff erent generations. 
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Older generations saw the devaluation and deterioration of the products of 
their lifelong labor, ranging from the abolishment of farms they helped build 
to the plummeting of pensions. For the working generation, the crisis brought 
a long phase of extreme uncertainty with very diff erent outcomes for individ-
uals. And rural youths left  the countryside at very high rates in historical or in-
ternational comparison.

When an overall economic upturn occurred around the turn of the cen-
tury, its benefi ts were distributed unequally across the rural– urban divide: ur-
ban poverty declined at twice the rate of rural poverty, and so the latter became 
predominant by 2004 (Gerry, Nivorozhkin, and Rigg 2008, 599). Th is trend 
continues. In a 2009 survey among rural households in  twenty- nine regions, 
low income/rural poverty was named as the number one problem (65 percent 
of respondents) confronting the countryside (Wegren 2014, 77– 78). Th e 2013 
average nominal monthly income in agriculture, hunting, and forestry (the 
statistics aggregate these three sectors) was 14,129 rubles (around $460), which 
was 53 percent of that year’s national average (Rosstat 2014, 435– 40). In 2019, it 
had increased to 31,728 rubles (still around the same U.S. dollar equivalent by 
the exchange rate at that time), which was 66 percent of that year’s national av-
erage (Rosstat 2019, 150– 53). Rural unemployment, too, remained signifi cantly 
higher than in the overall economy (Kalugina 2014, 125).

National food production has increased remarkably over recent years. 
During the fi rst two decades of the  twenty- fi rst century, Russian agricul-
ture grew steadily (Uzun, Shagaida, and Lerman 2019), and the nominal ru-
ble value of agricultural production has increased more than fi vefold. Pre-
tax profi ts in agriculture have risen from 11.8 billion to 160.3 billion rubles, 
and average annual grain harvests have increased substantially (Wegren, Ni-
kulin, and Trotsuk 2023, 3). Th e recent production volume of several fi eld 
crops was increased by factors of two to six compared to the late Soviet pe-
riod (Uzun, Shagaida, and Lerman 2019), a trend that refl ects increased pro-
ductivity and specialization, and global demand. Th e growth in gross prod-
uct from agriculture has exceeded the growth rate in national GDP in six of 
eight years, from 2013 to 2020 (based on ruble value), and Russian wheat ex-
ports ranked either fi rst or second globally by volume in every agricultural 
year since 2014/2015 (Uzun, Shagaida, and Lerman 2019). However, the re-
covery of agriculture is concentrated in a few regions and agrarian sectors. 
Out of Russia’s  eighty- fi ve federal subjects, food production is strongly con-
centrated in the top fi ve and top ten regions (Wegren, Nikulin, and Trotsuk 
2023). Th is confi rms the older hypothesis of spatial fragmentation of the post- 
Soviet country side (Ioff e, Nefedova, and Zaslavsky 2004, 2006). Parts of the 
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 labor- and  resource- intensive livestock sector, notably beef and milk, either 
contracted further or did not grow signifi cantly (Uzun, Shagaida, and Ler-
man 2019) as domestic demand partly decreased with diminishing purchasing 
power, and remains covered mainly through imports.

Hence the eff ects of some recent  national- level agricultural revivals are 
highly unequally distributed among regions, places, sectors, and households. 
Primary agriculture remains risky and oft en hardly profi table for family farm-
ers and some larger farms struggling with unfavorable prices and costs; high 
interest on loans for seeds, chemical, machinery, and further investments; or 
crop failure. In consequence, many rural dwellers see themselves, enterprises 
that employ them, and even large agricultural investors as structurally disad-
vantaged by the fact that they work in agriculture.

Crises on Top of Preceding Ones

As is well known, the reforms of the late Soviet and early post- Soviet peri-
ods were framed and justifi ed as a necessary fi x to an ineffi  cient and run- 
down agrarian system. While some were promoting targeted measures to deal 
with fl aws, others claimed it was necessary to fundamentally dismantle the 
old system and replace it. In the end, the reform was a mixture of both. An-
alysts and actors on the ground energetically discussed the question of how 
fl awed the Soviet agrarian system was. It is still relevant, not least for judg-
ments on whether post- Soviet reforms caused the crisis or failed to fully fi x a 
previous one.

Th e late Soviet phase is described by rural dwellers and historians as one of 
relative stability and prosperity, especially in contrast to the economic hard-
ships and state repression during collectivization and the postwar period on 
the one hand and the 1990s’ agrarian crisis on the other. Th e agrarian sec-
tor gained attention and some priority in the Brezhnev era. From the 1960s 
to the 1980s, state expenditures on agriculture increased to 20– 28 percent of 
the overall state budget in contrast to 7 percent in the postwar era. Th e eff ects 
on rural development (including rural housing, social and medical provision, 
schools, and culture) were signifi cant, and agrarian jobs became relatively well 
paid. However, the eff ects on productivity levels were rather modest, and con-
sequently the attempt to intensify agricultural production went along with an 
excess of expenditures over results. In the late Soviet period, agricultural sub-
sidies accounted for more than 80 percent of the sector’s gross output, which 
made them the highest in the world (Nefedova 2014, 61– 65). Th erefore, under 
its relatively stable surface, late Soviet agriculture was strongly dependent on 
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state support and thus relatively prone to crises even before market reforms, 
such as when, around 1990, decreasing state income from oil and gas exports 
had a direct impact on the agricultural system. Yields per hectare, milk yields 
per cow, and other indicators of farm productivity had increased up to the 
1970s but remained rather stagnant thereaft er while state subsidies increased 
substantially (Nefedova 2014, 76). Th e crisis of late Soviet agriculture was a si-
lent one—silenced in offi  cial accounts, not always tangible on the ground—
but the perceived stability was far from sustainable economically, politically, 
or environmentally.

Th e downsides of the Soviet agrarian system are well documented. Th e 
plummeting of agrarian productivity over the fi rst years of collectiviza-
tion resulted in famines. Agricultural expansionism, including the infamous 
so-called Virgin Lands campaign, was overall ecologically devastating, drew 
on involuntary resettlement, wiped out other land- use forms such as grazing, 
and drained resources from core agricultural regions. Ecosystems, landscapes, 
and rivers were sacrifi ced for agrarian industrialization. Soil erosion and sali-
nation became serious problems overall and degraded some areas to the extent 
that agriculture became impossible there. Th e intensifi cation of fertilizer and 
machinery use without much worker protection had serious health impacts. 
And pouring incomes from oil and gas exports into agriculture was part of 
what stabilized an ineffi  cient system for quite some time. Besides cutting sub-
sidies, with some devastating eff ects, market reforms off ered little to fi x many 
of these problems. During the early years, they rather stimulated withdrawal 
from agriculture. More recent agrarian recovery raised the level of outputs and 
monetary wages, but many of the problems inherited from the Soviet or early 
reform phase remain unresolved.

Overall, authors have drawn diff erent conclusions from the Soviet agrar-
ian system. Historian Jenny Leigh Smith (2014, 6) argues that because many of 
the studies about Soviet agriculture were written by Cold War– era research-
ers with anti- Soviet biases, the tendency to describe Soviet agriculture as a 
complete failure still unduly dominates its perception in the West. She con-
cludes that “Soviet agriculture had much in common with its counterparts in 
capitalist countries around the world” (Smith 2014, 20). It was functional but 
“ineffi  cient, vulnerable, chaotic, and frustratingly reliant on the natural envi-
ronment” (Smith 2014, 20). Such a framing allows for acknowledging the dys-
functionalities of and damage caused by the Soviet agrarian system without 
turning that into a general justifi cation for the “shock therapy” that followed. 
Many  Russia- based researchers abstain from taking a general pro- or anti- 
Soviet stance when judging the merits and downsides of the Soviet agrarian 
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system (Nikulin 2014; Shanin 1990), and, as this study shows, rural residents 
oft en do so as well.

Th is study follows that path, putting forward the argument that dispersed 
dispossession is inherent to rounds of succeeding policies and projects, their 
intended and unintended consequences, and failures. All are part of a history 
of dispossession in this specifi c context, and dispossession is part of this con-
text’s history. However, as mentioned, it is only a part of it, and the (hi)story of 
dispossession is one among many stories.

Spectacular Despair: Clichés of the Russian Countryside

Most Western audiences are provided only little insight into rural Russia. Th e 
general decrease of attention and spending directed to the country by West-
ern news outlets over recent years and decades went in parallel with a strong 
(some claim nearly exclusive) focus on geopolitics, Moscow, and the Krem-
lin. Th e Russian “provinces” are hardly covered at all (Gathmann and Scholl 
2011; Neef 2012). Amid this relative silence, however, one fi nds striking stereo-
types of the Russian countryside, with portrayals of it as desperate and in con-
stant decline. One fi nds comparable stereotypes in discourses within Russia, 
too, even though there are surely more alternative stories available. I dwell on 
such representations here to address and deconstruct stereotypes, but also be-
cause they are pointing to actual representational and analytical challenges 
that should be addressed and not simply avoided.

“Vodka and isolation: welcome to rural Russia” is how a 2007 Reuters ar-
ticle introduces rural Russia to its readers, and it goes on in this spirit: “Alco-
holism, devout religious faith and a sense of scratching a living on the fringes 
of civilization—the hallmarks of the Russian countryside down the ages—lin-
ger, sometimes just below the surface” (Kilner 2007). Describing the Russian 
countryside as a place where nothing will be accomplished, and not much ever 
was, is a common representational pattern. Another author describes her fi rst 
impressions of a village called Paradise: “A few slow hours on a wildly bumpy, 
muddy road, and here we were in the half- abandoned village of Paradise, with 
black, crooked houses, a  heavy- drinking population, and everybody depressed 
and angry with [the district center] and Moscow authorities. Paradise seemed 
forgotten among the fi elds covered in wild grass” (Nemtsova 2015). How do 
people get by in such places? Hardly at all, such articles oft en seem to suggest. 
One article published in the German Der Spiegel starts its exploration of a vil-
lage called “Future,” stating that “the struggle for survival begins right at the 
place name sign” (Schepp 2010, February 7). Th e story evokes the impression 
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that there was little to say about the village’s population besides its drinking or 
dying. Decay seems omnipresent; even the village shop had to close because 
“the old were too old, too ill or too drunk, [and] the young moved away, or 
were too dumb, too apathetic or too drunk” (Schepp 2010, February 7). A dy-
ing village with a dying population. “Mother I have some news for you; I will 
die now” are said to be the last words of a man who drank himself to death. 
Th ese words are the caption to a photograph showing his mother drinking 
the same kind of schnapps in the company of neighbors (Schepp 2010, Febru-
ary 7). Th e article emphasizes that the scene was not unusual, but that what it 
describes for the village “Future” holds true for rural Russia more generally: 
“‘Future’ is everywhere, and in vast Siberia and Central Russia, except some 
booming cities, its plagues are omnipresent: the backwardness, the decrease in 
population, and alcoholism” (Schepp 2010, February 7, all translations mine).

To display “dying villages” as exemplary for (rural) Russia as a whole is an 
established representational pattern. In an article titled “Rural Russia Is Dy-
ing of Poverty, Neglect,” the author states: “Th e area around this rural enclave 
is in steep decline; once- thriving fi elds are empty and the population is in free 
fall. Along with many other towns and villages in vast rural Russia, it’s a mi-
crocosm for a country that, according to recent studies, is withering away. . . . 
Today, the hamlets dot a forsaken land of rampant poverty where men drink 
from morning to night. Th e interconnected crises of low fertility, high death 
rates and ragged infrastructure have left  much of the nation barren” (Lasseter 
2009, August 5).

Such diagnoses are generalized for “myriad villages dying a slow death in 
Russia’s provinces” (Khazov- Cassia 2015) and without “much hope left  for re-
vival” (Nemtsova 2015). One report concludes that “the lifeblood of Russia’s 
vast and fertile countryside appears to be draining away forever” (Shapovalova 
2011, August 30).

Deterioration, a dead end, despair. Th ese are descriptions of the more dras-
tic kind. But they are not exceptional either in their content or in the use of 
fi gurative language and photographs creating vivid images of decline and 
despair, particularly in Western media representation where they exist in a 
broader context of stereotypes about Russia. Rural residents are othered two-
fold: as postsocialist and rural (Kay, Shubin, and Th elen 2012). Readers famil-
iar with the post- Soviet context may be reminded of post- Soviet ruin- gazing 
as a more general pattern of perception, beyond villages. Rebecca Litchfi eld’s 
2014 photo book Soviet Ghosts: A Communist Empire in Decay, fi lled with 
crumbling buildings and infrastructure, illustrates what can be described as a 
broader tendency by Western journalists, photographers, bloggers, or scholars 
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to fetishize “the infrastructural ruination of places” across the former Soviet 
Union (Bennett 2021, 332) as traces of “a past civilization” (Bennett 2021, 336). 
Th e display of postindustrial decay in the West has been criticized as “ruin 
porn,” with the city of Detroit being the most prominent example (Pohl 2021), 
and we see that much of this critique holds true concerning descriptions of 
the Russian countryside: a voyeuristic and potentially obsessive focus on de-
cay and negativity projected onto such places, and a tendency to turn invisible 
or misrepresent those inhabiting “ruined” spaces. Stereotypes are not neces-
sarily absolutely “wrong” but—as Stuart Hall (1997) reminds us—are situated 
within “regimes of representation” that generate reductionist, binary, essential-
izing, and naturalizing truths about groups of people, places, or other entities. 
Hence the need for a diff erent politics of representation that will address disin-
tegration, loss, and suff ering as part but not the essence of these rural realities.

Misrepresentation and projection are by no means new phenomena when 
it comes to the Russian countryside. Bolsheviks, including Lenin and Trotsky, 
had lamented peasant conservatism and remained ambivalent about their 
role in the Soviet project (Shanin 1985). Later Soviet state discourses, how-
ever, cherished agricultural workers’ vital role in feeding the Soviet nation, 
celebrated the productivity of the scientifi c industrialized agrarian system 
and its workers, and romanticized the harmony and pleasure of collective la-
bor in the kol khoz (Buck- Morss 2000; P. R. Josephson et al. 2013). In the 
1990s, Russian and foreign market reformers problematized rural communi-
ties’ ostensible conservatism and reluctance to change and ascribed it to col-
lectivism and egalitarianism, which they saw as rooted in the prerevolutionary 
obchshina, Soviet collectivization, or both (Lindner 2008). Diff erent political 
camps within Russia recurrently mobilize ideas of villagers’ ostensible back-
wardness. Th e oppositional former Duma deputy Vladimir Ryzhkov, for in-
stance, blamed national stagnation on a rural Russia dissociated from mod-
ern urbanites:

Th ere are, indeed, two Russias. Th e fi rst Russia consists of about fi ft een mil-
lion “modernist and European” citizens . . . who live mostly in  large- and 
 medium- sized cities, have a higher education, and are employed in the pri-
vate sector . . . they are the foundation of the opposition movement. Th e sec-
ond Russia consists of about forty million conservative citizens . . . they are 
nostalgic about the Soviet period, support Putin, and believe the country as a 
whole is moving in the right direction. Th ey are mainly residents of outlying 
provinces,  small- and  medium- sized cities, and rural areas. Th eir distinguish-
ing feature is their dependence on government support in the form of sala-
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ries, pensions, social benefi ts, and subsidies from the federal budget (Ruzhkov 
2012, September 18).

Around the same time, Putin in his electoral campaign declared demographic 
decline—symbolized by “ghost villages”—as the “most acute problem of con-
temporary Russia” (True 2012). Projections and problematizations of the coun-
tryside in their various forms are oft en employed for the sake of intervention 
and programs of reconfi guration, as will be discussed in the following chap-
ters. Th e remainder of this chapter is concerned with the continuation and af-
termath of the agrarian crisis.

Silent Violence

I get involved in a random chat with two elderly ladies sitting on a bench on 
a small side street in Letnevo. It is one of the fi rst sunny and mild days aft er 
a cold winter, and coming together on the street, picking up some sun, and 
chatting with whoever happens to be out there seems quite natural. Th e two 
women continue with their talk and seem to accept me as an interlocutor who 
happens to be there, not evoking much surprise, and quickly a sense of famil-
iarity emerges. Th ey speak about things that happened in the village, some-
thing that Putin said on television, and about their families. Th is is where their 
narratives take a sad turn.

One woman’s son died in a Moscow hospital three weeks earlier. She says it 
was murder, or maybe an accident. In any case, she thinks it was related to his 
job there, and it was the search for a job that had taken him to Moscow sev-
eral years before. She has not seen her daughter for ten years since she left  for 
Austria and has not been back to Russia since then. Her mother says it is be-
cause she fears that she may not be allowed to return once she leaves the coun-
try where life is easier. Th e other woman begins to talk about her son who died 
in Moscow twelve years ago, stating that he had been killed but not knowing 
much about the details of his death. She has a second, younger son who stayed 
in the village and, as she says, spends his days hanging around and drink-
ing in the village center. Her daughter, who holds a college degree, had been 
working at the local branch of a bank for eight years, earning 7,000 rubles 
(around $250) a month. Recently she found a job with an agri- company, which 
comes with several hours of commuting every day, but also with 22,000-ruble 
monthly wage. A third woman joins in. She mentions how her son died in a 
car accident some time ago, probably drunk.

Th e three continue to talk about sons and grandsons who had been work-
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ing as guards in a city for some time, spending a good part of their modest in-
come on transport or a city apartment. Some of them quit these jobs and went 
back to informal or irregular employment in the village, oft en accompanied by 
heavy drinking. Th e women do not seem to blame these young men for how 
they live, although it makes them suff er, too. Rather, they seem angry about 
the violent conditions that foreclose options and choices for a good and safe 
life. It strikes me how they seem to perceive the choice to drink one’s life away 
as not being of less legitimacy or dignity than life- threatening, underpaid, or 
otherwise humiliating labor for someone else’s profi t.

All of this does not appear as spectacular or even unusual in the women’s 
narratives—they speak of these things as if they were rather normal. Nor am 
I surprised, as these stories remind me of many others that I have heard over 
several months during fi eldwork: about untimely deaths related to hard and 
dangerous work, heavy drinking, or suicides, and the sorrow of those (mostly 
women) outliving their (mostly male) children and spouses. Th ey also remind 
me of a half- eaten potato that I saw lying on a table at the construction site of 
a bania some days ago. A friend who was showing me the place remarked that 
the man who had left  it there died the next day, unexpectedly, at the age of 
 twenty- four. But the half- eaten potato still lying on this table, while the person 
who had left  it there died two weeks before, did not seem out of place as it would 
have in many other sites. (Why would a young man die so suddenly? Why 
would the potato he started to eat transcend his own presence on that scene?)

Such encounters remained disturbing, but they were not unusual. Th ey re-
minded me of zones of latent warfare that I have visited. Rural dwellers, too, 
sometimes compared post- Soviet transformation to war. I conducted one pe-
riod of fi eldwork some weeks aft er the Russian army annexed Crimea. Fight-
ing in Eastern Ukraine intensifi ed and became a constant topic on Russian 
television. I found the propagandistic coverage in Russian state media hardly 
bearable and was shocked how many, though certainly not all, of the people I 
talked to seemed to believe it, or at least not actively question it. But other reac-
tions were remarkable, too. In response to images and stories of people losing 
relatives, property, places to live, and livelihoods in the Donbas—much em-
phasized in state media coverage—my interlocutors would express their com-
passion and oft en also relate to these images by describing how what they saw 
reminded them of their own experiences: for many, the most severe parts of 
the reform period had occurred alongside the loss of family members, savings, 
jobs, perspectives, and homes. Others have experienced and still remember 
the war brought upon them by Nazi Germany. Some of them would compare 
the taking apart of enterprise infrastructures—such as the one described in the 
opening quote of this chapter—to the looting by German troops or the hard-
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ships caused by the breakdown of monetary wages, state support, and supply 
structures during market reforms with the situation aft er World War II. Even 
though most remember the 1990s as the most severe phase and point out that 
many things have improved substantially since then, many still seem to con-
sider the present condition as substantially shaped by crisis, not full recovery.

Th is does not bring us back to images of the desperate Russian village. It 
rather points to the subtle ways in which violent and traumatic pasts can be 
woven into the present (Das 2007) and become part of an “uneventful vio-
lence” (Nixon 2011, 8) and “dispersed suff ering” (Povinelli 2011, 4) that require 
analytical, societal, and political attention even if “there is nothing spectacu-
lar to report” as “nothing happens that rises to the level of an event let alone 
crisis” (Povinelli 2011, 4). We see analytical and representational challenges 
here. Th e potato would not have made its way into my fi eld notes had my 
friend not told me the story behind it. Th e three women would have remained 
within what I perceived as a peaceful normalcy of sitting in the spring sun 
had our conversation not shift ed to the “normalcy” of their sons’ untimely 
deaths. In representational terms, such conditions may be said to “suff er from 
a drama defi cit” (Nixon 2011, 52) that may be substituted through dramatiza-
tion as a means to turn the normalized and dispersed visible. One is thus con-
fronted with a representational landscape in which poverty and distress usu-
ally remain normalized and of little interest to the public and gain attention 
mostly through dramatization, adding urgency to  drawn- out calamities that 
easily elude  event- centered patterns of representation and perception. Both 
options seem wanting.

Speaking through Ruins

Abandoned factories, mines, military bases, and towns may come to mind as 
among the  better- known visual symbols of post- Soviet disintegration. Th eir 
appearance is oft en more spectacular than that of crumbling agricultural in-
frastructure or bushes growing over fi elds. Still, the remains of former agricul-
tural facilities and abandoned houses, as well as abandoned fi elds, seem om-
nipresent across rural Russia, both visually and in people’s narratives. Oft en, 
such “ruins” are part of inhabited places—and not abandoned ghost villages—
with people living beside and among them. Even as they became dysfunc-
tional, they did not become meaningless. References to ruins and voids are 
frequent in rural dwellers’ narratives. Th ey are referred to and can be read as 
signifi ers of complex processes and symbols of changes oft en diffi  cult to grasp 
but still impactful.

I encountered the abandoned remains of former production bases, stables, 
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offi  ces, irrigation systems, dormitories, canteens, and installations in every vil-
lage that I visited (fi gures 3.3– 3.5). Th ese ruins have diff erent histories: some-
times their disintegration evolved around  clear- cut events such as the one de-
scribed in the opening quote of this chapter; sometimes they fell out of use and 
slowly into decay. Traces such as building skeletons usually remain, and even 
if they disappear completely, there remains a spot to point to and recall what 
used to occupy it. In an oft en stunningly detailed manner, rural dwellers re-
call the names of farm directors and specialists in succession over decades; the 
number of workers, specialists, brigades, cows, or sheep that their farms used 
to consist of; and how many tons of wheat, potatoes, or other fi eld crops they 
used to produce. Th ey also emphasize that from today’s perspective, it seems 
as if they had been living in another world. Some people I spoke to seemed 
able to reproduce a more detailed picture of the state of the village decades ago 
than of the present one, which I understand as an eff ect of estrangement and 
the simple fact that they no longer worked for a local kolkhoz.

 Many rural dwellers say they still fi nd it hard to understand or describe how 
things have changed so fundamentally over the years: how enterprises were re-
organized, and property relations reconfi gured, how some enterprises got by 
while others failed, how production breakdowns, dismissals, and bankruptcies 

FIGURE 3.1. Abandoned stables surrounded by abandoned farmland. Author’s photograph.
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came so suddenly, and how villagers themselves made ends meet under harsh 
conditions. In this light, their frequent references to ruins can be understood 
as pointing to a past that remains relevant. “Have you seen the remains of 
these buildings standing on the left  when you enter the village? Th ese used to 
be stables with fi ve thousand goats. Have you seen how solid these walls were? 
Th ey would have served their purpose for decades to come.” “Th ere used to be 
a machinery base between the main road and the graveyard. I used to work 
there. All the kolkhoz machinery was repaired there.” Or: “All these build-
ings were built by the kolkhoz, the kolkhoz built houses and apartments for its 
many workers. Have you seen in what state they are now? Th ey are run down, 
and half of them are empty.” Ruins point to a vanished past that remains rele-
vant—allowing for comparison over time and allowing sense to be made of 
what seems like a “displacement without moving” that “leaves communities 
stranded in a place stripped of the very characteristics that made it inhabit-
able” (Nixon 2011, 19). Given the broad consensus among both rural dwellers 
and many commentators that the post- Soviet collapse and restructuring had 
particularly painful eff ects on rural sites, one may understand references to 
ruins as among the ways to express how in particular they were painful. Rural 
dwellers in this study thus were not interested in ruins as mere left overs, but as 
symbols for connectivities to histories that “bear on the present [but] can es-
cape scrutiny” (Stoler 2016, 5).

FIGURE 3.2. Abandoned kolkhoz base. Author’s photograph.
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Villagers hence draw on the “pluritemporality of the ruin” (DeSilvey and 
Edensor 2013, 471) as it resonates with the pluritemporality of the changes they 
witnessed. Th ey employ ruins as “trans- temporal hinges” (Pedersen and Niel-
sen 2013); as heuristic devices that allow connecting phenomena across time, 
create links to a vanished past that remains relevant, map complex timescapes, 
and depict particular absences. One rural dweller describes security men 
guarding abandoned stables as the sign of an absurd situation: “Th ey all left , 
all. Th ey left  from here and now four people are watching over the farm build-
ing. What are they guarding there? Th ere’s nothing left , only bricks” (Rural 
dweller, Lipetsk region, 2012). Th ese ruins are understood as signs of both rup-
ture and continuity, and a vanished and devalued past, troubling those who 
have decided to stay on. Th ey point to what actors are “left  with” (Stoler 2013, 
9), to “the uneven pace with which people can extricate themselves from the 
structures and signs by which remains take hold” (Stoler 2013, 7– 8), and to a 
perceived gap between what is and what could be (chapter 4).

How exactly people are “compelled to live amongst the ruins of their former 
lives” (Butler 2013) is distributed unequally across diff erent subject positions. 
Elderly people oft en describe how the crumbling infrastructures surrounding 
them are more than dead substance to them since they represent their own 
past labor, their own “sweat and blood” that they invested in the kolkhoz, as an 
elderly former worker puts it (Rural dweller, Rostov region, 2012). Th e tragedy 

FIGURE 3.3. Abandoned stable complex. Author’s photograph.
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they express is not what Alexander Herzen called “chronological unfairness, 
since late- comers are able to profi t by the labors of their predecessors with-
out paying the same price” (quoted from Arendt 1970, 27), or Immanuel Kant 
when he wrote that “the earlier generations seem to carry on their burdensome 
business only for the sake of the latter [who] . . . should have the good fortune 
to dwell in the [completed] building” (quoted from Arendt 1970, 27). For many 
former kolkhoz workers, however, the promise of building up something that 
would benefi t their children is among the many promises that were not real-
ized. It turns out that progressivism’s failure annihilated their eff orts to build a 
house that later generations could dwell in, and that many of their children to-
day must pay a diff erent price.

Th e ruins of buildings and infrastructure point beyond themselves. To some 
extent, they are interpreted as signifi ers for decay and disintegration of entire 
villages. Recall how rural actors refer to kolkhozes and their successor enter-
prises as mestoobrazuiushchеe or gradoobrazuiushchee predpriiatie (chapter 2): 
enterprises that were designed to be villages’ single main economic bases and 
employers and eff ectively came to uphold large parts of villages’ economic and 
social life. Th e term is suggestive. Predpriiatie translates as enterprise, grad (or 
gorod) as town, and obrazuiushchee links the two. Obrazovat’ is to found, to es-
tablish, or to form, and it is attributed to the enterprise: it is the enterprise that 
founds, establishes, and forms, and it is the village that is being founded, es-
tablished, and formed by the enterprise. When villagers speak of the gradoo-
brazuiushchee predpriiatie nowadays, they oft en address the implications of its 
disappearance. What happens when the enterprise vanishes but the village re-
mains? What will reproduce life in the village in the future? What is left  of this 
intrinsically relational formation when one part crumbles? What will become 
of the village without this foundation? We are reminded of the kolkhoz, and 
encounter it again, in “ruins.”

Rural dwellers’ references to ruins oft en point to the very specifi c changes, 
voids, and losses that occurred over recent decades. Th ey are employed to 
make specifi c points even if general judgments about the course of history re-
main disputed or are seen as pointless. Th ey point to how systemic collapse be-
came concrete. As scholars of ruination point out, ruins allow for telling con-
tingent stories that “emerge at the interface between personal and collective 
memory, as material remains mediate between history and individual experi-
ence” (DeSilvey and Edensor 2013, 472). Rural dwellers refer to ruins to point 
to the shared loss of places built and inhabited collectively through systemic 
change and collapse, thereby connecting the locally specifi c and the histori-
cal. Because kolkhoz infrastructures, similar to factories, were bound to Soviet 
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modernization ideologies, ruins here stand “as stark reminders of a vision of 
the future—a mode of relating the present to a possible future—that [are] now 
past” (Collier 2011, 6). Similar to developmental projects in other contexts 
(Anand, Gupta, and Appel 2018), infrastructure promised development in So-
viet modernity, too, and the disintegration of infrastructures was seen as a sign 
of shattered future promises (Buck- Morss 2000; Humphrey 2005).

How rural residents point to abandoned farmland is oft en similar to how 
they point to crumbling built infrastructure. Ioff e and colleagues (2006, 222) 
off er a vivid description of deteriorating or abandoned landscapes and built 
infrastructure that refl ects some of the more pessimistic descriptions from ru-
ral residents I encountered: “Pervasive signs of regress include abandoned vil-
lages, spontaneous reforestation of previously cultivated fi elds, rapacious tim-
ber cutting in forests, lack of social services, and the profound decay of the 
communication infrastructure.” From rural dwellers’ perspective, the aban-
donment of production facilities and farmland can be understood as symp-
toms of the same underlying problems, the loss of productive capacity and the 
withering of diverse relations that, in combination, used to be generative of ag-
ricultural produce, income, and meaning. It has been suggested that soil can 
be understood as infrastructure (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017). Rural residents in 
this study, too, point to a breakdown of infrastructure that includes built envi-
ronments, land, and soil.

Devaluation by Disintegration: Instruments, Infrastructure, and Income

Let us return to this chapter’s opening quote, the village mayor’s description 
of how the local farm enterprise was being taken apart. Recall how she de-
scribes a tractor driver’s reaction to losing his tractor: “He even howled. A 
man howled, with pity for his tractor, on which he worked. It was a new trac-
tor. Th ey took it and drove it away” (Village mayor, Perm region, 2014). One 
may ask: What is it that made this man so desperate? Th e tractor driver’s rela-
tion to his tractor seems substantially diff erent from, say, that of an imagined 
prototype worker to a means of production that belonged to someone else and 
from which that worker is therefore already alienated. So, what kind of thing 
may the tractor be to the driver, and how does it matter to him?

Context- specifi c meanings off er a partial explanation. One may point out 
that in Soviet times, drivers would oft en take tractors home aft er work and 
park them in front of their houses as if they owned them, and some do so even 
today. On past and current large farms, two drivers will continuously work on 
and care for one specifi c tractor for many years and perceive any commands 
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to change this as an open assault. Beyond historical and habitual reasons, 
however, the tractor establishes a certain relation between the driver and the 
world he inhabits and thus can be seen as actually becoming a part of an ex-
tension of this subject. Without his tractor, one may say, in analogy to John 
Law (1992, 383– 84), that the driver would be “something quite other.” It is not 
only the tractor that constitutes his worker personality, of course, but also ex-
perience gathered and competence gained in this role, maybe the reputation 
earned of being a good driver, and so on. Th e loss of the tractor may thus mean 
the devaluation of both past and future labor, as the labor invested in creating 
skills and competencies is made worthless and decoupled from future employ-
ment and income options, and livelihood options are made uncertain. When 
the interviewee emphasizes that “it was a new tractor,” she indicates that it 
could have fulfi lled this function for years to come. Th is is the kind of loss that 
redefi nes futures. Th e tractor is thus part of a bundle of relations that consti-
tutes the driver in the world he inhabits, linked to a place in society, a produc-
tive capacity, and prospects for the future, and thus losing it bears aspects of 
“desubjectivation” (Butler and Athanasiou 2013).

Hannah Arendt’s refl ections on the role of instruments in the labor process 
are instructive in making explicit the relationship between such desubjectiva-
tion and livelihood. For Arendt ([1958] 1998), labor—in contrast to work that 
creates specifi c things—is an ongoing activity that sustains and reproduces 
life itself in a repetitive process. Instruments are an integral part of the labor 
process, in which “the tools lose their instrumental character, and the clear 
distinction between man and his implements, as well as his ends, becomes 
blurred” (Arendt [(1958) 1998], 166). To refer to the tractor driver for the last 
time: the distinction between agricultural laborers and their implements be-
comes blurred, as does the clear distinction between means and ends and the 
labor process itself. Losing a tractor is not merely losing some abstract job. 
Rather, the loss of the tractor decouples the driver from an ongoing productive 
and  value- creating process, from a labor collective, exchange loops and mar-
kets, a national economy, as well as the ideology of feeding the nation. In this 
sense, the loss directly relates to diff erent levels of desubjectivation.

Th is argument can be “upscaled” from machines to infrastructure. Akin 
to this chapter’s opening quote, former kolkhoz workers vividly describe how 
irrigation systems, stables, and machinery in their home villages were taken 
apart and sold off  for scrap metal, and how remaining buildings fell out of 
use, underlining the relationship between infrastructure and people’s capaci-
ties. A former mayor states that “they broke the kolkhozes and broke the occu-
pation at the same time. Within one, two years . . . it is a diff erent story when 
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they take apart some . . . factory where you can take it apart . . . and nothing 
around really changes. Within a year another factory will have emerged some-
where . . . but we peasants have to live somewhere, for us, this is a gradoo-
brazuiushchee predpriiatie, we have to exist somewhere. Here, they destroyed 
it all at once” (Former village mayor, Perm region, 2013).

Here, we reencounter the gradoobrazuiushchee predpriiatie (an enterprise 
that grounds and shapes a village) as providing the material and organiza-
tional basis for production. At stake are not just jobs but agriculture as an 
 occupation— an occupation that many villagers are not only used to but also 
trained and qualifi ed for. In a sense, the enterprise plays a similar role for the 
village community that the tractor plays for the driver: enterprises with ve-
hicles, machinery, irrigation systems, stables, bakeries, and functioning farm 
management constitute a productive relationship between a village population 
and its agricultural potential, and so the collective productive capacity and the 
potential to generate future income are at stake here. Infrastructures here are 
among the conditions of productivity, value creation, and employment. Th ey 
are not stable once they are set up; they require maintenance (Gupta 2018) or 
can be actively dismantled. Th e role and value of land, if understood as a “me-
dium of expression” (Nichols 2020, 74) rather than naturally given, is funda-
mentally entangled with these infrastructures.

Many rural dwellers today emphasize the painful divergence between local 
agricultural potential on the one hand, and local productive capacity on the 
other: fi elds lying fallow, meadows and stables remaining empty, and people 
with the power and skills to turn this potential into productivity remain un-
employed. For them, there is an obvious gap between what could be and what 
is, between a given resource potential and the means to realize it. Th e agricul-
tural potential is still there, every day, just in front of their eyes, but as they do 
not benefi t from it, it rather appears as a reminder of lost possibilities.

A Ruin and a Gap: Dispossession in Transformation

Ruination has been a prominent theme in representations and refl ections of 
the crumbling Soviet empire. David Stark (1996) prominently proposed a dif-
ferent reading of ruins that emphasizes not so much decay but making and be-
coming in complex, contingent, and contested processes of “recombination.” 
Stark conceptualizes post- Soviet societal change as “rearrangements in the 
patterns of how multiple orders are interwoven” and undertakes the analyti-
cal task to “examine how actors in the postsocialist context are rebuilding or-
ganizations and institutions not on the ruins but with the ruins of communism 



Ruins 87

as they redeploy available resources in response to their immediate practical 
dilemmas” (Stark 1996, 995). Th e idea of “building with the ruins of commu-
nism” has become one leitmotif for understanding postsocialist transforma-
tion in the Western social sciences. It underscores actors’ agency in rebuilding 
and hence directs attention to the future. But what about the ruins?

In Stark’s writings, ruins are turned into building material in transforma-
tive processes of rebuilding. Ann Stoler’s (2013, 2016) reading of the ruins of 
colonialism, imperialism, and slavery off ers a fruitful contrast. Stoler does not 
start from a set distinction between ruins and a generative activity of rebuild-
ing. She suggests shift ing the focus away from “ruins” as a noun and on “ru-
ination” as “an active, ongoing process” and on the verb “to ruin” (Stoler 2016, 
346). Th e focus is “not on inert remains but on the histories they recruit and on 
their vital reconfi gurations” (Stoler 2016, 348). Th is helps to understand how 
ruination yields new damage and renewed disparities, not so much what is 
“‘left ’ but what people are ‘left  with’: what remains that blocks livelihoods and 
health . . . the social aft erlife of degraded infrastructures; distressed sensibili-
ties,” etc. (Stoler 2016, 348). Following Stoler, we may say that one should not 
replace a focus on the past with a focus on emergence that turns a blind eye to 
history. Rather, the task is to deal with the diff erent temporalities of ruination, 
how historical formations leave their marks through “uneven temporal sedi-
mentations,” and how their “ruins contour and carve through the psychic and 
material space in which people live” (Stoler 2013, 2). Ruination, then, not only 
leaves actors with material to recombine and reconstruct, but with “left overs” 
that may stick to them in unwelcome ways and become part of the structural 
circumstances that limit their agency.

Importantly, capacities to disentangle from or redeploy ruins and recom-
bine their pieces are distributed unequally among actors. Th is does not mean 
that only elites retained agency during the disintegration. In the context of this 
study, some villagers have gained advantage from appropriating materials and 
resources from disintegrating collective enterprises, as indicated in the chap-
ter’s opening quote. Some private farmers, as well as households, appropriated 
collective enterprises’ resources for their family farming. Some who played an 
active role in the reorganization of enterprises reportedly sacrifi ced the village 
community’s interest for their personal advantage. Some enterprise directors 
gradually transferred collective farms into private property. While some would 
argue they were forced into such tactics as the only available option to get by, 
others obviously used them to enhance their wealth.

Th e scenario of gaps that could not be fi lled was little accounted for in opti-
mistic visions for post- Soviet transition, which saw private family farms fi lling 
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the space hitherto occupied by state and collective enterprises (Spoor 2012). 
It seems more consistent with interpretations of market reforms as neoliberal 
“shock therapy” that deprived populations of hitherto  state- controlled goods 
and made them available to domestic elites and international capital (Harvey 
2003; Kagarlicky 2002; Klein 2007). It remains contested to what extent West-
ern states and capitalist interests contributed to bringing down the Soviet sys-
tem, which is a historical argument for caution regarding the implicit or ex-
plicit functionalism in such arguments. In any case, it is well documented how 
the post- Soviet disintegration provided the basis for  large- scale appropriation 
of assets and accumulation of wealth and control by domestic elites, who came 
to be known as business oligarchs, and international businesses that came to 
penetrate vast “new” markets (Barnes 2006). Disintegration here is not a mere 
function of capitalist accumulation, but it can be exploited for its sake.

I do not suggest that we should return to the debate on post- Soviet dis-
integration, but that thinking along the lines of ruination and disintegration 
can help prevent an “inclusionary bias” (Bair and Werner 2011, 989) through 
a narrow focus on the expansion of capitalist relations and the incorporation 
of people, places, and assets into capitalist circuits. Th is is not to disregard 
appropriation but to ask how it builds on the disintegration and devaluation 
without reducing the latter to a function of the former. Besides the need to ac-
knowledge that there is a history to current forms of dispossession (such as 
the land grab’s colonial predecessors), we need to understand how history can 
be a constitutive part of dispossession: how support, infrastructure, guaran-
tees, and securities eroded over time; how the failure of one scheme or proj-
ect prepared the ground for the following one; and how gradual devaluation 
and disintegration resulted in states of uncertainty and abandonment in which 
people felt caught between the “no more” and the “not yet.” We are then re-
minded that dispersed dispossession is drawn out over time, not only in the 
sense that it unfolds slowly but also as it sticks. It cannot be reversed and fi xed 
by simply reestablishing the connection, or by recognition of historical injus-
tice (Coulthard 2014) as it created a new condition and restructured future 
options. Even the partial recovery of the Russian agrarian sector (Wegren, 
Nikulin, and Trotsuk 2018; Wengle 2018, 2019) has not solved issues of ru-
ral disadvantage and dispossession. At the same time, to return to two images 
from the introduction, it was not that a “black hole” was turned into an “in-
vestors’ nirvana.” Th e appropriation of devalued assets was not sudden, and 
it was rarely straightforward. Th e following chapter explores how companies 
navigate and try to capitalize on devaluation, suspension, and indeterminacy.
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Chapter 4

Potential

Large enterprises, land banks, and transactions are no rarity in current Rus-
sian agriculture. Th ey refl ect a rapid and ongoing process of concentration. In 
late 2009,  twenty- two companies each controlled land banks of more than one 
hundred thousand hectares—around twice the size of Andorra. Th is number 
increased to around forty companies in 2015, and further to  seventy- one in 
2022 (BEFL; BEFL 2015a; BEFL 2022). According to offi  cial statistics, commer-
cial farming enterprises controlled roughly one- third of Russia’s agricultural 
land. Out of these, the  seventy- one giants with land banks of one hundred 
thousand hectares or more controlled roughly 9 percent. In 2019, the Russian 
meat producer Miratorg became the fi rst company in Russia to control a mil-
lion hectares (BEFL 2019) which is more than the territory of Cyprus, the Med-
iterranean island home to more than one million people which also happens 
to be the fi nancial center through which a substantial part of Russian agribusi-
nesses’ fi nancial fl ows are being channeled (Lander and Kuns 2021).

While the concentration of agricultural assets is massive, it usually does not 
look very spectacular on the ground. In many cases, no particular signs visibly 
distinguish enterprises that now belong to agricultural holding or foreign in-
vestment companies from the successors of Soviet collective farm enterprises 
that people still call “kolkhoz.” Further, rural residents and smaller agricul-
tural producers describe how the land “went away quietly” (Private farmer, 
Nizhniy Novgorod region, 2021) and gradually, as they could no longer aff ord 
to rent or work it.

Over recent years, one could observe numerous  large- scale bankrupt-
cies and investment withdrawals that illustrate how the concentration pro-
cess is less straightforward and stable than one may assume. Th ese include 
the larger part of the most ambitious Western investment projects, including 
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Agrokultura. Th e challenges for foreign agrarian investors in Russia have been 
 described in detail elsewhere with a focus on company performances, man-
agement, and investment rationalities and decisions (Kuns, Visser, and Wäst-
felt 2016; Lander and Kuns 2021; Luyt, Santos, and Carita 2013). Th is study 
combines company insights with insights from some villages in which they 
operate to shed light on the relationship between investment projects and ru-
ral populations’ losses and benefi ts. I conceptualize investments as steps in 
longer processes of reordering, which allows for a more thorough investigation 
of the relationship between appropriation and dispossession than by focusing 
on the land deals. It reveals how companies, more than simply profi ting from 
buying cheap assets, navigate and, if they can, exploit processes of de- and re-
valuation, both drawing on and accumulating diff erent forms of capital: profi t 
but also rent, and political and social capital.

I start with some vignettes that exemplify such maneuvering by managers 
and directors involved in  large- scale agricultural deals and operations. I invite 
the reader on a trip through various scenes across western Russia and argue 
that many of these investments are a quite bumpy trip.

Investment Detours

We are on one of several long car rides to one of Agrokultura’s farms with one 
of its expat production managers. I ask him about the company’s recent pur-
chase of several farms and around eighty thousand hectares of farmland. Th e 
contrast to the enthusiasm voiced in his company’s announcements and press 
releases could hardly be starker. He complains how investment promises have 
been exaggerated from the very beginning. Estimates on the state of the farms, 
infrastructure, and machinery turned out to be inaccurate aft er the purchase, 
so the company faced much higher expenses than expected. He concludes 
that it had been a bad deal and that the fi nancial diffi  culties that followed also 
had an impact on the company’s other farms. Th e company had struggled to 
achieve net profi tability for years now, and the badly planned purchase seemed 
to frustrate the manager. I ask him if he did not see the promised great poten-
tial in the expansion. Without any hesitation, he replies: “Th ere is potential in 
everything, but in this case, it will be diffi  cult to realize it.”

We spend most of the day driving around the two- hundred- square- 
kilometer farm, checking fi eld operations or searching for people and tractors 
scattered on the territory. It was an illuminating demonstration of things 
that can go wrong with operations at such a large scale: people, machinery, 
and spare parts getting lost, operators in various functions losing oversight 
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over commands and duties, the smaller and larger leakages in long chains of 
command. It seems perfectly plausible that those who experience such un-
solved “friction” (Tsing 2005) in  fi nance- driven operations on the ground are 
highly skeptical about plans to expand operations further. Late at night, I travel 
back to town with the more senior production director. He calls the deal a “di-
saster” and explains that the acquired production facilities and land bank are 
too large for the company to handle. He describes the purchase as a typical at-
tempt to create shareholder value and speculates that what it took to convince 
shareholders and the board to get into it was probably some “beautiful Power-
Point presentation.” In fact, he says, the company was lacking ideas on how to 
manage the acquired farms profi tably—yet another gap between investment 
discourse and local operations, as the company built much of its promises of 
profi table investment on the notion that the application of international best 
practices will uplift  farming operations to international standards.

Traveling seven hundred kilometers south on a four- day farm- to-farm trip 
with the managing director of a Russian agricultural company, I learn that 
the  fi ft y- thousand- hectare farm that we just visited has changed tremendously 
since Soviet times, when it had been a sovkhoz supplying the Soviet army. It 
has lost this function, and the number of goats held on the territory has dimin-
ished from  fi ft y- fi ve thousand to three thousand. Attempts to revive grain pro-
duction have been frustrated by unfavorable climatic conditions and soils sali-
nized by one of the large and disastrous Soviet irrigation projects. Th e director 
doubts that the farm will ever be profi table in the foreseeable future and says 
it is not the sort of enterprise anybody would readily choose to invest in. He 
shares his assumption that his boss—one of the region’s most successful busi-
nessmen and a member of the regional parliament—was obliged by the gov-
ernor to take over the farm, probably in exchange for access to more favorable 
farms and assets and other privileges. Similar deals between state representa-
tives interested in preventing the total degeneration of enterprises and affi  li-
ated villages and businessmen with an interest in state resources are common 
in other economic spheres in Russia, too (Wengle 2018). Th is manager believes 
that several farms and enterprises in their company network were taken over 
in a similar, not quite voluntary, way and complains that this greatly compli-
cates his own obligation to run a profi table business.

On another farm the next day, a man approaches the director with an of-
fer to sell a well- equipped agricultural enterprise with a two- thousand- hectare 
land bank for 70 million rubles (around $2.2 million at the time), but the di-
rector turns down the off er and explains: “My boss is interested in land. Farms 
are like appendages for him, he calculates through land.” He later explains 
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this investment strategy to me: Suppose you have millions of rubles at your 
 disposal, what will you do with that money? And at a time of falling gold prices 
and shortly aft er the 2012– 13 Cypriot fi nancial crisis, which led to the fl ight 
or loss of several billions of dollars of Russian state and private capital? Un-
like Russian banks and Russian industry, land seems like a stable asset to pour 
in surplus millions. Aft er having complained about hopeless investments yes-
terday, he now seems to be carried away by the prospect of investing in an as-
set that soon will “rule the world”: grain. In short, we see a remarkable com-
bination of heterogeneous rationalities in a single company: on the one hand, 
what seems like land- grab rationality in a pure form—spare capital betting on 
agriculture as a future market—and on the other a  state- bound development 
agenda to uphold nonprofi table enterprises.

Two thousand kilometers northwest, a Russian businessman explains how 
the potential he sensed when comparing agricultural enterprises in West-
ern countries with those in Russia—together with some spare millions in his 
pocket—motivated him to start an agricultural investment project. A biologist 
by training, he seized the opportunity to buy land with soil favorable for grow-
ing potatoes, believing that agriculture was the last undervalued asset in the 
Russian economy. He describes how disillusionment came to spoil his initial 
enthusiasm: “Our ideas of the business were very wrong when we entered it. 
Th is is to say, our evaluation of the business potential, returns, expenses, and 
the business in general corresponded with reality only to around 50 percent. 
It all turned out to be more diffi  cult, more expensive, slower, and harder. I un-
derstand that the engineering company . . . that we fi rst cooperated with . . . 
needs to sell its machinery. Th is is why they say that [this] is like Klondike, a 
gold mine! You just have to dig, and then dollars will pour down on you in a 
stream of gold, you will be rolling in money! And so we got into this aff air, into 
this project. All turned out to be diffi  cult” (Businessman, Perm region, 2011).

He admits he had missed that profi tability had shift ed from primary agri-
culture to other parts of the food production chain: processing and retail. Now 
he believes that “working land became unprofi table” and “you won’t make any 
money on farmland” (Businessman, Perm region, 2011). Being an urbanite 
who has made his money in industry, agriculture has caught his attention only 
recently—which he notes is part of the problem.

Taking investment detours and failures into analytical account is import-
ant as the realization of projects on the ground turns out to diff er remarkably 
from polished company representations, to which we now turn. At the same 
time—and this will be the topic of this chapter’s second part—the partial 
“vulnerability” of agribusinesses should not distract from who profi ts and 
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who loses, and that they are closely related to longer spirals of devaluation and 
dispossession.

A Promise and a Lack: Investment Imaginaries

Many Russian companies started to accumulate land from the late 1990s or 
early 2000s (Barnes 2006). Most of the foreign investment companies joined 
what in the beginning looked like a rush on Russian farmland from the year 
2005. Companies listed and raising money on stock markets began with mak-
ing spectacular promises and fostering high expectations, claiming both ex-
ceptional returns and high levels of security.

Th e three largest Western private investment companies—Black Earth 
Farming, Agrokultura, and Trigon Agri—all originating in Nordic countries 
and listed on the Stockholm stock exchange, were founded between 2005 and 
2006. All of them started as “pure play” companies growing solely cereals and 
oil- seed crops, and all of them quickly took over vast areas of farmland from 
the start of their operations (Kuns, Visser, and Wästfelt 2016). Th eir predomi-
nant sense at this point was to seize the moment and bet on rising land prices. 
Brian Kuns and colleagues (2016, 205) cite one early investor in Agrokultura as 
saying, in 2008: “I believe it will be a fantastic trip. . . . Th e big thing is not cere-
als, but the growth in land prices,” presenting a calculation according to which 
land prices in Russia are merely 5– 6 percent of those in Sweden. Around this 
time, another manager in Agrokultura described how investors and hedge 
funds were pouring in millions of U.S. dollars, “ridiculous money,” with the 
expectation to “buy land, buy land always” (Kuns, Visser, and Wästfelt 2016, 
205). At that point, such promises and expectations were well in line with offi  -
cial company policies. In a public letter to investors on April 25, 2007, the Alp-
cot Russian Land Fund (later renamed Agrokultura) summarizes the  start-up 
period as follows: “We are optimistic about the future prospects, and our main 
focus at the moment is to acquire arable land before prices rise too much. Our 
estimate is that prices for arable land will increase in the future and approach 
the price levels now prevailing in, for example, Central European countries 
such as Poland. In addition, our investment case is supported by increasing 
prices for agricultural commodities. . . . Global trends . . . should also lead to 
increased demand for agricultural commodities in the future.”

Similarly, when EkoSem Agrar—by then the  third- largest Russian milk 
producer—was listed on the stock exchange in Stuttgart in March 2012, it pub-
lished leafl ets that announced “two megatrends in one investment: the sunrise 
sector agriculture and a fast- growing threshold country”; an investment that 
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“profi ts from globally rising demand for agricultural commodities and dairy 
products.” It declares its ambitions to expand the land bank further, as “the 
global run for agricultural land has begun.”

Black Earth Farming (BEF), the largest foreign investment company by land 
bank and capital fl ows around that time, uses visualization of large land banks 
as a marketing strategy. A photograph of a vast fi eld has been the cover image 
of its annual reports and investor presentations for years (fi gure 4.1), and an 
advertising information sheet graphically compares the area of the company’s 
fully owned landholdings (232,000 hectares) with Central Park, New York (917 
times), the special administrative region of Hong Kong (2.1 times), or the state 
of Luxembourg (90 percent ). Th e message is obvious: a company controlling 
fi elds that could contain nearly one thousand Central Parks, and reaches the 
size of state territories, must be powerful.

 Investors expected land prices to rise due to market fundamentals and 
growing global demand for agricultural produce and farmland, but also by 
increasing farmland productivity and identifying “yield gaps” that they as-
sumed could be closed. Accordingly, companies created images of great local 
potential waiting to be realized. BEF (2015) described the Central Black Earth 
Region where it operates as “endowed with some of the most fertile soils in the 

FIGURE 4.1. Promising fi elds. Source: Black Earth Farming website (inactive)
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world” and in parallel emphasizes the company’s “large state of the art machin-
ery fl eet.” Th e combination of natural potential and technological and fi nan-
cial potency promised a smooth realization of lingering agricultural and eco-
nomic potential.

Similar representational patterns can be observed across various compa-
nies: high- tech machinery smoothly operating on vast and fertile fi elds, and 
the reduction of operations to elements of technology, horsepower, wide fi elds, 
and yields. Th e implication is that machines and capital were necessary but 
also suffi  cient to realize the potential at hand, a powerful reduction that makes 
the conditions for profi t appear self- evident and secure. One fi nds such pat-
terns on company websites and investor presentations—and I suspect they 
were part of the “beautiful PowerPoint presentation” that convinced Agrokul-
tura’s shareholders of the deal that its production manager later described as 
a “disaster.” More generally, around that time, investors did not hold back on 
promises to “revolutionize” or “unlock the potential of ” agriculture in this re-
gion (Lundin 2008 and BEF 2008, cited in Kuns, Visser, and Wästfelt 2016, 
200). Bracketing both people on the land and prior agrarian history, represen-
tations by investors and Western media oft en created the impression that the 
land was a tabula rasa. Th is led some investors to the assumption that average 
wheat yields on Russian farms could be doubled by relatively moderate invest-
ment and predictable amortization rates, and that the increase in demand and 
prices would do the rest.

However, the grounds on which such expectations were built turned out to 
be shaky. Several local operators were aware of this gap between investors’ ex-
pectations and the material conditions in which they operate, such as this pro-
duction director for Agrokultura:

Production director: I think the optimism in some of the people who are in-
vesting was always probably a little bit too high . . . some people were . . . sug-
gesting it is easier than it actually is . . . the worldwide shortage of food, [the 
belief] that the commodity boom will go on for ever and ever.

Alexander: You have to show people why to invest?

Production director: Why to invest, yes. And a lot of people have been let 
down by the promises (Production director, Lipetsk region, 2014)

Similar to the  above- cited millionaire who complains about the gold mine 
failing to materialize, this director describes how not only international in-
vestors but also Russian consultants and state agents compared investing in 
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 agriculture with harvesting “gold- bearing fi elds.” But he concludes, aft er hav-
ing worked such fi elds for years: “Boy, they are not. You can make money here, 
but it is bloody hard work.” In contrast to gold- rush promises, many foreign 
companies constantly struggled to reach net profi tability.

Even though investment promises were to some degree simply “spectacles 
designed to attract investors” (Li 2014b, 596), they were not entirely baseless. 
A variety of sources agree that in 2010– 15 Russian farmland was and remained 
undervalued relative to its production potential and in global comparison 
(Luyt, Santos, and Carita 2013; Oliver and Horne 2013; Shirley 2011). Several 
high- profi le reports around that time emphasized prevailing yield gaps in Rus-
sia (oft en along with Ukraine and Kazakhstan) and predicted substantial in-
creases, particularly in grain productivity and exports (Deininger and Byerlee 
2011; Luyt, Santos, and Carita 2013). At a national level, some of these predic-
tions turned out to be relatively accurate (Uzun, Shagaida, and Lerman 2019; 
Wegren, Nikulin, and Trotsuk 2023). But profi ts were realized only for certain 
companies, and investing big money into farmland brought no guarantee for 
getting there. One reason is that in contrast to investors’ early confi dence in 
agricultural products’ ever- rising demand and prices, agricultural commodity 
markets remained relatively unstable. In several regions over the study period, 
price volatilities and drops depressed results, and years with bad weather con-
ditions did the rest. Experts confi rm that price developments are “absolutely 
unpredictable” for agricultural producers (Academic Moscow 2014). State reg-
ulations at that time were aimed less at stabilizing commodity prices than at 
stabilizing output levels, or even keeping domestic grain prices low, which of 
course increases risks for producers.

On the operational level, optimistic expectations were grounded in “givens” 
such as large fi elds,  large- scale production facilities and infrastructure, and 
workers trained for industrialized agriculture already in place. If infused with 
fresh capital, technology, and expertise, this potential could be brought to fru-
ition, as even some expat agricultural specialists working for these companies 
expected. Some vividly described their excitement when getting out on the 
vast fi elds for the fi rst time and realizing the scale of operations that would be 
possible. Th ey would proudly post photographs of large fi elds and farms on so-
cial media or show them to visiting friends. And they identifi ed with the mis-
sion to overcome yield and profi tability gaps, as one Western specialist states: 
“Of course, it’s not a boring atmosphere. And that made me decide to . . . go 
to Eastern Europe. Because . . . in Western Europe, everything is organized, 
pretty well managed, and it’s only to improve the margins. . . . But here, with 
a lot of good common sense, you can make big steps forward. And then, of 
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course, the scale of operations here is big. You will never fi nd these large areas 
in Western Europe” (Production manager, Voronezh, 2012).

Realization: Mind the Gap

Part of what makes farmland attractive for investors at a global scale is the 
expectation that it could “store and produce capital” (Ouma 2014, 163)—if 
they are good investments. In Russia, in regions with average conditions for 
agricultural production, storing capital in land without immediate plans to 
work it was not uncommon in previous decades, and the practice is still com-
monly criticized by rural residents. Th ey emphasize that investors stored cap-
ital “cheaply,” at a time when “money was still unstable” (Rural resident, Nizh-
niy Novgorod region, 2021), but never intended to produce anything, and this 
strategy contributed to driving weaker producers out of business. Such busi-
ness practices have become less common, and they do not work for everyone. 
Western investment companies, in particular, had to learn that unless they 
produce capital quickly, their projects will count as bad investments. Managers 
describe how their initial enthusiasm began to crumble not only due to endless 
hurdles such as technical defects, spare parts never arriving, organizational 
diffi  culties, workers unwilling to be disciplined, or infl exible state authori-
ties. Such friction contradicts images of straightforward operations. However, 
those familiar with  large- scale farming, or farming in Russia, would expect 
diffi  culties to some degree and not see it as a general threat to planned opera-
tions. But sometimes such diffi  culties pile up. Expenses for infrastructure re-
pairs, the modernization of machinery, and bringing production facilities and 
farmland that may have been abandoned for years back into production may 
increase costs far beyond expectations. In other instances, the production in-
frastructure has to be completely rebuilt, as this farm director puts it: “Partic-
ularly when a company goes through a bankruptcy procedure . . . all that re-
mains is the bare place and the soil, because you can’t take that in your pocket” 
(LFE director, Lipetsk region, 2013). Others describe how they found out about 
pending debts and unforeseen expenditures aft er the takeover and only then 
realized that they “have not bought enterprises cheaply at all” (Journalist, Ros-
tov, 2012). Cost for land registration and the consolidation of the land bank, 
too, oft en turned out to relativize its low purchase price. Th is Russian director 
sums up the long road from a promising purchase to reasonable profi ts: “Th e 
business will enter the agricultural sphere, because [land] is very much an un-
dervalued resource in Russia. Th is is the last undervalued resource in Rus-
sia. If you are buying land for some two or three thousand rubles per hectare, 
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and its real worth is one thousand dollars, even two thousand, or even maybe 
three thousand dollars, you will increase your capitalization thirty times. . . . 
But land, agricultural land in the Russian understanding, isn’t worth anything. 
And you have to convert agricultural land into land in a European under-
standing. And this will cost money. Th ere has to be an enterprise on it, with a 
good turnover and a good high- quality agrarian production” (Businessman, 
Perm region, 2011).

I doubt that agricultural land is “the last undervalued resource in Russia,” 
but the quote illustrates the sense of a “fi rst mover advantage” to invest in a re-
source with a “newly enhanced value, and the spectacular riches it promises 
to investors who get into the business early” (Li 2014b, 595). Th e chairman of 
the BEF board in 2007 expressed a similar expectation when he told a Swed-
ish newspaper: “Th e possibilities for Russian agricultural land are now. Th at is 
why we want to be able to fi nance investments now and not in a half- year or a 
year” (cited in Kuns, Visser, and Wästfelt 2016, 207). However, when it comes 
to the level of “operations” (Ouma 2016), it turns out that you will not have re-
alized an opportunity by acting at the right time, and things are far from set-
tled once the deal is concluded. Production managers rather emphasized that 
land deals were only the beginning of a lengthy, slow, and risky process. Th is 
should not come as a surprise. If yield and profi tability gaps were overcome 
easily, why would not others have done that before?

Managers and directors of diff erent companies described how their strate-
gies shift ed, at least partly, from acquiring large land banks and betting on in-
creasing land prices to focusing more on agricultural production and making 
it predictable and profi table. Kuns and colleagues (2016) suggest that, in the 
case of the “big three” Scandinavian investors, this reorientation from “asset 
play” to focusing on production started in 2008 when, aft er the previous peak, 
global grain prices started to fall, the fi nancial crisis hit, and share prices col-
lapsed. For instance, BEF shares lost around 75 percent of their value within 
ten months in 2008. By 2012, the share prices of all three companies stood be-
low 50 percent of the price at which they had been issued. All three compa-
nies also showed negative (at times two- digit) average returns on investment 
(ROIC) and returns on equity (ROE) for the period 2007– 11 (Luyt, Santos, and 
Carita 2013, xxvi).

In reaction to business outcomes, and as reaching net profi tability became 
the main goal, company strategies to control as much land as possible were 
partly reversed. One study even found a negative correlation between land 
bank size and economic success, as the two Western companies “with the 
weakest performance to date control the largest land banks, each with over 
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250,000 hectares” (Luyt, Santos, and Carita 2013, XXV). So while the oppor-
tunity to run  large- scale operations was oft en cited as a motivation for enter-
ing Russian agriculture in the fi rst place, it was later addressed as among the 
biggest problems: “Most people agree [that] even in Russia it is fairly easy to 
turn a profi t on fi ve thousand, ten thousand hectares if you put in suffi  cient 
investment. . . . Now the problem comes in when you try to scale up, from 
ten thousand hectares to thirty, forty, fi ft y . . . [some companies operate] over 
two hundred thousand hectares, that is where the problems came in. . . . It be-
comes much harder to manage, fi rst because of the complexity of operations, 
or because some of the farms are very scattered, the fi elds are literally fi ft y ki-
lometers apart in some cases. . . . It just becomes more diffi  cult to do what you 
need to do at an optimum time. Th ings start slipping, costs go up and yields go 
down” (Production director, Lipetsk region, 2014).

Managers would admit that their organizational capacities lag behind the 
scale and complexity of operations. Miscommunication and delays in chains 
of information and command were among the frequent examples. Size became 
problematic, especially when things did not work as expected, and hours were 
oft en spent searching for defective machinery or essential personnel. Some of 
the investing companies achieved profi tability on a farm and operational level, 
but these profi ts were not enough to sustain an expensive superstructure of 
central offi  ces, higher management, and a board of directors. Some companies 
substantially cut down on this superstructure, albeit relatively late.

Cost- cutting strategies imply deciding not to work parts of the land banks 
(and if they were free to decide, enterprises would oft en work even less if they 
were not bound to conditions and government policies), saving on wages, fer-
tilizers, pesticides, seeds, and machinery. In the words of one Agrokultura 
manager, a strategy of aiming for profi t “that can be done by going for less than 
optimum yields, but . . . running a much lower cost structure” (Production di-
rector, Lipetsk region, 2014). Even though net profi tability and positive results 
for the shareholders remain the element “that never changes,” as one produc-
tion manager describes it, “what might change is how the companies decide 
to go about that” (Production manager, Lipetsk region, 2014). Many mana-
gers I interviewed between 2012 and 2014 described how they try to bridge the 
gap between expectations and performance under such circumstances: “Un-
fortunately . . . all these [foreign investment] companies have not made any 
profi t since they started. . . . I really hope that . . . we can at least make a prof-
itable farming business here in Russia. Because I’m 100 percent sure that it is 
possible . . . that the potential is there to make a profi t” (Production manager, 
Voronezh, 2012).
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By that time, however, vanishing optimism on the investment side also 
made itself felt on the ground as Agrokultura became less liquid and cut ex-
penditures on machinery, seeds, and fertilizers and also investments in so-
cial services and infrastructure. One manager criticized those in the company 
leadership who “don’t think about what they want to look like in ten years 
from now and how they want the countryside to look like in the long run” and 
explains this, partly, by the fact that none of the foreign crop- producing com-
panies have ” been profi table in the last six years. Which forces them to . . . be 
shortsighted actually. Just how are we going to survive another year?” (Pro-
duction director, Voronezh, 2014). Such insights confi rm fi ndings by Kuns 
and colleagues (2016, 208), who argued that the time necessary to build up a 
successful farming company at the attempted scale takes considerably more 
time than expected by investors. Th ey emphasize the tension between “inves-
tor  short- termism” (Kuns, Visser, and Wästfelt 2016, 208) and the much lon-
ger operational time spans. Young, fast- growing, and foreign companies have 
been identifi ed as particularly prone to economic troubles (Lander and Kuns 
2021; Luyt, Santos, and Carita 2013) but others face similar risks. A study found 
that in 2014, half of the  twenty- fi ve largest agribusinesses in Russia (by land 
bank sizes) either run on huge debts or were unprofi table, and a quarter of 
them went bankrupt or were sold (Visser, Spoor, and Mamonova 2014).

In 2014, Agrokultura was bought out by Prodimex, a Russian sugar refi ner 
that in 2015 became the largest landholder in Russia, even without taking into 
account the land of former Agrokultura (BEFL 2015a). Th e largest foreign in-
vestment company by the land bank, BEF, was bought in 2017 by a Russian 
company linked to the oil and gas industry via family ties. Th e takeover re-
sulted in the creation of a new entity, Volga- Don Agroinvest (Lander and 
Kuns 2021, 3). Trigon Agri still operates under the name Agomino, but it sold 
off  large parts of the business and was delisted from the Stockholm stock ex-
change in late 2020 (Nasdaq Stockholm 2020). In light of such developments, 
Kuns and colleagues (2016, 203) conclude that Russian  investment- driven ag-
riculture is “a dynamic sector with companies regularly appearing, merging 
and disappearing.” I shall now turn to some implications of such dynamics 
with regard to appropriation and the relationship between companies and ru-
ral populations.

Concentration: Big Fish Eat Little Fish

We have seen that while the concentration of farmland and other agricul-
tural assets has become a defi ning characteristic of the Russian agrarian land-
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scape, the process of accumulation has oft en not been straightforward. Indeed, 
numerous investments in Russian agriculture turned into rather unfortunate 
ventures. So what to make of this concurrence of extreme concentration of 
power and assets on the one hand, and failing giants on the other?

It is important to understand this accumulation not as resulting from sin-
gle investment projects, or a post- 2007 global land rush, but as part of a longer 
process implying rounds of bankruptcies, disintegration, devaluation, revalu-
ation, and dispossession. It is a historic process that started long before con-
sulting companies and publicly listed companies draft ed their presentations 
and created the image of an undervalued asset class, and it continued aft er 
they left  the game.  Foreign- led investment has overall not been a strong driver 
of the overall accumulation tendency; it has been small relative to the coun-
try’s agricultural potential (Luyt, Santos, and Carita 2013, XIX). Foreign com-
panies’ land acquisition may have been most visible in parts of the media, and 
through their PR campaigns, but most of the giants in the sector are not for-
eign investment companies, and their operations go far beyond the produc-
tion of fi eld crops.

Capital’s resurgent interest in Russian agriculture represents a remark-
able, though not sudden, reorientation aft er the state and private disinvest-
ment from the sector during the 1990s. While the concentration of former 
state assets in a few private hands in the post- Soviet period is well known 
and documented (Barnes 2006), except for a few extraordinarily favorable re-
gions, oligarchs entered or grew from the agricultural sector much later than 
industries or the energy sector. As Alexander Nikulin (2011, 56) summarizes: 
“Th e post- Soviet oligarchism emerged and rose up in Russian megalopolises 
and large industrial centers, and during the fi rst post- Soviet decade it gener-
ally disdained to appear in the countryside, which was considered to be a de-
pressed and unprofi table sphere.” How, then, did agriculture become a fi eld for 
economic opportunity seekers?

Major problems for the domestic agrarian sector in the 1990s were the con-
currence of the failing and taking apart of the agrarian system while the do-
mestic market was fl ooded with cheap imports. Th is began to change when the 
1998 Russian fi nancial crisis became a stimulus for domestic agrarian produc-
tion. Th e defl ation of the Russian ruble improved the competitiveness of do-
mestic agricultural goods in relation to imports, and sale prices for output in-
creased more than input prices, which improved agriculture’s terms of trade 
(W. Liefert and O. Liefert 1999). As Andrew Barnes (2006, 197) puts it: “Th e 
fi nancial crash of 1998 did something extraordinary to Russian agriculture: it 
made it profi table, or at least solvent. Agriculture was the fi rst sector in which 
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the  import- substitution eff ect of a fourfold currency devaluation took hold, 
as citizens switched from hopelessly expensive imported foods to acceptable 
Russian substitutes. Th e shift  signifi cantly increased the number of profi table 
farms in the country, and the output of Russian agriculture as a whole rose 
every year from 1999 to 2001.” He identifi es a group of primary benefi ciaries 
of this renewed interest in agriculture—and these were not primary producers 
that were “simply too numerous, too debt- ridden, and too cash- poor” to com-
pete. Rather, “the agrarian groups that fared best aft er the crash were those that 
had built up control over food- processing or  commodities- trading bottlenecks 
earlier” (Barnes 2006, 199).

Many of the largest agricultural companies today started as Russian food- 
processing or  commodity- trading companies that deepened their vertical in-
tegration and successively bought up their supply base. Th e aim of avoiding 
taxation was a further incentive for engaging in production. Already around 
the turn of the century, the number of such “backwardly integrating food- 
processing companies” (Atkin 2009, 111) expanded remarkably (Nikulin 2011, 
56– 57). But also large players from the industry and energy sectors entered the 
game during this period. Lukoil leased about one hundred thousand hectares 
in 1998, and Metalloinvest acquired  sixty- four farms, fi ft een processors, six 
grain elevators, over three hundred thousand hectares of agricultural land, and 
other agricultural assets plus trade enterprises around the year 2000 (Barnes 
2006, 202– 3).  Processor- led integration of agricultural producers into larger 
company networks and even investment by fi nance and industry had occurred 
already in the 1990s (Barnes 2006, 155– 63), but the post- 1998 partial readjust-
ment of agricultural markets spurred company growth and more systematic 
integration of producers (Uzun, Shagaida, and Sarajkin 2012, 5).

Buying up farms and land at large scale became possible due to a massive 
devaluation and mass enterprise bankruptcies that freed assets. Th e portion 
of nonprofi table agricultural enterprises reached 88 percent in 1998, and the 
offi  cial total number of enterprises decreased from 26,900 in 1995 to 19,800 
in 2005, and 5,900 in 2014 (Rosstat 2015a, 124; Rosstat 2002b, 109). In 2002, 
the legislature passed the federal law “On the fi nancial recovery of agrarian 
commodity producers” that enabled  state- backed restructuring of enterprise 
debts. To benefi t from this measure, enterprises had to “prove” their capacity 
to operate profi tably in the future. Bankruptcy procedures were initiated for 
enterprises that were failing. As a result, devalued farms and land were put up 
for sale on a massive scale (Uzun, Shagaida, and Sarajkin 2012, 5– 6). New land 
legislation that came into force in 2003 lift ed most earlier restrictions on pri-
vate land purchase and ownership (Lerman and Shagaida 2007, 16). Foreign 
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companies, banks, and funds remain excluded but can acquire farmland 
through oft en fully owned daughter companies. Daughter companies also al-
low bypassing of regulations that limit the portion of a district’s farmland that 
can be controlled by any single company—oft en 10 percent (Uzun, Shagaida, 
and Sarajkin 2012, 6). As state subsidies at this time shift ed toward privileg-
ing large enterprises, they found favorable conditions for expanding further.

Also, state policies’ return to privileging large farms was in part a reaction 
to the 1990s agricultural crisis, during which many enterprises were kept alive 
by administrative measures to prevent a collapse of the sector and job losses, 
and the administration was searching for more eff ective ways to organize sub-
sidies (Uzun, Shagaida, and Sarajkin 2012, 4). A strong bias in state subsidies 
toward the largest farm enterprises has been observed and criticized since 
the early 2000s (Uzun 2005, 2012). Th e so-called agroholdings are oft en con-
demned for securing immoderate shares of government subsidies and profi t-
ing from corruption (Academic, Moscow, 2014). Smaller agricultural produc-
ers are oft en not eligible to apply or lack juridical and economic expertise to 
produce a business plan for a successful application. One smallholder, echo-
ing many, explains: “I am a real farmer. During harvesting or sowing, I have 
no time to sleep, let alone write any grants” (Private farmer, Nizhniy Novgorod 
region, 2021).

Th e shift  toward large agricultural companies has been fundamental: “One 
of the most dramatic changes has been the emergence of exceptionally large, 
and in most cases externally owned and managed, commercial farming oper-
ations. . . . [Th eir] emergence and growth . . . off ers a stark contrast to earlier 
expectations of the transformation of Russian agriculture. Rather than create a 
family farming sector, Russia may reestablish latifundia owned, not by the no-
bility, but by corporations that may not have a direct relationship to food and 
fi bre production” (Rylko and Jolly 2005, 116).

Th is concentration goes beyond private and publicly listed companies en-
tering agriculture. State- owned companies, many dating back to the 1990s, 
comprised the largest share of agricultural holding companies by the mid- 
2000s (Rylko and Jolly 2005; Uzun 2012). Also, some successor enterprises of 
the former collective and state farms have expanded, for instance, by taking 
over assets from (bankrupt) neighbor enterprises. So have “private farms,” the 
average size of which is growing, with some of them “essentially run as inte-
grated agribusinesses” (Wegren 2011, 219).

Managers explain that, operational diffi  culties notwithstanding, econo-
mies of scale have become a precondition for running a successful farm enter-
prise in Russia. A certain scale of operations is required for effi  cient usage of 
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machinery and inputs. Many of the successful larger enterprises either com-
prise or are well connected to processing or sales, which is crucial given the 
distribution of profi t margins along the food chain. In oft en relatively fl uid 
agricultural commodity markets, large producers benefi t from the negotiat-
ing power that comes with buying (of machinery, seeds, fertilizers, or fuel) 
and selling (to processors or exporters) large quantities (Production mana-
ger, Voronezh, 2012). Larger enterprises also can aff ord to hire lawyers, and 
sales specialists, or to outsource certain services. Such capacities are particu-
larly relevant in a context where, unlike in many Western countries, there are 
few organizations and agencies that support farmers with issues around sales, 
bookkeeping, or legal tasks, and also uncertainties in property and market re-
lations, rapidly changing subsidy schemes, etc., that require and will benefi t 
players with more than agricultural expertise. As we will see in the next chap-
ter, larger companies also oft en benefi t from more powerful ties with state 
authorities.

If one were to search for a more  context- sensitive alternative to the land- 
grabbing trope, it could be the proverbial image of “big fi sh eat little fi sh.” I 
would imagine a Russian agribusiness as a wels catfi sh. Th e wels is native to 
the region. It is the largest freshwater fi sh in Europe. It is not picky when it 
comes to its food, which can be small animals, fi sh, insects, but also occasion-
ally frogs, snakes, rats, or ducks, which it usually swallows whole. While it is 
not fussy when it comes to the size of its prey, sometimes welses die attempt-
ing to swallow prey that is too large. Th e wels has been observed feeding on 
dead animals. Its feeding patterns are highly opportunistic and adaptive to its 
environment. When hunting, it relies on hearing and smell more than vision 
and can trace prey in muddy water. It can use its fi ns to create eddies to disori-
ent its victim. Th e more successful agribusinesses, too, seem to be masters in 
navigating muddy waters and doing quite well by swallowing farms of various 
sizes and other opportunities that come their way. In eff ect, the “strong ones 
become stronger, and the rest become weaker” (Academic, Nizhniy Novgorod 
region, 2021)—or eaten.

Whose Potential?

Farms and farmland are oft en passed on over several rounds of sales and ac-
quisition rather than seized once and for all. Th is is relevant concerning the 
question of who wins and who loses in the process. While hopes for investors 
to revive production to the benefi t of local populations are oft en disappointed, 
takeovers are rarely judged as the appropriation of goods that should belong 
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to the “locals,” simply because local producers oft en are seen as unable to run 
stable and profi table businesses. Companies are criticized for closing meat, 
milk, or vegetable production, for paying low wages and providing little infor-
mal support, or for ultimately failing to set up a profi table business—but not 
for investing. Even though the redistribution of goods and gains does not fol-
low a simple  resource- grab pattern in this instance, the question of who wins 
and who loses in these turbulent takeovers remains relevant.

Th is chapter has focused on Western investing companies that were bet-
ting on rising land prices but withdrew aft er successive operational losses, 
plummeting company values, and the “value erosion” (Visser 2017) of Russian 
farmland. As company shares lost value almost constantly over the years, this 
meant losses for shareholders, including Western pension funds (Luyt, San-
tos, and Carita 2013). Companies tried to attain profi tability by cutting costs, 
including those for personnel and management. In the process, they cut back 
the number of farmworkers, managers, and specialists in urban offi  ces as well 
as board members. Payments to board members were cut during companies’ 
late periods. And still, the wages, fees, and bonuses paid to expat managers and 
specialists, consultants, top management, and boards were substantial com-
pared to the modest income of hundreds of farmworkers. I will not discuss 
the fate of managers and investors here. Rather, I will stick to the operational 
side and ask how the gap between investment expectations and the partial fail-
ure of such expectations plays out at a farm and village level.

Did the owners of land entitlements eventually benefi t from rising land 
prices? Price levels and increases vary greatly across regions and even places. 
In Letnevo (northern Black Earth region, Lipetsk region), for instance, land 
share prices (4.2 hectares) rose from 18,000 rubles in 2002 ($570) to 50,000 
rubles in 2012 ($1,700). Th is price increase is considerable, but it will not make 
a fortune: 18,000 rubles is roughly what might be earned from two potato 
harvests on a subsidiary household farm, and 50,000 rubles is what a highly 
trained and well- paid tractor driver could earn in a month at that time. In 
Lipenka, located in the Rostov region’s Southern Steppes, where earlier and 
steeper price increases occurred, share prices rose from 3,000 rubles in 2000 
to 300,000 rubles in 2013. A man who had moved to the village around the 
turn of the century told me how, if he had sold his house in Ingushetia at that 
time and invested this money in land, he could have bought  sixty- six land ti-
tles that would have brought him monthly leases of eighty thousand rubles, 
more than fi ve times the offi  cial average agricultural wage. But, just as most 
others, he had not expected the return of interest and profi tability in land-
ownership. Across diff erent regions, many told me that they regret having sold 
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land shares early and below value. But many have eff ectively sold their titles—
because gaining even a modest sum may have been crucial at the time, or be-
cause they thought there was no point in keeping the title (see chapter 2). 
Hence many of those who do profi t from rising rents today are not ordinary 
villagers. Already in 2006, 33 percent of the acreage was leased to agricultural 
producers, not by individual shareholders but by commercial organizations—
usually controlled by one or two people, but with an average of 2,500 hectares 
at their disposal—or new “landlords,” as Uzun calls them (2012, 141– 42).

Did agrarian workers benefi t from investments in production? When man-
agers and farm directors speak about profi ts failing to materialize, many of 
them, in particular those with a nonagricultural or non- Russian background, 
will emphasize ineffi  ciency they see as rooted in the legacy of a Soviet agrar-
ian system, which was not designed to be effi  cient (but rather  output- driven) 
or resulted in an “overstaffi  ng” of farms that they fi nd hard to reverse (chap-
ter 5). What many of them claim to be most needed are “modern” farming and 
management methods and schemes, technologies, and expertise. Th ey oft en 
speak of themselves as modernizers who, with their expertise, will restruc-
ture farming operations to achieve higher effi  ciency. Th is implies diff erentia-
tion between the “new” specialists and managers and “old” workers who be-
come part of everyday interactions on a farm level. Th e former claim to push 
productivity to new levels; the latter are ascribed the role of running and main-
taining production as is. New specialists claim to engage in bringing home the 
harvest and also in redefi ning and optimizing operations for the future. Such 
a division of roles is in line with investment as well as “modernizing” logics in 
which the closing of gaps between actual and potential levels of output and ef-
fi ciency counts more than maintaining the status quo. Th e “modernizers”—
managers, farm directors, and specialists—earn much higher wages, hold 
central  decision- making competencies, and are higher up in the enterprise hi-
erarchy. Crucially, they hold such privileges not despite companies’ nonprof-
itability but due to it. Th eir job is to close the gap between the given and the 
possible, from an investor’s perspective, and they embody the promise of fu-
ture profi ts and yields. Workers, in contrast, are oft en presented as obstructing 
modernization by sticking to “Soviet” production principles and mindsets.

 Such divisions do not remain uncontested. In one instance, we visited a 
driver and the  tractor- seeder unit he operated with an expat production man-
ager and his interpreter. Th e driver explained how, with a self- made bolt, he 
fi xed a fault that caused the seeder to lose oil. He concluded: “Here is the pat-
ent, would you give me fi ve hundred dollars?” He repeated the question sev-
eral times and stuck out his hand for the reward. What kind of a claim is this? 
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Relative to other jobs on the farm, that of a tractor driver is stable and well 
paid. Still, the market price of the  tractor- seeder combination exceeded the 
lifetime wages of both drivers working on it in shift s. And certainly, any expat 
working in the company, having been attracted to Russia not least by attrac-
tive wages, earns several times more than a tractor driver. One can thus under-
stand the claim for a reward for fi xing a crucial machine as a claim to be rec-
ognized: the driver is doing skilled and nonsubstitutable work, contributing to 
maintaining and improving operations, and wants to be rewarded accordingly: 
with fi ve hundred dollars, not rubles.

In some respects, there seems to be more, rather than less, demand for such 
skills on farms that  higher- level management seeks to quickly “modernize,” 
and some recognize that drivers and “old” engineers contribute a lot to fi x-
ing technical problems before they become problematic for the company. An 
Agrokultura production director admits that they are “always experimenting” 
(Production director, Lipetsk region, 2014) with the organizational and agro-
nomic changes they are trying to implement. As one of them puts it, speak-
ing in the eight years aft er the company started its operations in Russia: “It is 
still very much a work in progress. Th ere is not one, I don’t think there can 

FIGURE 4.2. Expat production managers overseeing work on their company’s fi eld. Author’s 
photograph.
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be any one template that would work. It may not even work within our com-
pany and certainly would not work overall” (Production director, Lipetsk re-
gion, 2014). Another manager describes foreign specialists as knowing very 
well how to count tons and hectares and how to handle high- tech machinery. 
However, when it comes to reorganizing farms that also consist of humans and 
social relations, the company appears remarkably clueless: “Th ere is absolutely 
no company policy on how that could be done. Th ere is an ideal of, say: we’re 
looking to become more effi  cient, but there is no overall strategy” (Production 
manager, Lipetsk region, 2014).

Th is mode of running and reforming agribusiness clearly diverges from 
the images of smooth operations based on the implementation of technology, 
available (Western) know- how, and best practices described above—which all 
suggest that companies had all means and knowledge at their disposal already. 
When production managers admit that they do not have any  ready- made tem-
plates but are in a constant process of experimentation—or trial and error, as 
others put it—they also reveal that their actual role in both running and re-
shaping operations is not so diff erent from that of workers. What sets them 
apart is more a division of recognition and reward than a division of labor. 
Th eir experimental schemes very much hinge on workers’, drivers’, or special-
ists’ skills and capacities to learn from gathered experience, fi gure out what to 
do when things do not work out as expected, and develop solutions. Th is kind 
of experimentation is a collaborative process more than the mere application 
of technology and expertise.

Blaming diffi  culties in reorganizing operations on workers, or solely on op-
erational diffi  culties in Russia, further hides obstacles and limitations within 
company structures and  asset- driven investment schemes. In the fi rst years the 
boards of the “big three” foreign investment companies were staff ed by mem-
bers lacking experience in agriculture (Kuns, Visser, and Wästfelt 2016, 208), 
which was a common point of criticism by Agrokultura’s operational mana-
gers. Russian businesspeople included in this study, too, had made the money 
they invested in agriculture in industry or fossil fuel extraction. If many of 
them had not expected the amount of  follow-up investment, eff ort, and time 
required to develop functioning and profi table operations at the required 
scale, this also has to do with ignorance stemming from such lack of relevant 
experience. Many of my interlocutors agreed that the investment side had ex-
pected quick and easy profi ts or, in some cases, easy and safe money storage. 
Yet the capitalist company hands investment risks and misjudgments down to 
farm workers. As one Agrokultura production manager, whose role is between 
investors and workers, explained: “I also found that sometimes the people at 
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the farm level actually forget who the ultimate owners of the company are 
[laughs], and . . . they forget who is providing investments . . . and sometimes 
they have to be reminded, that, no, we are not just farming here . . . Obviously, 
we have some local social responsibilities. We have to look aft er and pay our 
workers. But at the end of the day, we are, I personally, I am responsible to the 
shareholders of the company, who have employed me, and that’s it . . . we have 
to deliver a positive result to the shareholders” (Production manager, Lipetsk 
region, 2014).

As investing companies saw nonprofi tability last well beyond the expected 
initial restructuring phase of two to three years, the pressure on the operational 
side to demonstrate profi tability came to override plans of  longer- term restruc-
turing. Th is study thus confi rms the tension “between investor  short- termism 
and the  longer- term perspective” (Kuns, Visser, and Wästfelt 2016, 208) nec-
essary to implement eff ective midterm changes. It fi nds such  short- termism 
not only with listed companies, however, but with diff erent investors, includ-
ing Russian ones, that entered agriculture in expectation of safe and easy prof-
its. Unlike foreign investors, however, some of the companies more embedded 
in regional and national networks play on multiple assets and forms of capi-
tal and thus are more likely to gain benefi ts even if initial investment expec-
tations don’t materialize. Th e following chapter describes such strategies in 
more detail.
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Chapter 5

Tactics

With the directors of the local agricultural enterprise and stud farm, we ar-
rive at a building site close to the farm’s main base in the village of Lipenka. 
A dozen workers on tractors, bulldozers, and trucks are busy tearing down 
what was left  of former kolkhoz stables. Th e massive brick buildings must have 
been solid in former days, still obvious nearly two decades aft er their aban-
donment. As the foreman approaches us, the director of the stables introduces 
the farm director with the words: “Th is is the director of Lipenka.” Formally, 
one may object that the mayor is the head of the village while the man called 
“director of Lipenka” is the director of an agricultural enterprise called Trak-
tor. One may also wonder why the director of the much more profi table sta-
bles ascribes this honor to a man constantly complaining about the economic 
performance of his enterprise. Furthermore, both men work for the same, not 
very transparent, company structure, headed by a powerful regional business-
man and politician. Although they are directors on a local level, villagers will 
oft en speak of them as subordinates with limited competencies in their com-
panies. Despite this, the “director of Lipenka” is widely considered to be the 
most powerful person in the village. As the conversation on how to transform 
this part of the village continues, they begin to call the place “Lipengrad,” with 
the new ending upscaling the village into a gorod—a city or town. It is a joke 
or a fantasy. Beyond wealthy urbanites visiting the stables, there is not much 
of an urban feel to the village, and many young people keep leaving for the 
“real” cities. At the same time, the village receives some funds from the re-
gional and federal budget, mediated through the company leadership’s politi-
cal ties. In this respect, the company does at least connect the village to fl ows 
of state resources.

I am reminded of another instance with a wealthy businessman from the 
nearby regional capital choosing to register some of his enterprises in the small 
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village of Zhary, and his taxes suddenly came to make up the largest portion 
of the village administration’s budget. He runs his own glossy magazine that 
published a report on the village titled “Republic of Zhary.” With the business-
man’s portrait on the issue’s cover, it is not hard to guess who the imagined 
sovereign would be. Again, what seems to be rather grotesque fantasies of sov-
ereignty, on the one hand, correspond, on the other hand, with the opinion 
widely held by locals and village mayors that—given the breakdown of the lo-
cal agricultural enterprise some years before—the village largely depends on 
the businessman’s capital and infl uence. In this regard, he may be seen as the 
village’s informal ruler.

Some business actors imagine themselves as equipped not only with the 
power to make live, but also to make die. I ask an expat production manager 
how they dealt with a driver who drove his tractor into a tree when drunk. “We 
fi red him, but we should have shot him” was his prompt answer, probably in-
tended to be funny, but it echoed much of the authoritarian tone in his and 
his colleagues’ usual speech, how they justifi ed poor wages and working con-
ditions by workers’ deviance, and portraying themselves as those who would 
bring order. I frequently encountered similar instances, somewhere between 
megalomaniac power fantasies and substantial authority. Th is chapter investi-
gates what underlies such “fantasies” and the implications in terms of workers’, 
villagers’, and companies’ power and agency.

Monopoly, Power, Interdependence

Th e “director of Lipenka” hosted me during most of my time in the village, 
and I gained insights into the workings of his authority. His patronage opened 
many doors for me. His support would enable and facilitate my eff orts to meet 
enterprise employees or administrative personnel. But he could also block my 
eff orts. He would oft en know what I was doing and pull his strings. My inter-
locutor’s moderate criticism of the enterprise would suddenly turn into ap-
praisal aft er a phone call during which I heard the director’s deep and husky 
voice at the other end of the line. Th e enterprise canteen, preparing mainly 
the farm’s own produce, would feed me for free. I had no vehicle in the village, 
but the director’s brief phone calls would suffi  ce to fi nd a car or truck heading 
wherever I had to go or to reschedule a ride in that direction. His overview and 
command of machinery, vehicles, and workers enabled him to arrange various 
support for workers, villagers, the village administration, or, in this instance, 
for me. Just like directors of other farms, he was in a position to direct and re-
direct resources and operations that were useful for a variety of purposes, in-
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cluding but not limited to agricultural production: machines that could work 
kolkhoz fi elds but also private plots, carry agricultural produce but also build-
ing materials, specialists who could fi x defects on the farm or in a household, 
workers who could run fi eld operations but also maintain public infrastruc-
ture, or materials no longer needed for the agricultural enterprise but use-
ful on a private building site. Requesting bank loans, villagers may depend on 
their director’s guarantee of creditworthiness, and the latter’s local authority 
may get them out of trouble with the police or juridical organs.

Even though the “director of Lipenka” works for a company investing fossil 
fuel capital, this is not where such monopoly power is primarily nested. Simi-
lar patterns can be found across enterprises with a strong kolkhoz lineage, pri-
vate farming enterprises grown large, and investment projects. Many of the 
houses people live in were built and occasionally are still owned by the agri-
cultural enterprise, which may also be the source of the sugar, butter, bread, or 
oil on kitchen tables, distributed to households as rent for land shares. Farm 
enterprises may provide food for the local kindergarten and school, sponsor 
the local football team and provide the van that will take them to matches on 
weekends. Some organize activities for local pensioners and provide a tribute 
to war veterans. Th ey contribute to festivities and cultural events. At cost price, 
they provide technical resources or fodder for villagers’ subsidiary production, 
or lay water or gas pipes to workers’ houses. Aft er heavy snowfall they have 
tractors and bulldozers to clean streets in the villages and the roads that con-
nect them to highways and towns. In exceptional situations such as marriages, 
births, or family members’ illnesses or deaths, workers and villagers may bor-
row money from enterprise directors. Th e enterprise will oft en provide a car 
to carry the dead and a tractor to dig out a grave; in some sense, it thus quite 
literally accompanies villagers from cradle to grave. We are hence revisiting 
the theme of the khoziaistvo introduced in chapter 2 and will investigate more 
deeply how it relates to questions of power at diff erent scales. We will see how 
the “new masters” who came with outside investment navigate and reconfi g-
ure kolkhoz arrangements and how they exploit but also are obliged to them.

Investors build on local monopoly patterns rather than install them from 
scratch. And although some aspects of monopoly power work in their favor, 
it also demands responsibilities that they may not have chosen freely. In Li-
penka, the businessman who owns the farm enterprise, stables, and a major-
ity of land shares, and employs the directors, is also an elected member of the 
regional parliament, holds various ministerial posts, and is the chief regional 
manager of the company that runs the village gas supply. He usually travels to 
the village by helicopter; hardly anyone has ever seen him, and no one on the 
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ground seems to have insight into the workings of the  political- economic web 
he directs. And still, he is connected to the village in so many ways: sitting in 
parliament “for them,” owning land that surrounds them, owning the gas pipes 
that run into their homes, employing large parts of the village population but 
also seeing a part of their earnings fl ow back to his enterprises when they pay 
for gas and other services.

Th e “director of Lipenka” oft en underlines his responsibility for the village, 
pointing out that he runs and creates structures that will provide jobs and in-
come, sustain and stimulate the village economy, and eventually keep the vil-
lage alive. “Th is is all for the people,” he claims. “People want jobs, and how 
will they get them? And who will create them?” Even though such narratives 
of “good farm enterprises” are contested, they resonate with the widely held 
view that villages with no running enterprise are usually worse off  and that 
if the “old” enterprises did not manage to survive under the new, tough eco-
nomic conditions, it is up to new agricultural companies strong enough to 
resurrect production to sustain villages in future. Hope rests on the ostensibly 
powerful and stable investment companies that oft en promise to take care of 
village populations’ needs.

Th e self- declared “new sovereign” has more in common with the khoziain 
from chapter 2—the enterprise director taking care of the enterprise, village, 
and workers—than one might expect (how far either of them meet expecta-
tions is a diff erent question). Both hold much local authority. Formally, they 
decide whether to support individuals and the village at large in a particular 
way or not, to further downscale or rebuild an enterprise, to fi re workers or 
employ them. Th is corresponds with frequent statements by rural dwellers and 
authorities such as, “Village X is governed by investor Y,” or “they really estab-
lished a government of their own here.”

At the same time, the  dependencies —in more “traditional”  kolkhoz- like 
enterprises and incoming investors—covered in this study are not merely 
one- sided. In tiny villages oft en surrounded by dozens of square kilometers of 
fi elds, enterprises oft en depend on village populations’ labor force to keep go-
ing. Rural residents today are free to leave a village and settle elsewhere. Th is 
is diff erent from historical phases when agricultural labor was disciplined and 
organized through direct coercion, such as during the Soviet kolkhoz regime 
until 1969, when membership was inherited and members were not free to 
leave their enterprise or occupation, or during times of serfdom in imperial 
Russia. Th us, somewhat in contrast to the sovereignty fantasies that opened 
this chapter, my emphasis here is also on how diff erent sides navigate and ne-
gotiate the circumstances they fi nd themselves in. I argue that managers and 
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directors oft en employ tactics that cannot but engage with the various neces-
sities they encounter, including economic but also social circumstances in the 
places where they operate.

Fostering informal ties with villages may seem unexpected for investors. 
Following notions of economization, privatization, marketization, or commer-
cialization, we may assume that takeovers by large companies would result in 
a streamlining of operations according to clear economic rationalities and a 
disembedding of economic operations.  Profi t- seeking agricultural companies 
would then reorganize “kolkhoz webs” according to purer economic princi-
ples, try to offl  oad social responsibilities, and separate the economic from the 
social and political. I did encounter such attempts. For instance, one village 
mayor described the arrival of an investment project as follows: “Still in the 
process of arriving at our territory, they said right away that ‘this social bur-
den, we won’t take it on ourselves’ . . . [Th ey] addressed the village population 
and said right away that ‘we will not come forward with . . . organizing events 
and investing in social and cultural infrastructure. We will allot you taxes, they 
will go into the local budget, and you will be fi ne’ ” (Village mayor, Perm re-
gion, 2013).

But things did not work out that way for the company. “Th ey kept on par-
ticipating, even though they said we will not help, but they did” (Village mayor, 
Perm region, 2013). Th e enterprise did not become very profi table, the amount 
of taxes they paid were low, and the village administration remained dependent 
on informal help. Workers and villagers, too, remained dependent on infor-
mal support from the enterprise—and the enterprise remained dependent on 
workers. For the enterprise director, the urge to engage with the social sphere 
mirrored the simple fact that nobody else would and that dropping it would 
harm the enterprise—as he illustrates with this episode: “Th e governor arrived 
by helicopter and told me: ‘If you want your school to be closed, leave every-
thing as it is. But if you don’t want it to be closed, reduce the expenses per pupil 
by 30 percent.’ But how will you reduce expenses per pupil in a village school? 
Producing new children . . . is not realistic” (Businessman, Perm region, 2010).

Th e school was eventually preserved without spurring births for that 
purpose— which would mean a reversal of the tendency of shrinking classes, 
which increases the costs per pupil. Instead, the renovation of the school 
building allowed for sharp cuts in energy costs. Th e investor admits he was 
easily convinced by the governor to take over the task: for an enterprise that 
depends heavily on young specialists, the prospect of losing the local school—
with the closest substitute twenty kilometers away on gravel road—could pose 
an existential risk. As state authorities were reluctant to take action to preserve 
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the school, it was up to the enterprise to do so. While the governor had little 
stakes in a small village that he could forget about aft er leaving on his helicop-
ter, the businessman had become invested in the village by choosing to take 
over its farm enterprise.

Th at the businessman had to adapt to the circumstances had much to do 
with the distinct operational environment. In contrast to his urban factory, 
which he says can be managed “without taking into account the social struc-
ture of the city at all” (Businessman, Perm region, 2010), his role in the village 
is “completely diff erent.” Here, “it turns out that the social infrastructure rests 
upon the enterprise anyway. Th ere is no other variant. . . . For us, this is bad” 
(Businessman, Perm region, 2010). He is explicit that it is not enthusiasm for 
rural development or benevolence, but rather a necessity that urges him into 
this role: “I’m urged [to take up such responsibilities]. I’m still one of those 
who count money. You have to understand clearly that I’m not some, so to say, 
a socially oriented person. Th at’s not true” (Businessman, Perm region, 2011). 
He makes explicit what other directors and managers rather formulate be-
tween the lines when he admits how much he adopts his tactics to the circum-
stances he encounters in a specifi c location. He had arrived with a tight busi-
ness plan and management principles but then saw himself confronted with 
entanglements he may have wished to avoid but could not ignore or reject—as 
he describes in another illustrative example:

Th e less private subsidiary agriculture there will be in this village, the bet-
ter for me. Th e more people will work in the enterprise, the more attractive 
for me. Th e greater their devotion to their work, the easier for me to take 
them to work, even during their days off , during harvest time. Take them for 
 twelve- hour working days, when they go home only to sleep and then back to 
work, sleep and back to work. Because the cycles of the highest workload co-
incide. I need them in August to September, but then they also need them-
selves on their household plots. Last year we gave them potatoes, said “Take 
as much as you want,” to prevent them from planting and digging their own 
potatoes with a shovel on their plots. . . . But then, when people keep cows, I 
cannot go and tell them: you have to slaughter this cow; otherwise, I won’t give 
you a job. . . . I have two options: either I will start fi ghting with their cow or 
make arrangements for this cow to consume as little time as possible. Th us I 
say: keep your cow, but don’t mow your hay. When we have done ours, we will 
bring you two bales . . . and you can feed your cow all winter long. For me . . . 
the costs are minimal, but he will do his job as a tractor driver and not walk 
around with his scythe (Businessman, Perm region, 2010).
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Here is our urban  dollar- millionaire competing with villagers’ potatoes and 
cows. Many of the “new” agricultural actors articulated similar surprise or 
frustration. I remember how shocked one expat production manager was 
when we arrived on one of their farms and learned that their half- million- 
dollar tractors were standing idle during a crucial harvest day because the 
drivers were busy digging potatoes on their household plots. Th eir  large- scale 
operations were meant to run smoothly based on expensive technology, but 
molding workers’ living realities into these schemes turned out to be more 
complex than expected. Th is stands in stark contrast to the image of smooth 
operations created by companies (chapter 4). While abstracting from social 
embeddedness in a shareholder presentation is easy, doing so on a farm level 
may be impossible—the increased employment of modern machinery and 
technologies notwithstanding.

Managers are hence urged to adapt to local demands to some extent. A rep-
resentative of a foreign investor remarked:

On the one hand, you can call it . . . trying to work responsibly. . . . Th is is one 
side of the story. On the other hand, you very much depend on the local peo-
ple. Because they are your workers. In the end, it’s the local Russian people 
who really have to execute the jobs. . . . In the end, it’s in collaboration with 
the locals . . . so, you also try to keep the good relationships between them 
and you . . . provide them with either fi nancial aid, but also sometimes to keep 
roads clean. . . . All publicly listed companies . . . need to have a chapter in 
their annual report about sustainable business, about responsible operations, 
so . . . of course, if you do things like that . . . you can write a chapter in your 
annual report [that is] always good for investors. . . . But . . . the main thing is 
that we want to keep a good relationship between the locals and you as a farm-
ing company (Production manager, Voronezh, 2012).

 One thing we have to be very careful about obviously is that we have some 
of the local people who [are owners of land shares] and we still need some of 
them, we still need their local support for us to carry on, on a long- term le-
gal basis. Th at’s important, we can’t ignore that. And at the same time . . . you 
can’t get away from the fact that there is a certain amount of social responsi-
bility attached to being the only employer in most of the villages that we work. 
But at the same time, if we are not a profi table employer, there will be no one 
either. . . . I need to be able to pay the key personnel more than we’re paying 
now, to keep them working on the farm . . . because they are the ones, these 
tractor drivers, sprayer operators, without them everything stops. So we have 
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to work on a system that keeps them motivated, happy, and working (Produc-
tion manager, Lipetsk region, 2014).

Such interdependencies are  context- specifi c and change over time. Some 
enterprises pursue strategies of cutting back on various aspects of local so-
cial embeddedness or refrain from rebuilding them in places where bank-
ruptcies have erased previous relations and commitments. Where proximity 
allows enterprises to recruit workers from other towns or villages, they seem 
more likely to free themselves from responsibilities and less hesitant to close 
down local production bases, as they can continue working land banks from 
elsewhere. In other instances, companies split their operations in a single vil-
lage into agricultural enterprises, which employ village populations on min-
imum wages and providing village services, and some more profi table busi-
nesses such as the abovementioned horse farm or a recreational center. Th e 
former keeps a village alive at a minimum, the latter has freed itself from the 
responsibilities that come with enterprises’ local authority (Village mayor, 
Rostov region, 2013). Changes in farming technologies and organizational 
patterns reduce the number of workers needed, and many enterprises are in 
a process of shrinking their workforce. Managers describe that they are in a 
position to care less about villagers’ and administrations’ needs and demands 
as soon as they bring a majority of land shares under their control, so they 
no longer depend on shareholder assemblies. “People become insignifi cant” 
then, one journalist commented, since it becomes the investor “alone who 
constitutes any assembly” (Journalist, Rostov, 2012). In that regard, this study’s 
fi ndings are in line with others on changing formal and informal, or explicit 
and implicit “corporate social responsibility” in Russian large farm enterprises 
(Visser, Kurakin, and Nikulin 2019). It also indicates, however, that rather 
than straightforward uprooting, we should expect gradual reconfi guration of 
entanglements, not so much oriented to a pure market model but something 
more hybrid.

What I described as monopoly power is not beyond such hybridity. Large 
farm enterprises are pivotal nodes in local power relations and resource fl ows 
and oft en central in upholding various aspects of life in a village. At the same 
time, companies’ dispersed control—and management structures—imply that 
the more fundamental decisions are oft en made elsewhere, by people and in 
spheres relatively distant from these enterprises. Th is dispersion of local con-
trol can lead to a “thinning” (Appel 2019, 51) of formal responsibility, liability 
and accountability, and weak predictability and reliability for rural residents. 
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In the cases discussed here, interdependence between enterprises and villag-
ers does mean that the former cannot fully ignore the latter’s needs and inter-
ests. Yet it also became clear that this interdependence is not stable but contin-
gent on changing circumstances.

Tactics, Nonsovereign Power, and the State

When I approached huge farming companies in Russia, controlling hundreds 
of thousands of hectares and employing hundreds of workers, I expected them 
to implement their schemes straightforwardly. At a closer look, it turned out 
that even huge investors’ projects remained prone to failure and bound to 
 context- specifi c demands and necessities much more than even company di-
rectors and managers would have expected. Th e instances described in the 
previous paragraphs thus remind us that we should not reach conclusions on 
investors’ capacities to implement business plans and models from their sover-
eignty fantasies, the goals they declare, and the sizes of their operations. Mak-
ing business plans and acting in a social world are diff erent, and market ratio-
nalities are not the only ones that matter, as I shall argue.

One may conclude that, somewhat against the grain of this chapter’s open-
ing passages, company leaders rarely act as omnipotent sovereigns; rather, they 
navigate tricky circumstances. Th e diff erence can be described as one between 
tactics and strategies. A strategy anticipates the desired result and for this pur-
pose partly abstracts from concrete circumstances that it aims to transgress 
and transform: it forms realities according to a plan. Michel de Certeau ([1984] 
2004, xix) calls strategy “the calculus of  force- relationships which becomes 
possible when a subject of will and power . . . can be isolated from an ‘environ-
ment.’ ” In contrast, he defi nes tactic as a calculus that cannot count on such a 
privileged position: “A tactic insinuates itself into the other’s place, fragmen-
tarily, without taking it over in its entirety, without being able to keep it at a 
distance” (De Certeau ([1984] 2004, xix). With this diff erentiation, one could 
say that enterprises are thrown back to tactic maneuvering when they would 
prefer to implement a strategy. One production manager states: “You can have 
the best strategy in the world, but unless you can successfully implement it, it 
is just a piece of paper” (Production manager, Lipetsk region, 2014).

Should we be surprised to see the evolution of tactics rather than an imple-
mentation of strategies? What may lead to surprise on the side of social sci-
entists is that much social theory is biased to see strategies, the implementa-
tion of schemes and plans, and knowledgeable actors where there may be more 
open search, adaptation, trial and error, and ignorance (McGoey 2012; Stark 
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2009). We fi nd a bias of that kind in many classical works and among some 
of the most brilliant and infl uential thinkers. Th ink of Karl Marx, for whom 
the capacity to anticipate results defi nes human action and the labor process; 
of Hannah Arendt’s emphasis on the models that will guide the work of the 
laboring subject; or Max Weber’s category of instrumental (zweckrational) 
action—an action that pursues ends that are defi ned beforehand (Weber 
1922, 27).

A variety of approaches aims to include the unplanned, of course. In the 
terms of performativity-thinking, one can say that performative action rarely 
produces realities in the sense of bringing into being directly what it declares. 
A “weaker” (Christophers 2014, 18) version of performativity—a perlocution 
in J. L. Austin’s terminology—depends on an “external reality that does not 
immediately or necessarily yield to the effi  cacy of sovereign authority” and 
thus “operates on the conditions of non- sovereign power” (Butler 2010, 151). 
Such acts do not “produce realities” but rather “depend upon them to be suc-
cessful” and thereby “alter an ongoing situation” (Butler 2010, 151). Hence the 
“assumption of a ‘sovereign’ speaker is lost, and whatever conception of agency 
takes its place presumes that agency is itself dispersed” (Butler 2010, 151).

Attendance to such nonsovereign performativity brings to light the inter-
play between economic ambitions and rationalities on the one hand, and cir-
cumstances that actors did not choose but cannot avoid on the other. It helps to 
unmask sovereignty fantasies for what they are and to better understand how 
even powerful companies must navigate complex webs of relations in their at-
tempts to remold villages and enterprises. Companies may fi nd local entan-
glements constraining or fi nd ways to adapt their tactics and exploit them. For 
instance, they can try to exploit social and political entanglements to stabilize 
operations that would be rather fragile on their “pure” economic side.

Many agricultural enterprises in Russia continue to fulfi ll functions that 
overlap with state responsibilities (Lindner 2008). Th e picture has changed 
since the late Soviet period, when one- quarter of enterprise expenditures went 
into social infrastructure (Nefedova 2014, 76). But especially in villages where 
an enterprise is not merely the only signifi cant employer but also a money-
lender, supplier of machinery, raw materials, and agricultural produce—the 
boundary between economic operations and social functions tends to be 
blurred. In Lipenka, the executive agricultural manager describes how he fre-
quently explains to his boss why the company should invest in the village so-
cial sphere at all. Th e farm is not profi table, support is quite costly, and still, 
the enterprise has an interest in keeping the village alive and workers con-
tent enough to remain in their jobs. Th e slow decay of village social facilities, 
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outmigration, villagers’ discontent or even active opposition could all become 
problematic for the enterprise in the midterm. What is more, as local disputes 
have shown, “disorder” in the village can cause inconveniences to this boss 
whose involvement in the regional government makes him accountable, to 
some degree, to other regional elites who prefer calm over scandals (see also 
Mamonova 2016).

Th e pattern is not unique to this village. Enterprise representatives oft en 
complain about being forced to take on responsibilities that they say should 
belong to the state. When they “solve certain social problems . . . on their ter-
ritories” (District administration employee, Lipetsk region, 2014), this can be 
motivated by vital self- interest in maintaining some functioning order. Th ey 
have, aft er all, territories and populations to care for. But providing social 
functions or taking up responsibilities for unprosperous villages and enter-
prises can also be part of explicit deals with state authorities. Th e following 
quotation echoes a common pattern and perception: “Unprofi table enterprises 
are compensated by profi table ones. And this is a policy to save the village. 
Now [a midsize farmer nearby] is buying a village, he has a farm there. Th ey 
tell him that the farm is unprofi table, why does he need this? He says, ‘I’m solv-
ing a social problem.’ People will leave—the village will die” (Agricultural con-
sultant, Nizhniy Novgorod region, 2021).

In return for solving social problems, enterprises can gain political support 
or access to state programs, both of which can be of no less vital interest than 
sustaining relations at a village level. Th e state owns signifi cant portions of the 
country’s farmland (Uzun 2012), and state authorities play a critical role in ap-
proving land and enterprise transactions (Visser, Mamonova, and Spoor 2012). 
In eff ect, companies depend heavily on state support if they attempt to expand, 
but also for their day- to-day operations (Kuns, Visser, and Wästfelt 2016; Wen-
gle 2018). And even if state authorities do not help a business, it will be better 
if they do not hamper it either.

In Russia, as in most countries, agriculture’s profi tability hinges on state 
subsidies. Th e resulting dependence is increased by the fact that agricultural 
markets remain relatively unstable and unfavorable for producers. But the dis-
tribution of subsidies and other state benefi ts varies across regions and en-
terprises. Besides agrarian subsidies and state programs that help them with 
costly investments in machinery, storage, and processing facilities, or obtain-
ing favorable loans, some enterprises also receive state support for tasks re-
lated to “rural development.” Relevant programs comprise subsidized wages 
or homes to attract workers. Not only do enterprises depend on the state to 
(cross-)subsidize their operations, but the state also depends on enterprises 
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for parts of its rural development agenda. For instance, our  potato- millionaire 
emphasizes how his enterprise mediates state funds: “If the president says, ‘We 
have to develop agriculture,’ they very much have to fi nd this object that they 
might develop” (Businessman, Perm region, 2010). Th is echoes the histori-
cal experience that both Soviet and Russian agrarian and developmental state 
projects were oft en grand in their ambitions and scale, but they oft en were not 
implemented as designed at a local level (Scott 1998; Smith 2014; Wengle 2022).

Individual entrepreneurs and business leaders can draw various forms of 
capital from playing such mediatory roles. For businesspeople with politi-
cal ambitions, getting involved in rural development and agriculture can be a 
stepping stone to higher political mandates. Both oligarchs in this chapter fall 
into this category. Th e owner of the enterprise in Lipenka already held high 
management posts in the energy sector and was a representative in the re-
gional parliament before expanding into agriculture. Besides energy and agri-
culture, the web of enterprises under his command comprises food processing, 
horse breeding and competition, craft s and small industries, hotels, a nature 
reserve, and further minor businesses across the region. Economic fl ows in 
this business web are organized in circuits through which enterprises share 
and trade their products and resources; these circuits and translations also 
occur between economic and political operations and forms of capital in the 
web. As illustrated earlier in this chapter, nonprofi table enterprises are taken 
over and sustained in exchange for economic and political benefi ts, and the 
company boss builds power and authority on his capacity to direct various re-
sources at a regional level—not unlike enterprise directors at village level.

Th e other industrialist who turned to farming runs a twin rural economic 
structure that comprises the potato farm and a commercial tour base. He, 
too, engages in rural development programs. When he was appointed as re-
gional minister of agriculture in 2013, informants with insight into regional 
policy circles confi rmed that he climbed the political ladder not least due to 
his farm experiment. His potato enterprise has not been a success story, but it 
had helped him gain political power and status.

Dependencies and resource fl ows between enterprises and villages, enter-
prises and the state, and exchanges between economic, social, and political 
capital are not specifi c to a particular type of enterprise. However, tapping into 
many of these fl ows is easier for larger enterprises and companies. Managers 
and directors of  medium- sized enterprises (controlling less than ten thousand 
hectares) complain that as agrarian subsidies and rural development programs 
are increasingly handed over from district to regional and federal bodies, es-
tablished “good relations” at local and district levels become increasingly 
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irrelevant. Village and district administrations for their part describe how they 
lose their infl uence on enterprises that increasingly reach deals with regional 
rather than local authorities. Hence the upscaling of entanglements aggravates 
one- sided dependencies on agricultural enterprises. Larger companies also try 
to capitalize on their real or claimed economic and political strength to legiti-
mize investment projects. Th ey promise to pay wages and taxes, and to revive 
enterprises and entire villages through their economic and social activity. Af-
ter similar promises by smaller enterprises and companies may have failed in 
the past, displaying size and claiming strength is a strategy used to convince 
local residents and authorities that they are, aft er all, able to get the job done.

Exploitation

Agriculture has become a historically and structurally disadvantaged sector, 
and this has implications for agricultural workers, patterns of exploitation, and 
rural politics. For many workers in Russian agriculture, the situation has im-
proved since the peak of the agrarian crisis. Given the amount and frequency 
of enterprise bankruptcies over the years, agrarian workers do not tend to crit-
icize agricultural enterprises for exploiting them. Th e general sense in many 
rural places is that you are unlikely to make big profi ts in primary agriculture, 
and—in contrast to other sectors—if you do, you possibly even deserve it. Ru-
ral dwellers engaged in subsidiary household production may very well agree 
with those managing large farms that the fi ve rubles they get for a kilogram of 
potatoes won’t bring much prosperity to either of them: for producers, it barely 
covers the production costs, while retailers’ markups are around 300 percent. 
Similarly, rural dwellers described the diff erence between the 10-ruble selling 
price for one liter of milk and the 35 rubles they pay in a shop and conclude 
that agricultural production is hardly profi table.

Class antagonism and complaints about the unequal distribution of profi ts 
and benefi ts are not absent from villages and enterprises, of course. Still, a pre-
vailing basic sense is that primary agriculture disadvantages both workers and 
enterprises. When wages are low and paid late, workers oft en understand this 
as a sign of shared hardship rather than an exploitative strategy. Inequality is 
seen less as an issue within an enterprise, a village, or agriculture, and more be-
tween agriculture and other economic sectors, the rural and the urban, the pe-
ripheries and the centers. Some urbanites visiting the countryside show signs 
of much greater wealth than local agrarian elites. Top managers and directors 
of big agrarian companies are rather perceived as urban and nonagricultural 
“outsiders.” Rarely are they seen in villages, and if they are, they have oft en 
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traveled from urban offi  ces in expensive cars or helicopters. Also, rural dwell-
ers know that in many instances companies invest capital that has not origi-
nally been made in agriculture.

Which forms of exploitation and politics emerge when enterprises hold 
powerful local monopolies but are struggling in economic terms? First, such a 
condition shapes the possibilities and rationalities of employment. Dmitry Iva-
novich, whom I portrayed as a khoziain in chapter 2, describes the contradic-
tion he faces between employing more villagers or paying them better: “Wages 
are low and we don’t have any [capital] reserves. . . . We could pay [more], for 
two or three months. Th en there would be no diesel, no fertilizer, and eventu-
ally economic collapse. I do understand that . . . people do not earn full- value 
wages, but otherwise, there wouldn’t be anything left  at all. . . . I have fi ve trac-
tors, and I know I could replace them with one. I can take up credit and buy it 
and I will have this one tractor. And where will I put these four people? Th ey 
all work and receive their wages, more or less . . .” (Private farmer, Lipetsk re-
gion, 2013).

Th e quote illustrates a basic rationality that I found many rural dwellers 
share to some degree: that agricultural enterprises should provide employ-
ment as a priority and that decent wage levels are a secondary issue, especially 
when employment alternatives are scarce. Such rationalities can be used to 
the disadvantage of workers. Given high levels of informality and low levels of 
transparency, it is oft en hard to tell when, exactly, agricultural producers mo-
bilize diffi  culties in the agrarian sector to veil profi ts they do make or respon-
sibilities they could take. But certainly many do, to various degrees.

Another prevalent image frequently used against claims for higher wages 
and better working conditions is that of rural subsistence. Entanglements be-
tween subsidiary household production and large farms can create a squeeze 
between subsistence and wage labor. In an illustrative instance, I met a farm 
manager dressed in Armani and driving a Mercedes explaining that villag-
ers were actually alright with minimum wages as they grew most of what they 
needed in their gardens. In a more general sense, subsistence farming is mo-
bilized as an implicit or explicit legitimation for low wage levels in the coun-
tryside. One production manager, who had moved to a village some years be-
fore, explains:

Everybody thinks that people in the village should, for some reason, get less 
money . . . they think that even specialists, civil servants . . . if you work in a 
village, you should earn less. I ask them: “And why do you think this should 
be the case?” . . . and they say: “Well, you all have your subsidiary farming . . . 
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you live on subsidiary farming.” And I tell them: “So, you don’t think that peo-
ple want some better clothes as in the city, eat the way you eat, go to a shop or 
buy a car? . . . Why do you think that I should earn less than you do?” Go to 
any shop here and compare the prices to those in the city, the prices here are 
one and a half times higher. As if [they assumed these goods] arrived here on 
foot (LFE director, Perm region, 2014).

Rural disadvantage notwithstanding, many enterprises can count on hurdles 
that keep villagers from leaving the place. A manager explains: “If you live in 
the village, where else can you go? What choices do you have there? Not a lot. 
Except from just keep[ing] on working for the company that is there. Unless 
you would move to the city or would move to Moscow and do something com-
pletely diff erent. But many villages, they don’t have so much choice” (Produc-
tion manager, Voronezh, 2014).

While this young expat manager seems to underestimate rural residents’ 
agency, stressing a high level of dependence on local enterprises is appropriate. 
Rural residents may be attached to place and people, be responsible for elderly 
family members, or face a lack of opportunities elsewhere. Such attachments 
can bind them to a particular place, and this dependency can be exploited by 
enterprises. While daily and weekly commuting and seasonal labor migration 
are common, especially among men, they oft en end up in badly paid jobs, and 
their commuting increases the workload of women who stay in the village 
with responsibilities for children, elderly family members, or household farms.

Th e “exchange rates” for transferring rural forms of capital to urban spheres 
are oft en unfavorable. Th e amount you may get for selling a one- hundred- 
square- meter house in a village will most likely be insuffi  cient to buy a 
 single- room apartment in a town or city. Agricultural qualifi cations and work 
experience may be of little value for urban jobs, and those who leave villages 
may, again, lack access to  better- paid alternatives. Private subsidiary agricul-
ture, enterprise support, and land rent will provide a basic livelihood within 
low- budget village economies, but much less in a city. For instance, one thou-
sand rubles you may receive annually for a land share won’t help you much 
with the two- hundred- thousand- ruble rent for a small fl at. Instances of in-
dividuals or families choosing to return to their villages aft er facing diffi  cul-
ties and disappointment in cities are not uncommon. In short, the relative 
disadvantage bound to agriculture and rural political economies is not some-
thing that people can easily escape by leaving. At times, rural dwellers describe 
themselves as “slaves on our own land,” with nowhere to go.

While agricultural enterprises can exploit rural dwellers’ attachment to 
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places that keep them from leaving, they also fear the deterioration of condi-
tions that keep these places livable. Beyond wages, the availability of schools, 
kindergartens, medical centers and personnel, shops, reasonable streets and 
transport, electricity, gas, internet, and mobile phone connections all impact 
whether potential workers will stay in or move to a village. In many places, it 
seems easier for enterprises to ignore demands for higher wages, or pay wages 
and taxes months late, than to avoid investing in the village. But this is not 
enough to keep all rural residents in place and content. Th e low prestige of ag-
riculture, low wages for hard work, and the perception of instability are fre-
quently named as reasons why younger generations especially leave the coun-
try (Kvartiuk et al. 2020). At the same time, the number of persons employed 
in agriculture, forestry, and fi shery in Russia declined by nearly one- third be-
tween 2005 and 2014—from over 4 million to below 2.8 million (Rosstat 2015b, 
61), and the trend is expected to continue (Wegren 2014, 92– 93).

Managers in all enterprises I studied spoke about the risk of running out of 
crucial workers. Th ey voice the concern that, even if they do not lack workers 
today, they build on a delicate equilibrium that may very well cause them trou-
ble tomorrow. Younger workers leave villages while those who will not leave 
are getting older. One Agrokultura production manager refl ects that, in some 
places, “the biggest competition (among agro- companies) is in fi nding good 
people. . . . It’s not so much about land. . . . On a production level, it’s mainly 
people that they are fi ghting about” (Production manager, Voronezh, 2012).

Managers and directors I interviewed for this study therefore travel around 
villages, universities, and training centers to fi ll vacancies or to hire a specialist 
on the spot. Th ey invest money and political capital to enable village youths to 
attend university or to avoid the army if they commit to joining the enterprise 
later. Th ey organize daily shuttle transport for workers from distant places and 
build houses for others. And some have considerably increased wages for key 
personnel such as specialists and tractor drivers. Yet some enterprises already 
lack workers today, have machinery standing idle because of a lack of person-
nel, or refrain from expanding production into more  labor- intensive sectors 
for the same reason. As this company director refl ects: “We have 120 people 
working with us. We assume that we will run out of this labor resource. Th at 
is, even with the most favorable social situation we can create in the village, 
there is the objective understanding that the number of workers will decrease 
every year. We cannot overcome urbanization, that’s a global process” (Busi-
nessman, Perm region, 2012).

Diffi  culties to fi ll certain positions have an impact on enterprise– worker 
relations. Mangers have to ask recently dismissed workers to return to their 
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former jobs, being unable to fi nd anyone to replace them: “Th ey say that they 
will dismiss. But how to dismiss? Th ey lack people anyhow” (Private farmer, 
Rostov region, 2013). Or, from the perspective of an enterprise owner: “[In my] 
engineering enterprise, [when a worker] comes to work drunk, too late, I will 
fi re him. I have a  million- city [a city with more than a million people] behind 
me. I have constant hiring and dismissal, turnover. Here is a village, here we 
are stuck. Here we lack people, we don’t have the labor resource” (Business-
man, Perm region, 2011).

Th e labor balance varies a lot across places, however. One expat manager 
compares the employment situation in Russia with agricultural enterprises in 
Western Europe and complains that, besides core workers, they need to employ 
“a huge amount of other people that you need, like accountants, security, check 
men . . . it’s just a whole army that you need to keep just the machinery going, 
which you don’t have back home” (Production manager, Voronezh, 2014). An-
other manager explained that his farm would be much easier to manage if he 
reduced the workforce from 125 workers at that time to 30, and at the same time 
it would allow him to increase salaries for critical workers and specialists. But 
he fears that the dismissal of a large number of workers may backfi re. Guards 
and watchmen employed on some farms already outnumber tractor drivers 
several times. A further deterioration of living conditions and spirit could de-
stabilize existing local consent and spur appropriation, refusal, and sabotage.

Th e reserve army in this case is not exactly Marx’s ([1867] 2015, 784) re-
serve army or surplus population “always ready for exploitation,” surrounding 
an enterprise and keeping rates of exploitation high. Even  effi  ciency- driven 
managers hesitate to dismiss a “redundant” worker who happens to be a fam-
ily member of a “crucial” one, as this may motivate the whole family to leave 
the village. Also, any further decline of the village population could increase 
problems in the future. Since administrations’ budgets are calculated per reg-
istered inhabitant, and schools’ budgets per pupil, population decline may re-
sult in the further deterioration of social infrastructure, which in turn will in-
crease the diffi  culties to attract or keep critical workers. Unemployment and 
labor shortages exist alongside each other.

Persistence

Scholars have noted the relative absence of organized movements or resis-
tance in the Russian countryside (Mamonova 2016; Mamonova and Visser 
2014) compared to other geographic contexts. Th ere have been few publicly 
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visible protests around agrarian issues over recent decades and hardly any po-
litically organized groups or networks of peasants and agrarian workers within 
the country or as part of international networks such as La Via Campesina. 
Although agricultural trade unions exist in principle, they play a minor and 
rather defensive role and are oft en accused of being puppet organizations. 
While protests are not uncommon in the country in general, they have rarely 
included rural areas, and then concerns have tended to be related to environ-
mental issues more than agriculture. One notable exception was a tractor car-
avan, organized by private farmers, heading to Moscow from the Krasnodar 
region in the summer of 2016 in protest of raider seizures (hostile land and en-
terprise takeovers), corruption, and fraud. Protests by farmers are common: 
writing letters to authorities; organizing social media campaigns; attempting 
to draw media attention through actions such as hunger strikes; or engaging 
in more silent and hidden acts of sabotage or appropriation. Most of such acts 
that I learned about were quite dispersed, organized individually, and, at times, 
opportunistic, aimed at seizing resources for individual enterprises without 
further political aims.

Less common, according to my interviews and further sources, are strikes 
by workers on large farms. Union organizing and the lawful staging of strikes 
are diffi  cult in Russia in general (Matveev 2019a), and the level of political or-
ganization among agrarian workers is low (Visser et al. 2015). And yet such 
absence of strikes is surprising given the big collectives of workers on large 
farms that could form a basis for labor organization, or the fact that a strike by 
tractor or combine drivers during harvest periods would allow for substantial 
pressure on enterprises as harvest failure would be economically disastrous. 
Th is raises questions about political organization and other factors stimulat-
ing or hampering the formation of resistance or organized agrarian politics 
more generally and under specifi c  historical- geographic circumstances (Ma-
monova 2019; Wolford 2010). Rather than attempting to discuss these ques-
tions in general, I turn to one specifi c aspect that corresponds with dispersed 
dispossession in particular and will argue for taking struggles for continuation 
and persistence seriously as forms of political agency, besides more disruptive 
counterparts oft en framed as resistance in a narrower sense.

Remarkably, the only strike I read or heard about resulted from the fi ring of 
a farm director by the mother company aft er which the collective of workers 
refused to work—until the fi red director encouraged them to return to work. 
Th e farm director in question was famous for her support of workers and her 
skill in keeping the collective together and operations going. One instance I 
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witnessed illustrates this vividly. Much had gone wrong on the farm over re-
cent days: a new seeder was standing idle due to a leaking tube, and so was one 
urgently needed tractor with a bug in the navigation system. Th e company en-
gineers had not been able to organize spare parts yet. Two drivers refused to 
work because the newly installed computers on their tractors miscalculated 
the hectare coverage and fuel consumption in a way that would have earned 
them negative wages. Accusations of theft  had been passed on to the main of-
fi ce by an expat manager although they later turned out to be wrong.

Th e farm director invited one of the mother company’s production manag-
ers to her offi  ce where she had gathered a dozen key farm personnel. Not hiding 
her anger—not about technical diffi  culties, which occur in  large- scale farming, 
but more about management’s mistakes in coping with the situation— she be-
gan to enact her role as a khoziaika, master and caretaker, and recover her 
authority and the workers’ dignity. Employing some brilliant rhetorical strat-
egies, she redirected the accusations from the collective toward management 
failures at higher levels: a second glance or an inquiry with a farm specialist 
would have resolved the allegation of theft  on the spot and without causing 
a scandal. Solutions proposed by company management to get staff  and ma-
chines back to work ignored the situation of workers afraid of losing wages and 
reluctant to be employed on other machinery. Fiercely demanding respect for 
the workers, she came forward with a solution that all parties could (or had to) 
agree on. In a well- staged, on- the- spot phone call, she even managed to order 
the urgently needed spare part that the company could not get hold of, claim-
ing back some of the competence over machinery that had been transferred to 
the head offi  ce. She instantly fi lled the gaps she had just brought to light and 
reclaimed authority, showed herself to be a skillful mediator, and constructed 
a close bond between herself and the collective.

I suggest that the political moment here—and by extension the reaction 
to the director’s dismissal—has parallels to the defense of kolkhoz relations 
discussed in chapter 2. In both instances, concerns and action were directed 
toward the maintenance of arrangements and agreements that villagers and 
workers relied on for employment options, working conditions, and some so-
cial security. Th e shareholder collective in Setovka mobilized to keep a lo-
cal enterprise and the associated support structure intact, and a workers’ col-
lective under Agrokultura mobilized against the dismissal of a farm director 
standing up for workers. Th ese can be understood as “weapons of the weak” 
(Scott 1985) insofar as in both cases the collectives would have been in a weak 
position to engage in open, organized forms of resistance. Rather than inter-
rupting or sabotaging operations and structures, however, actors here aimed 
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at stabilizing certain existing arrangements. Pressure to collaborate with estab-
lished enterprises and companies follows from the view that things would be 
worse without them.

Such stabilizing tactics should not be confused with passivity or the ab-
sence of political agency. In Saba Mahmood’s terms, “What may appear to 
be a case of deplorable passivity and docility . . . may very well be a form of 
agency. . . . Agentival capacity is entailed not only in those acts that result in 
[progressive] change but also those that aim toward continuity, stasis, and sta-
bility” (Mahmood 2001, 212). Writing about rural Latvia, and thus closer to 
this study’s context, Dace Dzenovska (2018, 21) describes how rural residents 
act to postpone what they call “slow extinction” in an attempt to maintain “life 
in a harsh present with hope, but not certainty, that life would go on.” Simi-
larly, for this study, I would stress the importance of acknowledging the prac-
tices described here as agency.

Dispersed dispossession provides a background against which tactics that 
aim toward continuity and stability appear plausible and become graspable as 
adaptive and creative forms of agency that respond to disruptive changes and 
high levels of uncertainty. I don’t suggest that such tactics were, per se, po-
litically eff ective or emancipatory. But they make sense under given circum-
stances. As Maria Todorova writes about post- Soviet coping strategies, “Th e 
longing for security and stability oft en leads people toward stupidity, but it is 
not a stupid longing” (Todorova 2010a, 7). Dispersed dispossession forms the 
horizons of imagination, expectations, and plausibility. As a matter of work-
ers’ experience, a nonworking enterprise oft en causes much more trouble than 
a working one. Farm operations stagnate and collapse regularly, for various 
reasons, but rarely for the benefi t of workers. A politics of persistence aims at 
keeping changes predictable, authorities accountable, and  decision- making in-
clusive. It may be modest in its concrete aims but it is, at the same time, quite 
fundamental in that it targets relations that form the basis for security and pre-
dictability, as well as agency. Th is is not to say that dispersed dispossession ren-
dered more coordinated, proactive, or radical forms of political mobilization 
impossible or would fully explain the relative absence of organized movements 
in rural Russia. Coordinated resistance needs to be organized, and whether or 
not it will occur in the face of dispersed dispossession depends, as in other in-
stances, on factors such as leadership, institutional hosts able to mediate and 
organize mobilization, experience, and other resources for collective action to 
draw on (R. Hall et al. 2015; Motta and Nilsen 2011).

How rural residents usually criticize what they experience, and what they 
have experienced in the past, further helps to make sense of the politics or 
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persistence under these specifi c circumstances. Some of the fi ercest and most 
straightforward criticism of enterprises and investors I encountered was di-
rected against those who not merely shut down a local enterprise but also 
plundered and sold off  productive infrastructure, thus depriving local popula-
tions of a basis and means of production and value creation (chapter 3). Harsh 
criticism is also directed against enterprises and companies that draw substan-
tial benefi ts from state programs and subsidies but do not use them to the ben-
efi t of workers and villages. Instances include such companies that bought up 
farms with government support without developing them. Sometimes they are 
accused of using such deals merely to “grab” state resources: “Like a dog on a 
heap of hay, it does not eat but does not give anything to anyone else either” 
(LFE director, Lipetsk region, 2012). Such criticism resonates with studies that 
emphasize the role of “insider rent” (Dzarasov 2014) in Russian capitalism: the 
degree to which elites are able to tap into  state- controlled resources to privat-
ize benefi ts from them.

Rural actors measure the “behavior” of such enterprises and companies 
against investment promises. Many would emphasize that the term “inves-
tor,” loaded with positive connotations, should not apply to those who do not 
live up to promises to revive production, to provide employment and broader 
social supports, and hence contribute to local development—promises that 
have oft en been made to legitimize investment projects in the fi rst place. Com-
pany owners and top managers visiting a village on a helicopter once a year, 
avoiding meeting villagers, exemplify management acting beyond rural popu-
lations’ reach, and decoupling of business and population interests. Such proj-
ects are criticized for profi ting from state subsidies and the availability and 
cheapness of resources such as farmland and farms, but not to the benefi t of 
local communities. Rural dwellers in these situations articulate anger and frus-
tration since they fi nd themselves disregarded and betrayed in various roles at 
the same time: as owners (with property that makes no diff erence), as work-
ers (left  without jobs), and as citizens (with little benefi t from agricultural sub-
sidies and rural development agendas, and without political infl uence). Th ey 
lament the loss of a place and role they think they should have within a polit-
ical economy, and they criticize how companies exploit and perpetuate pat-
terns of dispersed dispossession that for many began with the disintegration 
of the Soviet agrarian system and for some even before that.
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Chapter 6

Reconnection

Th e Idea of dispersed dispossession is signifi cant beyond the context of this 
study. While the histories of colonialism and totalitarianism continue to mat-
ter and to cause harm (Kuzio 2023; Stoler 2016), the concept resonates with a 
wide range of circumstances. Further, in an era in which the economic order 
is increasingly described as post- neoliberal (Berndt and Boeckler 2023; Bishop 
and Payne 2021), authoritarian and totalitarian regimes are on the rise (Koch 
2022), austerity and systemic crises threaten the fabric of social life (Berlant 
2022; Ryabchuk 2023), and environmental crises directly aff ect ever more 
people (Dankelman and Naidu 2020; Tsing et al. 2017; Wang et al. 2023), re-
thinking concepts of rural dispossession, and dispossession more generally, is 
timely and necessary. Th e idea of dispersed dispossession should help illumi-
nate mechanisms and dimensions of dispossession that elude other concepts 
and framings. Th is study emphasizes fi ve such dimensions. First, the concept 
captures the deterioration of  state- or  community- mediated collective goods, 
support systems, material infrastructures, social contracts, and the separation 
of further webs of relations constitutive for well- being and agency. Second, it 
captures  drawn- out processes of dispossession in which preexisting harms and 
injustices accumulated over historical periods and  political- economic systems 
are perpetuated and exploited. Th ird, rather than by direct seizure, dispersed 
dispossession works through the fundamentally unequal capacities to navi-
gate disintegration and to repurpose, revalue, and appropriate devaluated and 
degraded goods. Fourth, it shapes the horizon of conceivable alternatives and 
plausible promises. Finally, it comes with profound implications for the con-
ditions and conceptualization of resistance and agency. I conclude by revisit-
ing these points.
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Relational Goods

As we have seen, dispersed dispossession is less about the separation of ru-
ral dwellers from land alone, or the violation of property rights, but rather 
about changing  political- economic, social, and physical landscapes and ac-
tors’ capacities to navigate them. One can choose diff erent historical starting 
points for telling this story—a choice with a profound impact on the narra-
tive. Th is section emphasizes the post- Soviet reforms while the following sec-
tions address how further pasts and futures are folded into the present. Even 
decades aft er their onset, post- Soviet land and agricultural reforms remain sig-
nifi cant for current rural relations. Rural actors themselves still frequently re-
fer to them to make sense of the circumstances they encounter in the present, 
with many interpreting them as a starting point of a series of changes and de-
velopments that led to lasting uncertainty and instability and that deprived 
them of something other than individual property. Th e post- Soviet disintegra-
tion is part of the genealogy of rural conditions in the 2010s.

Th e reforms’ results should not be confused with reformers’ declared ob-
jectives. Both in letter and in eff ect, however, these reforms aimed far beyond 
redistributing land access; they aimed at rearranging the system of agrarian 
production and rural life and redesigning the countryside. Th e logic of de-
collectivization was to undo the historic evils and mistakes of collectivization, 
replacing central planning with economic freedom, markets, and entrepre-
neurial initiative, and  Soviet- style large farm enterprises with private farms 
(Allina- Pisano 2008; Hann 2003; Wegren 2009). Both the implications and 
partial failure of this agenda shaped the meaning and mechanisms of rural 
dispossession in Russia in the 2010s. As land entitlements failed to play the 
role of a silver bullet to reorganize the agricultural system, land relations be-
came complicated (Lerman and Shagaida 2007; Shagaida 2010). As we have 
seen, many rural dwellers were unable to become the kind of economic subject 
envisioned by market reformers—private farmers cultivating their own land. 
Accordingly, they identify the roots of their deprivation not so much in los-
ing access to land but rather in their limited capacities to secure decent liveli-
hoods under circumstances they would describe as unjust for agricultural pro-
ducers in general and smallholders in particular. Land entitlements, in many 
cases, did not serve their interests very well because they could not use or keep 
them. Th ey could not use them if benefi ting from land rights would have re-
quired access to other resources—such as infrastructure, machinery, subsi-
dies, insurance, markets, agronomic, managerial, or legal expertise—that they 
were lacking or that they lost at the same time they obtained property titles. 
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Th is occurred most profoundly in places and regions less favorable for agri-
culture. In more favorable agricultural regions, rural dwellers oft en could not 
keep land entitlements. Here, agriculture drew earlier and stronger business 
interest (Ioff e, Nefedova, and Zaslavsky 2006; Visser, Kurakin, and Nikulin 
2019; Wegren, Nikulin, and Trotsuk 2023), and rural residents were more di-
rectly dispossessed of land by agricultural companies that exploited diff used 
and vague property relations and corruption in the legal and political system 
(Visser, Mamonova, and Spoor 2012).

Th e story of dispersed dispossession is hence also one about the limits 
and failures of land reform and the limits to individual property in land more 
broadly. Rather than security, rural residents had gained “dispersed owner-
ship” (Kurakin 2015, 153). If we were to tell the story of rural dispossession in 
post- Soviet Russia with a narrow focus on landed property, as a story of rural 
residents “only” losing their land, this would in some sense extend the mar-
ket reform’s failed basic promise—that property titles would provide a suffi  -
cient basis for a private small- scale farming sector to develop and that farming 
households would be provided with a stable income and a place in a restruc-
tured national agrarian system. Some rural dwellers indeed speak of land titles 
as symbols of reform failure and hence as part and parcel of the process that 
deprived them. Contrary to initial reform promises, property titles did not 
create independent peasants but instead revealed their dependence on sustain-
ing relationships mediated by the state, agricultural enterprises, or local com-
munities. Much of the reform was perceived as a crisis, and crises can reveal 
people’s dependence on various enabling and sustaining relationships that are 
denied in great parts of modern, and especially liberal, world views (Hoppe 
2024).  Property- based reform promises failed not least due to their implicit 
reductionism, presupposing and envisioning counterfactual self- suffi  ciency if 
property rights were granted.

Th e concentration of agricultural assets that began by the turn of the cen-
tury and intensifi ed in subsequent years does not usually displace subsistence 
farming or pose immediate threats to individual land rights, as the land that 
companies acquire has largely been worked by large enterprises since Soviet 
times. Dispossession here usually does not constitute an event or boil down to 
a separation from farmland as a primary theft . Rather, it works through the 
separation of complex webs of relations. What makes the issue of land access 
rather secondary for many rural dwellers in Russia is the breakdown and lack 
of a broader array of supports that would enable them to benefi t from it in the 
fi rst place. Th ese are not merely supplementary means to the realization of 
farmland potential but resources in their own right.



Chapter Six134

We have seen that the goods at stake in dispersed dispossession can re-
semble  state- mediated public goods or  community- mediated commons. Of-
ten, they don’t fi t these categories, a point to which we’ll return below. In broad 
terms, the objects of dispersed dispossession can be defi ned as relational goods 
(Donati 2019). Rural residents may demand them from the state, co-create 
them collectively, or lament their absence. We have seen, for instance, how 
communities fi ght for the preservation or restoration of ways of governing an 
enterprise as a khoziaistvo rather than a business, aiming toward need fulfi ll-
ment more than production. Such relations can be paternalistic (Rogers 2006), 
but we have also witnessed how rural dwellers take an active role in restor-
ing and reinventing collective arrangements, and claim their role in and ben-
efi ts from a khoziaistvo. From this perspective, rural residents cling to large 
enterprises not due to an abstract or nostalgic preference for  large- scale farm-
ing, but because the latter function as mediators of  enterprise- controlled and 
 state- provided resources vital for rural populations and institutions such as 
village administrations. In this regard, the goods mediated through a khozi-
aistvo can be understood as relational goods that both consist of and emerge 
from social relations (Donati 2019), and which collectives can demand but 
also co-create.

An increased sensitivity for relational goods can benefi t rural and agrar-
ian studies more broadly, not least to broaden and deepen concepts of rural 
dispossession that oft en focus on land (Edelman and Wolford 2017). Landed 
dispossession is the most prominent and most broadly theorized form of ru-
ral dispossession. Many studies fi nd, or assume, that rural dispossession fol-
lows, temporally and causally, from the appropriation of farmland by power-
ful states or private investors. Th is is oft en presented as straightforward and 
obvious. Michael Levien (2013b, 379) off ers a compellingly clear and conceptu-
ally elaborate summary of some oft en implicit assumptions when he describes 
land as “essentially a zero- sum asset” of fi nite supply and under high current 
demand that “can either stay with a farmer or be given to a capitalist.” He as-
sumes that the dispossession of land “constitutes a total and one- time threat 
to people’s means of production and subsistence . . . a sudden, exogenous and 
irreversible threat to people’s livelihoods, homes, and ways of life” (Levien 
2013b, 363). He concludes that the dispossession of land comes with “inescap-
able transparency” and “cannot be obscured” since “any farmer can see per-
fectly clearly the threat this poses to his or her existence” (Levien 2013b, 362).

I do not wish to challenge the accuracy of such fi ndings for their specifi c 
contexts, and I acknowledge that agrarian and rural studies do consider goods 
and resources beyond land. It still seems worth emphasizing that the distinct 
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and  context- specifi c signifi cance and role of land relations need to be stud-
ied in a way that does not collapse the assumption and diagnosis into one. 
If land becomes the unquestioned object and common denominator of ru-
ral dispossession, it may sometimes turn into an empty signifi er and foreclose 
rather than stimulate explicit investigation. Th e problem then is not only with 
empirical inaccuracy but also with the very scope and solidity of such cri-
tique. When ideas of rural dispossession are narrowed down to land grabs, this 
brings the risk of bracketing other forms of dispossession and assuming that as 
long as there is no land grab, there is no problem (Vorbrugg 2019). Th e peas-
ant or local landholder then fi gures as the only kind of potentially dispossessed 
subject—and not the wage laborer or the unemployed, the self- employed de-
pending on state support, or the worker leaving behind land and family and 
migrating to a city, oft en in possession of land titles and still without suffi  cient 
income. It is characters of the latter kind, however, who fi gure predominantly 
in our study.

In Russia, farmland takeovers are oft en not coincident with the loss of 
means of production or subsistence; they are not transparent, such that peo-
ple do not know for sure what or who deprives them, or how; and they are 
commonly not understood as a zero- sum game in which investors grab what 
should belong to the peasants. It is a matter of historical experience for many 
rural residents that individual land rights or access did not substitute for agri-
cultural subsidies and rural development programs, or for local arrangements, 
including kolkhoz relations, that would provide security and support. Th is 
does not mean that land relations were irrelevant. Personal subsidiary farm-
ing (food production on private plots) remains important for many house-
holds. Besides agriculture, land is used for various purposes, including fi sh-
ing, mushroom and berry picking, beekeeping, and rural tourism. Residents 
are also attached to rural places and land for social, cultural, and environmen-
tal reasons. Many say they enjoy the relative calm and freedom in the coun-
tryside, including the distance from state authorities. Land relations do mat-
ter in rural Russia. However, I am cautious about framing them as a nucleus 
that would defi ne livelihoods, or around which rural livelihoods would “nat-
urally” evolve.

Dispossession after State Socialism

Th e idea of dispersed dispossession emerged from a study in the Russian coun-
tryside. While it is not unique to the Russian or “postsocialist” context, and 
not the only form of dispossession one would fi nd there, it is contingent on 



Chapter Six136

historical context, including the implications of state socialism and its demise. 
Th e question of dispossession aft er the demise of state socialism has been ac-
ademically addressed early, recurrently, and prominently (Allina- Pisano 2007, 
2008; Humphrey 1996; Kalb 2009; Kalugina 2007; Nazpary 2002; Verdery 
2003). Notions of “cultural” (Creed 2011) and “moral” (Hann 2011) dispos-
session emerged from these debates. While these studies off er both import-
ant empirical insights and original conceptual contributions, interestingly they 
have remained relatively disconnected from most of the broader debates on 
dispossession in the social sciences. Most studies of postsocialism have en-
gaged rather superfi cially with dispossession as a concept and the theoretical 
traditions underlying it, while postsocialist contexts are largely ignored within 
more general debates. As a result, there remains a gap between empirical stud-
ies of dispossession in the region—which tend to use the term in a descriptive 
manner and as if it was self- evident—and broader debates on dispossession 
that largely bracket (post)socialist contexts and thereby wrongly imply that 
they had little or no theoretical signifi cance. Th is gap is more than a coinci-
dental omission. It rather refl ects some distinct challenges in bridging these 
debates.

In academic debates within Russia, the question of rural dispossession 
in the post- Soviet period has not been addressed systematically and has re-
mained surprisingly absent (Kalugina 2015, 231).  Context- specifi c theoretical 
and methodological preferences only partially explain this. Russian scholars’ 
hesitance to draw on critical theoretical traditions, labeled as Marxist, is some-
times taken to explain prominent gaps between “Eastern” and “Western” post- 
Soviet academic discourses (Ėtkind 2011; Tlostanova 2012). In Russian rural 
studies, however, a signifi cant left - leaning tradition exists and prevails. Th ese 
scholars, as well as their colleagues in the liberal camp, do not principally shy 
away from criticizing failed policies, unscrupulous businesses, and other driv-
ers of rural deprivation. But they rarely apply a language of dispossession, 
arguably because it can appear ambivalent. Th e post- Soviet reforms granted 
agricultural workers property rights rather than depriving them of ownership, 
which complicates the application of  property- based understandings of dis-
possession. Th is has led some to argue that dispossession in postsocialist set-
tings can be hidden rather than obvious. Katherine Verdery (2003, 76) found 
that underlying “the rise of responsible owners and entrepreneurs . . . lurked 
forces that dispossess” in Romania—a fi nding that holds true for Russia, too. 
I would emphasize, however, that dispossession seems elusive here due to the 
limits of conceptual language rather than the invisibility of its eff ects.
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Interestingly, while dispossession in a liberal and legal sense translates 
clumsily into Russian, one of the several terms for deprivation captures part 
of the idea of dispersed dispossession quite well. Obezdolivanie, literally and 
in its older meaning, means being bereft  of a share in something rather than 
individual ownership. Th is book has aimed to address the need and under-
explored potential for theorizing dispossession along the lines of losing one’s 
share in collective goods and place in social arrangements.

For the absence of post- Soviet realities from broader critical debates on 
dispossession, it is important that while concepts of dispossession may ap-
pear as universal, they are rather bound to distinct  historic- geographic con-
texts. Robert Nichols (2020, 51) identifi es “two contexts and two conceptual 
lineages behind the language of dispossession: one European and one Anglo- 
colonial,” where the fi rst refers to the historical transition from feudalism to 
capitalism, and the latter to the appropriation of Indigenous territory through 
 property- based “legalized theft .” Th ese conceptual lineages do not fi t Russia 
and other former socialist contexts very well. Historically, Russia did not tran-
sition from feudalism to capitalism, but to state socialism. Until recently, Rus-
sian colonial history has rarely been acknowledged. It has been discussed and 
theorized mainly in countries with historical experience of it, but these debates 
have not traveled well beyond these contexts and have hardly impacted con-
ceptualizations of dispossession. Th e absence of insights from the region in de-
bates on dispossession refl ects the more general marginalization of the “Global 
East” (M. Müller 2020) as a space from which signifi cant questions or original 
concepts and theories may emerge.

Studies of agrarian change in Russia based on extensive fi eldwork have be-
come rare since the beginning of the 2010s. Conceptual contributions have 
not been a main priority of most recent studies of rural change in Russia or 
have received only limited attention in international, mainly anglophone, de-
bates. Such hurdles notwithstanding, some themes in the literature on post- 
Soviet dispossession seem well suited to connect to more general debates. Ear-
lier scholars have revisited and extended concepts such as that of property 
(Hann 2005; Verdery and Humphrey 2004; Verdery 1999) or neoliberalism 
(Collier 2011; Hirt, Sellar, and Young 2013) through the lens of postsocialist 
privatization. I want to suggest that, similarly, we can revisit and extend con-
cepts of dispossession. Th e dispossession of collective goods, meaning, options, 
and agency has been a recurrent theme in studies of postsocialist privatization. 
Jessica Pisano, for instance, found that during privatization, agrarian “worker- 
shareholders were dispossessed of the land and farms they had collectively 
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regarded as their own” (Allina- Pisano 2008, 185). Caroline Humphrey (1996, 
72) suggested that the “dispossessed” in Russia “are created by the specifi cally 
post- Soviet political domains of which they are no longer a part.”

Such dispossession has oft en been treated as a historical and regional spec-
ifi city, but its signifi cance extends beyond regional framings. Understood as 
“part of a historically specifi c transition from one form of social organization 
to another” (Nichols 2020, 77), immanent in “microlevel practices that worked 
to dismantle one infrastructure of life and replace it with another” (Nichols 
2020, 45), postsocialist dispossession corresponds very well with historical in-
stances of settler colonialism or the great enclosure, or systemic ruptures and 
crises: it relates to changes at a societal level and to the infrastructure of life. 
Th is resonates with fi ndings that contemporary dispossession elsewhere also 
works through “social relations already confi gured and disposed by imperial 
conquest and racial capitalism” (Byrd et al. 2018, 1) or can occur as an unex-
pected and unplanned piecemeal erosion of social relations (Li 2014a; Povinelli 
2011). It also resonates with refl ection on life and deprivation on a “damaged 
planet” (Tsing et al. 2017), environmental damage that has been caused by both 
capitalist and state socialist systems (Gille 2022; P. R. Josephson et al. 2013).

In this respect, this study speaks to a growing literature that emphasizes 
conditions of prolonged crisis, deteriorated livelihood bases, and systemic dis-
advantage over eventful dispossession. Concepts that have been coined and 
used to address such conditions include abandonment (Biehl 2013b; Povinelli 
2011), duress (Stoler 2016), and structural, slow, silent, and ordinary violence 
(Das 2007; Galtung 1969; Nixon 2011; Watts [1983] 2013). Th ey have been re-
lated to deprivation rooted in colonialism, imperialism, racism, capitalist ex-
ploitation, multiple crises, structural adjustment, pollution and ecological de-
terioration, and austerity in the Global North, South, and East. I laid out my 
reasons for sticking to the concept of dispossession in the introduction.

Appropriation

Dispersed dispossession creates specifi c conditions for appropriation and 
concentration, devaluing and freeing assets that then become easy to seize. 
In post- Soviet Russia, privatization alongside the disintegration of the agrar-
ian system, the mass bankruptcy of enterprises, and the devaluation of labor 
and further agricultural assets set the conditions for the growth of huge ag-
ricultural companies—the infamous “agroholdings” (Rylko and Jolly 2005; 
Shagaida 2012), also mocked as “oligarkhozes” (Nikulin 2011). Th ey exemplify 
a massive concentration of land control, market shares, state subsidies, and 
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political infl uence for powerful companies. Seen from this perspective, the 
story of dispossession can be told as one of accumulation: the powerful and 
privileged gained opportunities for appropriating available and undervalued 
assets. Rural residents formally gained property titles, which, however, turned 
out to be relatively useless or insecure. Concurrently, they lost social security 
and guarantees, and their place as members of enterprises, villages, and the 
national economy. Th is echoes a more general historical pattern in which the 
creation of property relations and dispossession are part of the very same pro-
cess in which the transfer of property and the transformation into property go 
hand in hand (Nichols 2020, 31).

Yet the genealogy of “concentration” (Clapp 2023) of assets, control, and 
power in the Russian agricultural system begins before privatization. Th e “col-
lectivization” under Stalin (the creation of large farms and industrialized agri-
culture through the dispossession of peasants) and “decollectivization” during 
market reforms (the freeing of agricultural assets through the distribution of 
property titles, for instance) were opposed historical forces that, nevertheless 
and ironically, both played a constitutive role in the concentration of agri-
cultural assets and power that we fi nd today. As we have seen, agribusinesses 
and investors draw advantage and opportunities from villages, enterprises, and 
fi elds formed for and through  large- scale industrial farming over decades. Th e 
dispersion of state and collective farms—one declared goal of post- Soviet re-
forms—eventually reverted to even greater concentration as far as large pro-
ducers are concerned. A homogenization of production occurred in parallel. 
While large Soviet enterprises produced a range of products, also to cater to 
 local needs, their successor enterprises oft en gradually cut back to focus on the 
most lucrative ones, and larger companies restructured farms they bought to 
produce a single or just a few products.

Th ey also benefi t from a relative abundance of farmland created by succes-
sive Soviet governments pumping trillions of gas- and  petro- rubles into the 
expansion of the cultivated areas (P. R. Josephson et al. 2013; Nefedova 2014). 
Th is abundance, together with the massive devaluation in the post- Soviet ag-
ricultural crisis, turned agricultural land into a category of “Cheap Nature” 
(Moore 2015)—a resource, created outside of capitalist relations, hugely un-
dervalued and easy to appropriate and exploit. Th e dispersion of land and 
enterprise ownership in the post- Soviet period, the distribution of land en-
titlements to individual owners, many of whom could not really use them in-
dividually, created opportunities to appropriate devalued agricultural assets. 
Domestic elites were the main benefi ciaries. Th eir group composition changed 
much less than the  political- economic systems from which they derived their 
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privilege (Barnes 2006; Dzarasov 2014), which is another continuity in con-
centration trajectories across political systems and ruptures.

While this is an example of assets that have been produced outside of cap-
italism being absorbed into capitalist relations, I would argue that their free-
ing through crisis and devaluation itself can be understood more accurately 
as historically contingent rather than a function of capitalist accumulation. 
Th e appropriation of devalued resources was not always straightforward ei-
ther. Over the chapters, we have seen projects to control and channel resources 
“without immediately capitalizing” them (Moore 2015, 95). Companies’ moti-
vations to appropriate farms and land were diverse, and economic and politi-
cal benefi ts were not always immediate. If disintegration and devaluation are 
 drawn- out processes, the same is true for appropriation through reintegration, 
recombination, and revaluation. Dispersed dispossession is thus characterized 
by repetitive rounds of promise, failure, abandonment, integration, and ap-
propriation. Diff erent types of dispossession can occur in parallel in the same 
 political- economic context, however, and instances of direct land theft  are also 
reported in rural Russia. In those instances, state– business entanglements pro-
vide impunity for companies that dispossess rural dwellers by force. Such in-
cidents have been reported to be most common in southwestern parts of Rus-
sia and around Moscow (Nikulin 2012; Visser, Mamonova, and Spoor 2012; 
Visser and Spoor 2011).

Dispersed dispossession also resulted in partial codependence between ru-
ral residents and enterprises. Agriculture is a risky and not always profi table 
business in Russia, and “offi  cial” agricultural subsidies are low in international 
comparison. However, many of the more successful companies tap into other 
resources, use various diversifi cation and hedging strategies, or are part of var-
ied business conglomerates. Th ose characterized by deep regional embedded-
ness, multisector confi guration, and entanglement with politics and develop-
mental agendas echo the Soviet model of  territorial- production complexes 
(Rutt 1986) and are better understood as complex hybrids than pure capital-
ist companies or agrarian producers (chapter 5). Enterprises strongly entan-
gled with rural development policies are rewarded for taking on social func-
tions. When they mediate state subsidies and rural development programs, or 
take over social responsibilities and services, they respond both to the need to 
maintain a degree of livability in villages for the workers on whom they de-
pend and to demands from those parts of the state apparatus that promote de-
velopmentalist promises (Matveev and Zhuravlev 2023; Wengle 2015). State 
actors, in turn, rely on them to implement development agendas and keep po-
litical ties on the ground.
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Th e form and extent of social provision by agricultural enterprises change 
over time and vary across regions (Nefedova 2014; Ryzhova 2022; Visser, 
Kurakin, and Nikulin 2019). Strong agribusinesses in favorable agricultural re-
gions tend to cut back and formalize  kolkhoz- type services as they can pay 
higher wages, invest in machinery that reduces their dependency on work-
ers, and operate in an environment in which the survival of a village does not 
fully depend on their support and guarantees. Local needs are changing, too. 
Where local administrations can get funds for renovating a school from state 
programs, there is no need for an enterprise to take up that task. Where ru-
ral residents give up subsidiary farming, they do not need companies to work 
their fi elds or provide fodder for their animals. Th ey may be interested in bet-
ter roads or mobile data connection, however. Infrastructural development 
of this kind goes beyond what local enterprises can provide. In contrast, large 
companies or powerful businesspeople closely entangled with state authori-
ties can facilitate larger development projects, as we have seen. In short, state– 
business symbioses change and may be upscaled, but they persist.

Th is echoes studies that fi nd that the current economic policy regime in 
Russia “represents a mix of diff erent paradigms” (Matveev 2019b, 29), includ-
ing the concurrence of state developmentalism and “withdrawal from previ-
ous social obligations” (Kulmala et al. 2014, 540). It helps to situate Russian 
agribusinesses within the broader variations of capitalism and to diff erentiate 
the story of concentration and dispossession in Russia from  fi nance- driven or 
neoliberal pathways elsewhere.

Horizons

Dispersed dispossession unfolds in  drawn- out temporalities rather than 
 clear- cut events. We have seen how arrangements that have stopped working 
for the present also lost their capacity to carry a promise for the future. With 
Akhil Gupta (2018, 69), we can argue that the “temporal structure” of such sit-
uations is specifi c. He uses the notion of “suspension” to describe an indeter-
minate state that is not merely a transformational moment between a begin-
ning and end point, but one that “needs to be theorized as its own condition of 
being” (Gupta 2015) to better understand how an indeterminate present cor-
responds with an open or uncertain future. Related observations have been 
made and theorized for former socialist settings. Dace Dzenovska (2020, 23) 
conceptualizes the ”interstices of the old world and the new” as emptiness, 
or an interregnum. As the old is withering away and the new cannot emerge, 
the present itself becomes relatively unstable and open, inscribed with loss 
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and possibility (Dzenovska, Artiukh, and Martin 2023). Th is study’s contri-
bution to a better understanding of situations characterized by such suspen-
sion is twofold: it refl ects on their impact on rural imaginaries and agency, and 
it demonstrates how businesspeople and politicians frame such situations, in-
cluding the history of failed improvement promises, to justify projects that 
promise to fi x them in the future (Barry and Gambino 2024).

We have seen how the suspension of credible political promises is part of 
what shapes both material conditions and social imaginaries. It has to do with 
the succession of powerfully imposed but oft en spectacularly failing schemes 
(Scott 1998; Smirnova 2019). Th e Soviet system obviously failed to meet its 
high- modernist development targets and ideological promises (Buck- Morss 
2000; Scott 1998; Yurchak 2006). Market reforms resulted in sharper inequali-
ties and failed to bring about the promised kinds of agricultural modes of pro-
duction and subjects. Agribusinesses oft en failed to meet promises to both 
shareholders and local stakeholders, and even to achieve profi tability. Dispos-
session was partly implied in these projects, an eff ect of their failure, or both. 
Th e situation is historically complex, and Russian public discourses addressing 
it are not coherent. For many rural residents, it seems diffi  cult to make sense 
of this situation, but many ascribe their deprivation, or the state of suspension 
they fi nd themselves in, to schemes and promises that didn’t work.

Th is perception shapes the horizon of possible and desirable alternatives. 
Even those who continue to emphasize certain benefi ts of the Soviet system 
show awareness of its downsides and the fact that there is no way back to it. 
But promises related to the market and land reforms did not materialize ei-
ther, and many rural dwellers lost faith in the option of smallholder farming 
long before they lost land titles to agricultural companies. Similarly, the prom-
ise that a restructured post- Soviet economy would provide pathways from vil-
lages to cities, and from agriculture to other economic sectors, materialized for 
some but was impossible or unfavorable for others. With subsistence agricul-
ture providing a poor alternative, and peasant farming a diffi  cult or unrealis-
tic one, rural residents did not become the kind of peasant farmers envisioned 
in market reforms.

Th e sense of inhabiting a situation shaped by repetitions of failing improve-
ment promises may lead to disillusionment or cynicism. Yet situations of sus-
pension are not situations of stagnation, as they open specifi c possibilities for 
specifi c actors. For instance, even though contemporary agricultural compa-
nies’ business models are diff erent from historic kolkhozes, they can still build 
on the unpopularity of market reforms among rural populations. Carrying on 
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with  large- scale agriculture, they promise that this will preserve local farms, 
provide jobs, and prevent further deterioration. Th e relative common sense 
of being caught in a present ripe with precarity and crises of everyday repro-
duction (Nikulin and Trotsuk 2016) can be turned productive for some. It is 
mobilized and exploited by politicians out for votes and companies out for 
land and cheap labor, with both promising development, improvement, and 
employment to those who become part of their respective projects. As the 
threat of further deterioration lingers, promises to fi x the situation and revive 
large farms, local agriculture, and villages have become common. Such prom-
ises can relate to a longing to reverse disintegration, reinstall infrastructures, 
agency, even a lost sense of temporality, bringing back prospects for a future 
that seemed lost or at least uncertain. Material infrastructures oft en appear 
as “the most concrete things that could establish a link between the past, the 
present, and the future” (Dzenovska 2018, 22), and the promise to revive dete-
riorated infrastructures can be mobilized to legitimate all kinds of projects, in-
cluding exploitative and extractive ones.

Remembering past empty, nonperformative, or failed promises, many ru-
ral dwellers show healthy mistrust and skepticism toward such promises made 
by authorities or companies. Th ey address the repetition of a long list of un-
fulfi lled promises, failed schemes, and crises. And yet, many see themselves 
depending on the state or companies (or hybrids of both) perceived as pow-
erful enough to fi x persisting and deeply ingrained problems. On an ideologi-
cal level, therefore, it can be said that dispersed dispossession works “through 
multidirectional temporalities of threat and promise” (Ahmann 2022, 301). 
One of the oft en implicit and sometimes explicit threats brought forward 
by state authorities and company representatives is to not intervene, to leave 
things as they are, or allow further deterioration. Keeping enterprises and vil-
lages going is an eff ort that must be made by someone willing and able to do 
so. When forms of local self- governance and economic subsistence have dete-
riorated and been replaced by centralized hierarchies and economic or politi-
cal dependency, any local agency to revive a place can seem highly constrained 
(Farmer 2004; Kovács 2016; Li 2014a; Watts [1983] 2013). Rural residents do 
criticize companies and politicians for perpetuating existing deprivations and 
not living up to those improvement promises that played an important role 
in legitimizing investment projects in the fi rst place. And yet a perceived lack 
of alternatives keeps them dependent on such actors. Joan Robinson (1962, 
45) provocatively stated that the “misery of being exploited by capitalists is 
nothing compared to the misery of not being exploited at all.” I heard similar 



Chapter Six144

assessments, put forward in more blunt and bitter forms, in many places across 
rural Russia.

Th is book demonstrates how the continuous failure of promises, expecta-
tions, and hopes does not necessarily or immediately destabilize the workings 
of companies, or larger economic and political projects and systems. Th is is 
not unique to rural Russia. Lauren Berlant (2011) has shown how “cruel opti-
mism,” the attachment to unachievable promises and fantasies, is immanent 
to the workings of late liberal capitalism. Th e conditions, promises, and long-
ings that we have dealt with in this study are diff erent. I found little hope for 
models of capitalist/democratic development of the Western type, also com-
pared to studies of rural change in other former  state- socialist countries (Dz-
enovska 2022). Th e kind of “cruel optimism” we saw in this study is less te-
leological and  future- bound. Rather, it mirrors the circular and recursive 
temporal patterns of dispersed dispossession itself. Promises of a better fu-
ture take a detour to the past as they pledge to fi x past deterioration and re-
store what many deem was lost: security, predictability, collectivity, and the 
basis for hope. Promises of this kind are made to seem plausible against the 
backdrop of disintegration, and they create and reiterate imaginative horizons 
of a better future in which some of the lost accomplishments of the past have 
been restored. But  promise- making also comes with its own history. Th e dis-
appointment of earlier promises generates a longing for new ones and at the 
same time undermines their credibility. Situations of this kind are full of in-
ternal contradictions.

Promises to fi x problems in the present by “returning” to a better past are 
always dubious. But in our case, any promise to restore a situation “before dis-
possession” is particularly implausible because, as I have argued, dispersed dis-
possession is best understood as perpetuating and exploiting historical injus-
tice, degradation, and failures, the underlying causes of which span diff erent 
 political- economic phases. In this understanding, there never was an intact 
situation before dispossession “to return to.” Also, the recursive quality of dis-
persed dispossession is related to the recursive workings of reform, develop-
mental or investment projects that create new realities that cannot be reversed. 
Answers to dispersed dispossession therefore cannot lie in the past. Th e tra-
ditionalist and revisionist political ideologies and projects denying this are 
dangerous but common in (rural) Russia and the broader “region” (Bluhm 
and Varga 2020; Mamonova 2019). Th ey are an obvious part of current Russian 
state propaganda and ideology and may explain some of the compliance with 
a regime become fully totalitarian. It would be inadequate, however, to ex-
plain such elements away through post- Soviet “nostalgia” or related diagnoses 
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of Russian or “Eastern” attachment to the past. Th is study demonstrates how 
many rural residents—guilty of nostalgia, passivity, and compliance according 
to many popular accounts—critically refl ect on the past or at least on aspects 
that are or were close to their experience or occurred in places where they live. 
It is important not to project inconvenient ideologies on convenient suspects. 
Some Western popular discourses tend to project a distorted relationship with 
the past onto Eastern Europeans, and some Russian urban discourses apply a 
similar pattern to Russian villagers. Th is study shows that the picture is more 
complicated. We may be well advised to approach the misuses of misrepre-
sented history as part of a larger ideological project rather than the disposition 
of a certain population.

Dispersed Agency

What I have described as persistence in the previous chapter does not turn vil-
lages into places of stagnation. For most actors, passivity and stagnation would 
be bad options. Russian villages can be understood as sites of permanent re-
invention. Oligarchs reinvent themselves as sovereigns of a village. Agricul-
tural producers try to reinvent agriculture with new technologies, products, 
and ways of producing. Some villages are being reinvented as places of leisure 
rather than agriculture. And rural dwellers, too, reinvent themselves all the 
time: from workers in the regulated kolkhoz system to self- employed service 
providers or small entrepreneurs, commuters or new urbanites. Here, we see 
concurrences of continuity and change rather than a confl ict between them. 
Confl icts evolve around how to organize changes, who benefi ts from them, 
and what will support rural dwellers to fi nd their way through them. Th ese 
practices and negotiations have oft en been characterized as mundane, “quiet,” 
or “silent” (Mamonova 2019; Visser et al. 2015; Visser et al. 2019) to diff erenti-
ate them from open forms of resistance. It could be added that they oft en re-
main silent about future promises and big visions, and that discourses for-
mulating visions for rural development in Russia have rather been driven by 
experts (Nikulin and Trotsuk 2016; Vorbrugg, Fatulaeva, and Dobrynin 2014).

We have discussed various tactics by which rural residents react to dis-
persed dispossession. Villagers oft en attempt to maintain, restore, or reinvent 
social contracts, material infrastructures, and institutions that would pro-
vide some security and predictability and a basis for individual and collective 
agency. If dispersed dispossession works through feedback loops, constrain-
ing agency, and creating vulnerabilities and dependencies that reinforce fur-
ther dispossession, these tactics aim to break this cycle. Renovating a cultural 
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center or a school helps to revive a place, and consolidating social contracts 
and relations of trust and responsibility enhances capacities for collective ac-
tion. Relating, realigning, repairing, and regenerating are ways of acting that 
lay the ground for actions to take and things to emerge in the future, forms of 
agency that act back on their own conditions. If successful, they strengthen the 
capacity for collective agency. Th ey can provide a basis to organize against in-
tentional theft , but also against those forms of deprivation more characteris-
tic of dispersed dispossession, such as authorities’ and apparatuses’ “indiff er-
ence to arbitrary outcomes” (Gupta 2012, 6). Th ey are, in terms of a theory of 
access discussed earlier, concerned with the social and material conditions that 
underly “the ability to derive benefi t from things” (Ribot and Peluso 2003, 153).

In the introduction, I framed such ways of acting as (re)assembling. We 
now see how this framing resonates with conceptualizations of agency in for-
mer socialist contexts described as maintenance, endurance, repair, recombi-
nation, and small but signifi cant deeds (Dzenovska 2018; Nikulin and Trotsuk 
2022; Ringel 2018; Stark 1996). It further resonates with notions of endurance, 
but also the limits to and exhaustion of agency under conditions of abandon-
ment and crises of everyday reproduction (Biehl 2013b; Das 2007; Povinelli 
2011; Stoler 2016). In some ways, it also resembles practices of commoning. 
However, while such practices are relatively common in various former social-
ist countries, people and movements rarely use the label “commons,” in part, 
arguably, because of the uneasy association with state socialist collectivization 
(Toto et al. 2023). Also, although strong traditions of rural commons existed in 
pre- Soviet Russia (Lindner 2008; Smirnova 2019), there is no living memory of 
this time, and the occasional references to these historical commons, the ob-
shchina, remained rather vague and partly disputed in my conversations with 
rural residents. More frequent than references to “the commons,” obshchina, 
are references to “the communal,” kommunal’noe or obshchestvennoe. Th ese 
notions were in heavy use in the Soviet period. As we have seen, however, cur-
rent uses adapt them to current conditions and reinvent them. Th ey may be 
better understood as relational goods: this turns their relationship to specifi c 
historical forms into an empirical question rather than an implication of the 
concept. As they refer to forms of provision and support that can be demanded 
from the state or an enterprise or organized by community collectives, they 
blur, on a practical level, the boundary between the commons oft en associ-
ated with  micro- politics, and public goods associated with  state- provided so-
cial welfare. It is the fi rst of these options, demanding support from authori-
ties, that tends to be emphasized by those who characterize rural populations 
as dependent, compliant, or passive. A focus on reassembling sheds light on 
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the more proactive forms of agency that exist, even though they may be rela-
tively quiet or hidden (Jehlička et al. 2020; Jehlička 2021).

Th is is not to romanticize such forms of agency or suggest that they were 
prevalent in the Russian countryside. Indeed a lack of collaboration has been 
identifi ed as among the reasons why local political or social initiatives have 
failed or why rural residents have failed to resist resource takeovers (Mamon-
ova and Visser 2014; Ryzhova 2022). Studies that illuminate tendencies of po-
litical passivity and compliance that underly the relative absence of rural social 
movements or open forms of resistance remain important, not least because 
they help us better understand the popular support for authoritarian and pop-
ulist regimes and politicians (Kovács 2022; Mamonova 2019). However, we 
should avoid reproducing clichés of apathetic villagers and collective paraly-
sis because they are inaccurate, unfair, and do not provide good explanations 
(chapter 2). We should aim, rather, to better understand the forms of agency 
that do exist, beyond narrow understandings of open resistance. We have seen, 
for instance, that the  quasi- absence of land rights movements is understand-
able given the limited use and worth that most rural dwellers in Russia derive 
from land rights. Why should they struggle for something most strongly asso-
ciated with a range of broken promises and unfulfi lled expectations? As an al-
ternative to noting the absence of certain forms of political agency, we may fo-
cus on existing forms and conceptualizing tactics of reassembling that respond 
to dispersed dispossession as agency.

Th is is signifi cant for studies of rural Russia, broader rural and agrarian 
studies, and  crisis- ridden contexts in general. Lauren Berlant (2022, 25) ar-
gues that the “question of politics becomes identical with the reinvention of 
infrastructures” under conditions of prolonged crisis and institutional failure 
that lead to “infrastructural collapse” (Berlant 2022, 96) of things like roads, 
economies, health systems, social relations, moral economies or options, and 
imagination for political agency and  claim- making. In such moments of cri-
sis, in her words, “politics is defi ned by a collectively held sense that a glitch 
has appeared in the reproduction of life. A glitch is an interruption within a 
transition, a troubled transmission” (Berlant 2022, 24). Infrastructure is im-
portant to manage the contingency and violence immanent in such condi-
tions. In this perspective, infrastructure and its relation to a changing world 
are processual: infrastructure is what “binds us to the world in movement” 
(Berlant 2016, 394), a form of mediation, or “a technology of engagement” 
(Berlant 2022, 105). Th is resonates with rural residents’ attempts, described 
in this book, to repair, restore, and reinvent various infrastructures to navi-
gate situations complicated by ruptures, contingency, and the disintegration 
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of sustaining relations. Such a broad understanding of infrastructure is helpful 
to emphasize the importance of systems of reproduction in crisis, and of con-
crete relations and resources that sustain lives and agency under such condi-
tions. It helps to understand how infrastructures are at the heart of struggles 
around dispersed dispossession.

Th is refl ects subjects’ dependence on powers beyond themselves and its im-
plications for conceptualizing dispossession. If we understand social beings as 
always in relation to and depending on others—humans, things, supporting 
environments and structures—they are never self- suffi  cient or in full posses-
sion of themselves. As Butler and Athanasiou (2013, 4, my emphasis) put it, “If 
we are beings who can be deprived of place, livelihood, shelter, food, and pro-
tection, if we can lose our citizenship, our homes, and our rights, then we are 
fundamentally dependent on those powers that alternately sustain or deprive us, 
and that holds a certain power over our very survival.” Or, as Berlant (2022, 3) 
puts it, “no one was ever sovereign, just mostly operating according to some 
imaginable, oft en distorted image of their power over things, actions, people, 
and causality.” Understanding dependence as a part of the human condition 
while acknowledging the very unequal distribution of its concrete forms helps 
us better understand the situation that actors in this study fi nd themselves in. 
Th eir dependence on institutions, material infrastructures, social contracts, 
and various supports is  context- specifi c but not exceptional. Th is is why var-
ious forms of practical, technical, medical, educational, and economic sup-
port, and the infrastructures, institutions, and agreements on which they de-
pend, should count as objects of dispossession. One benefi t is the opening for 
understandings of political agency that do not presuppose contrafactual in-
dividual self- suffi  ciency and independence. Arturo Escobar and others have 
shown how acknowledging and fostering “interexistence and interbeing” (Es-
cobar 2018, 175) can become the basis for a politics of the relational and soci-
etal transitions. In this study, rural residents’ eff orts to sustain or restore var-
ious infrastructure and supportive relationships shed light on them as both 
stakes in dispossession and conditions of political agency. It is thus that they 
may also provide a basis for hope, recovery, and a progressive politics of heal-
ing and justice.
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NOTES

INTRODUCTION

1. Th e Moscow School of Social and Economic Sciences (MSSES), founded by the 
great scholar of Russian peasantry Teodor Shanin.

2. Stefan Dorondel (2016) has coined the notion of disrupted landscapes.
3. See Nastassia Astrasheuskaya, “Russia Starts to Sow Seeds of ‘Wheat Diplomacy,’ ” 

Financial Times, September 2, 2021, www .ft  .com /content /4d925bae -    fa89-4e64-9063
-0c01e3b5690c.

4. Ukaz Prezidenta RF ot 30.1.2010 N120. Ob utverzhdenii doktriny prodovol’stven-
noi bezopasnosti Rossiiskoi Federatsii.

5. Putin’s rhetoric on the issue, too, has changed greatly since 2003, when he infa-
mously stated that a northern country like Russia could benefi t from a warming climate, 
“spend less on fur coats, and the grain harvest would go up” (Pearce 2003).

6. Th e agrarian change literature scrutinizes such processes and has described them 
as land grabs (Borras et al. 2011), exclusion (D. Hall, Hirsch, and Li 2011), and dispos-
session of land (Levien 2018) or expulsion (Sassen 2014). While engaging with these de-
bates, this study is cautious of the limits in applying them to the Russian case and puts 
forward the argument that rural dispossession in Russia requires contextualization.

7. See the interventions by Edelman, Oya, and Borras 2013; Oya 2013; Scoones et al. 
2013; Vorbrugg 2019.

8. Notable monographs include those by Tania Li (2014a), Alice Beban (2021), 
Michael Dwyer (2022), Jo Guldi (2022), and Andrés León (2023).

9. For critiques, see  Allina- Pisano 2008, Spoor 2012, and Varga 2023.
10. Arguably the last  large- scale “land grab,” understood as a forced separation of 

rural populations from farmland they had previously controlled more directly, was the 
Stalinist collectivization in the 1930s (chapter 2).

11. Dispersion and accumulation are antonyms that, at a metaphorical level, point to 
the relationship between dispersed dispossession and capitalist accumulation. I think of 
such metaphorical connections as potentially generative of interesting questions to spur 
empirical investigation and conceptual refl ection. Th ey do not provide any useful in-
sights before such inquiry is done.

12. For instance, Elizabeth Povinelli (2011, 4) speaks of uneventful “dispersed 

www.ft.com/content/4d925bae-fa89-4e64-9063-0c01e3b5690c
www.ft.com/content/4d925bae-fa89-4e64-9063-0c01e3b5690c
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suff ering”; Ann Stoler (2013, 12) of the “dispersed eff ects” of colonial histories; and 
Robert Nixon (2011, 2) characterizes “slow violence” as “dispersed across time and 
space.” Hannah Appel (2019, 5), drawing on Povinelli, conceptualizes liberal capitalism 
as a project that articulates in “dispersed and competing” experiments. Such uses are in-
formed by traditions of thought that emphasize discontinuity and rupture the “micro-
physics of power” (Foucault [1976] 1986) and multiplicities (Deleuze and Parnet 1987).

13. I thank Dace Dzenovska for her advice to think more systematically about this 
cluster of terms.

14. Razvalili (broke up) and razobrali (took apart) were the most common such 
terms I encountered in my fi eldwork (see chapter 3). Th e common use of such terms has 
been observed and interpreted before (see, e.g., Paxson 2005; Rogers 2006).

15. Th is means that crisis dynamics here cannot be pinned down to a crisis of neo-
liberal accumulation (Harvey 2003), or the multiple crises of food prices, energy supply, 
ecology, fi nance, and investment, which have driven the global “land rush” (McMichael 
2014). It is distinct from other crisis constellations oft en cited to explain rural dispos-
session. For diff erent analyses of how intertwined crises of the Soviet and post- Soviet 
periods shaped the current Russian political economy more broadly, see the work of 
Andrew Barnes (2006), Ruslan Dzarasov (2014), Boris Kagarlicky (1992), and Alexei 
Yurchak (2006), among others.

16. Privatization in Russia has been described as a major case of shock therapy. 
While some authors with a global perspective emphasize the opportunities thereby cre-
ated for Western businesses (Klein 2007; Harvey 2003), many with a  country- specifi c 
focus also stress the role of and benefi ts for Russian elites (Dzarasov 2014; Matveev 
2019b; McFaul 1995).

17. One fi nds variations of this theme in the literature on postsocialism (see, e.g., 
Ashwin 1995; Dzenovska 2020; Humphrey 2002).

18. While I do not use the notion of “the dispossessed,” I follow Humphrey’s (1996, 
75) conceptualization of post- Soviet dispossession as far as I also emphasize the separa-
tion from basic societal functions and units.

19. In this respect, dispersed dispossession is inspired by notions of violence “built 
into structure” (Galtung 1969, 171) rather than manifesting through immediate action. 
Th is does not suspend questions of responsibility but rather extends their scope beyond 
a narrowly defi ned direct and intentional dispossessive action.

20. Felix Ringel (2018), borrowing from Jane Guyer, discusses a related phenomenon 
as enforced presentism.

21. Dzarasov (2014), among others, has argued this in detail. Recent examples in-
clude how swift ly “businesspeople” in Russia managed to acquire and capitalize on the 
highly undervalued assets left  behind by Western companies that quit the Russian mar-
ket because of Russia’s war on Ukraine and the international sanctions that followed. 
Ironically, of course, it had been the opportunity to acquire highly undervalued assets 
and exploit a  political- economic crisis that drew many of these Western companies to 
invest in Russia in the late 1980s and 1990s.

22. Examples include refl ections on “renewal” (Gunko et al. 2021) and “recombina-
tion” (Stark 1996). Similar ideas are expressed in concepts without the prefi x re-, such 
as maintenance and endurance (Dzenovska 2018; Ringel 2018), quiet food sovereignty 
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(Visser et al. 2015), and small deeds (Nikulin and Trotsuk 2022). I am grateful to Dace 
Dzenovska for pointing some of this out for me.

23. Examples from diff erent theoretical traditions include Giddens’s (1984) duality of 
structure,  actor- network theory (Latour 2005), or conceptualizations of infrastructure 
(Anand, Gupta, and Appel 2018; Berlant 2022). While diff ering greatly in terms of their 
theoretical basis and analytical aims, these approaches not only off er various ways of 
bridging the conceptual binary between structure and agency, they also off er important 
arguments for how agency matters for structures and how structures matter for agency.

CHAPTER 1. TRACES

1. Approaches of this kind are popular in anthropology, but also in human geogra-
phy (see, e.g., Ouma 2015 and Verne 2012, among many others).

2. Ioff e, Nefedova, and Zavlavsky (2006) provide an encompassing overview of re-
gional diff erences. For an overview of diff ering economic agricultural indicators, see 
Wegren, Nikulin and Trotsuk (2023).

3. I rarely refer to the characters in this study by their names and mostly refer to 
their roles instead. Th is is because of the large number of characters and the fact that 
some appear in diff erent chapters. When I use names, they are anonymized, using the 
form in which I would have addressed people in reality: in Russian, you would address 
someone with fi rst name and patronymic if you do not know them well, they are older 
than you, or have authority over you. You would address peers with their fi rst name, and 
friends and family oft en with nicknames.

4. Todorova uses this German term in the original, which signifi es ways of coping 
and dealing with the past, including redress or retribution.

CHAPTER 2. KOLKHOZ

1. Economic relations between state and enterprise were more immediate in 
 state- owned farms, where wages were more strictly standardized and there was a “direct 
exchange” between state and farms in which the former provided inputs (such as fuel, 
fertilizer, infrastructures, money) and wages, and received the farm’s produce. Collective 
farms were bound to  state- issued production plans, but they were part of more complex 
and hybrid webs of economic exchange.

2. Laying out the tasks of collective farms, the entry in the Great Soviet Encyclope-
dia gives roughly equal weight to agricultural production; tasks including the increase 
of production through mechanization and electrifi cation; and social tasks. It states that 
collective farms, “under the leadership of the party organization, [are required] to work 
on the communist education of collective farmers, their involvement in public life, and 
the development of socialist competition; to more fully satisfy the growing material and 
cultural needs of the collective farmers, to improve the living conditions of their lives, 
and to gradually transform hamlets and villages into well- maintained settlements” (own 
translation, original available online at http:// bse .sci -    lib .com /article063068 .html).

3. Stephen Collier (2011, 81) off ers an insightful refl ection on the parallels between 
the words khoziaistvo and economy: “Th e Russian word khoziaistvo—an essential term 

http://bse.sci-lib.com/article063068.html
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in many contexts—shares some of the semantic constellation of the English word ‘econ-
omy’ in its original usage. Comparison of the two terms is illuminating. ‘Economy,’ as is 
well known to economic anthropologists, for whom these distinctions were once cru-
cial, originally referred to the nemein, or management, of the oikos—the household. 
But it could be used in other domains as well. As the Oxford English Dictionary defi nes 
this now basically obsolete range of uses, economy concerns ‘[t]he management or ad-
ministration of the material resources of a community . . . or other organized body; 
the art or science of managing such resources.’ In Polanyi’s sense, these prior usages re-
ferred to forms of substantive economy—instituted mechanisms of need fulfi llment—
not to the formal understanding of economics that emerged with the rise of liberal po-
litical economy. Similarly, the Russian root khoz originally referred to the household, 
and is closely linked to problems of management: a khoziain is the head of a household 
or of some other substantive economy; the verb khoziaistvovat is the activity of manag-
ing and transforming a khoziaistvo. Khoziaistvo, as a noun, can refer to a farm, a house-
hold, or virtually any nexus of production and need fulfi llment—that is, to almost any 
unit of substantive economy. But khoziaistvo cannot imply the formal meaning of ‘eco-
nomic.’ Th us, while there was a ‘narodnoe khoziaistvo SSSR’—in the standard transla-
tion, a national economy of the Soviet Union—it is somewhat discordant to call post- 
Soviet Russia’s market economy a ‘khoziaistvo.’“

4. Political relations between Bolsheviks and peasants at that time were tense. Th e 
former assumed that they had to fundamentally transform the agrarian economy—in 
the mainly agrarian society that the USSR at that time still was. In the medium term, the 
plans to instrumentalize peasants for industrialization and  state- socialist development 
backfi red politically and economically. Peasants slaughtered tens of millions of farm an-
imals to avoid surrendering them to collective farms, and yields of most crops fell sub-
stantially. It is also reported that although power used in agriculture increased fourfold 
between 1913 and the late 1950s due to the employment of large machinery, agricultural 
productivity rose above prerevolutionary levels only in the 1960s (Ioff e, Nefedova, and 
Zaslavsky 2006, 23– 24).

5. Scientifi c fi gures range from about 2.2 million to 5 million victims in Ukraine, 
which at that time had a population of 29 million. Th ese numbers are lower than those 
that have been claimed by some politicians. Th e remaining variation is due to both 
questions of categorization (if they count deaths by starvation or more complex num-
bers of excess deaths) and the availability of historical evidence. Some central questions 
around the historical responsibility remain contested not only between strongly diff er-
ing Ukrainian and Russian offi  cial accounts, but also among historians and commen-
tators. Th e interpretation of the great famine as genocide long counted as contested 
(Lewin 1975). However, that a plausible case of genocide can be made already speaks 
of the gravity of the consequences and political allegations and an increasing number 
of nations and researchers acknowledge this classifi cation (for one useful overview, see 
“Holodomor,” University of Minnesota, Holocaust and Genocide Studies, https:// cla 
.umn .edu /chgs /holocaust -    genocide -    education /resource -    guides /holodomor).

6. From the late 1980s, the Gorbachev government passed pieces of legislation in-
tended to stimulate the enhancement of economic freedoms and transfer of responsibil-
ities to local actors: local administrations gained responsibilities; collective enterprises 
gained freedoms such as selling part of their produce independently; and rural dwellers 

https://cla.umn.edu
https://cla.umn.edu
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were provided possibilities to organize production beyond the state and collective enter-
prises (Lindner 2008, 150– 53).

7. Rural dwellers frequently describe how local and regional markets were easier to 
access and more lucrative for them in late Soviet times than in the third decade aft er 
market reforms began. Th e vanishing of local marketplaces, increased presence of su-
permarket chains, and stricter regulations and quality checks on produce sold to pro-
cessing enterprises foreclosed options of direct sales and increased the dependence on 
middlemen.

8. Russia has witnessed four major land reforms over the twentieth century: the 
Stolypin reforms, which began in 1906 and allowed peasants to convert communal land 
into private property; the Bolshevik reforms in the 1920s, which expropriated landlords, 
the tsarist state, and the church; and Stalinist collectivization in the 1930s. Th e latter 
transferred land control from villages and small farms to  state- controlled large farming 
enterprises. Hence the last of the great land reforms, which started during perestroika 
and was in process into the 2000s, can be understood as a means of decollectivization 
and abolishment of the (post-)Stalinist model of organizing agriculture (Wegren 2009, 
12– 13).

9. For details, see  Allina- Pisano 2008, Lerman and Shagaida 2007, Shagaida 2010, 
and Wegren 2009.

10. Personal subsidiary farming was also part of the Soviet agro- industrial complex, 
not only a compromise with the peasantry’s demands for private production (Pallot and 
Nefedova 2007, 23), but also a necessity to compensate for industrialized agriculture’s 
failure to meet production targets (Lindner 2008, 87– 93). It is estimated that in the mid- 
1960s, more than 60 percent of the total potato and egg production, and around 40 per-
cent of vegetables, meat, and milk, were covered by private households—kolkhoz and 
sovkhoz workers and, to a lesser degree, urbanites—and not state farms (Lindner 2008, 
90– 93; Wädekin 1973).

11. Federal’nyj zakon No. 101. Ob oborote zemel’ sel’skokhoziaistvennogo naznache-
nia [Federal Law No. 101., On the turnover of agricultural land]. http:// gov .cap .ru 
/SiteMap .aspx ?gov _id = 532 & id = 1312983.

12. Th is does not necessarily imply any hostility toward external investment per 
se. For instance, the mayor who played a central role in problematizing and politiciz-
ing the attempted takeover of farmland in Setovka arrives at an almost opposite conclu-
sion when speaking about the eff ects of the same investment projects for the neighbor-
ing village: “At least some enterprise, that is, some kind of future for the village. If there 
is a producing enterprise, this means a future for the village. . . . Th is is an unmatched 
benefi t for the village” (Village mayor, Perm region, 2010). She even praises the inves-
tor for the benefi ts he had brought to Setovka, the very village that saw itself put under 
threat by his expansionist aspirations. She describes how she expresses her gratitude to 
the investor “at all meetings and all levels” for bringing funds for a new road and gasifi -
cation, which also benefi ted Setovka (Village mayor, Perm region 2010). Th e main actor 
in Setovka’s public mobilization did not oppose investment activity as a matter of prin-
ciple. Where there is no running enterprise left , and if they do not endanger running 
structures, she appreciates such projects.

13. Assembly protocol 2007, lease contract 2001.
14. For urban contexts, see Gunko et al. 2021; Collier 2011; Crowley 2016.

http://gov.cap.ru/SiteMap.aspx?govid=532&id=1312983
http://gov.cap.ru/SiteMap.aspx?govid=532&id=1312983
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15. Pallot and Nefedova (2007, 113), too, speak of mutual obligations and support be-
tween large farms and rural populations as a “social contract.”

16. A khoziain is a master, owner, or landlord, but also a head of a family or house-
hold. Directors upholding kolkhoz functions and taking an active part in them are oft en 
referred to by this term.

17. Khoziains of large farm enterprises have been portrayed similarly in other studies 
(see, e.g., Rogers 2006; Paxson 2005).

18. Assotsiatsia krest’ianskikh khoziaistv 1992– 98, Tovaritshestvo na vere 1998– 2008.
19. Th e farm director, for his part, explains that former co-owners left , one by one, 

during times of economic hardship and risk. He also depicts this sort of enterprise pri-
vatization as process driven and shaped by state policies. For instance, the way in which 
Russia’s WTO accession in 2012 was translated into state agricultural policies resulted 
not only in the overall cut in agricultural subsidies but introduced a new subsidy calcu-
lation scheme based on the area of formally owned farmland, which increased the pres-
sure on enterprises to formalize land. Fully privatized enterprises also oft en fi nd it easier 
to obtain bank credit than others such as cooperatives.

20. Th e assembly defi ned the physical location of land titles under formal enterprise 
control, which was fertile land in favorable sites. Other parts of the land bank in unfa-
vorable locations were defi ned as ready for formalization by any other actors, private 
shareholders, or external enterprises—which is a common way for solving such issues 
(Allina- Pisano 2008; Lindner 2008;). A sequence from the protocol of an assembly in 
2011 demonstrates that the strategy had the intended eff ect: “[Company lawyer]: I speak 
in the name of [the investing company in the neighboring village]. We made ourselves 
familiar with the land defi ned for immediate allotment. Our enterprise is not satisfi ed 
with these land plots, as they are the least fertile, most distanced. We would like to re-
consider the [2007 assembly’s] decision. [Assembly chairperson]: Th e decision has not 
been disputed by anyone, the period [for doing so] has passed, and the fact that [your 
company] is not satisfi ed with the allotted land plots is no reason for a reconsideration 
of the former decision. [’Kolkhoz’ director]: I suggest taking the proposed new vote on 
land allotment off  the agenda.” Th e only vote against the director’s proposal came from 
the investing company.

21. Assembly protocol 2007, from village administration archive.
22. Th e monetization in Setovka partly followed patterns that also could be ob-

served in other places. Enterprises’ technical services and natural products may no lon-
ger match rural dwellers’ needs, for instance, when they give up household subsidiary 
production. When enterprises shift  to producing mainly a single crop, they have less 
to off er for local use. When they employ ever larger machinery, it can become useless 
on tiny household plots, and monetary rents become much more practical. Many farm 
managers are ambivalent about the provision of services, even if they can be inexpen-
sive for them and important for villages. But they also go along with additional organi-
zational eff orts. Th e demand for work- and  skill- intensive services can increase with the 
modernization of village and household infrastructures, and enterprises have little spare 
capacity during periods of intensive work on the fi elds. Setovka’s enterprise director 
planned to get rid of service provision by outsourcing it to an individual entrepreneur 
or private enterprise (LFE director, Perm region, 2014).
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CHAPTER 3. RUINS

1. Overgrown fi elds also became an unresolved problem with various material 
 consequences for landowners, who can be fi ned for the degradation of farmland 
and choose to burn succession vegetation to avoid fi nes. Th ey thereby have uninten-
tionally caused many of Russia’s large forest fi res over recent years (Glushkov et al. 
2021).

2. Many agrarian economists, environmental historians, and others agree today that 
cultivating much of the now abandoned farmland was a rather bad idea from the start. 
Th e Soviet agrarian system was extremely expansive, and, not unlike prerevolutionary 
Russian agriculture, there was a preference for incorporating new lands over improv-
ing production on already cultivated land (P. R. Josephson et al. 2013). In eff ect, much 
of the land farmed in Soviet times was located in regions that are too cold or too dry 
to provide favorable conditions for agriculture, which is one of the reasons why taking 
such land back under cultivation would make little sense from an economic viewpoint 
(Shagaida et al. 2018; Uzun, Shagaida, and Lerman 2019). Recently, there have been at-
tempts to reframe abandoned farmland as something much more positive, namely, 
 potential forests with social, ecological, and economic benefi ts (Vorbrugg, Fatulaeva, 
and Dobrynin 2024).

3. Gerry, Nivorozhkin, and Rigg (2008) diagnose the “ruralization of poverty” in 
Russia on the basis of data that includes monetary wages but also noncash payments, 
consumed or sold home production, government or charitable benefi ts, and informal 
gift s.

4. Russian state statistics have been criticized as relatively unreliable for various rea-
sons (Ioff e 2005; Ioff e, Nefedova, and Zaslavsky 2006). Th e numbers presented here 
hence may suggest an unrealistic level of accuracy. Th e broader tendencies have been 
confi rmed by studies that draw on various sources and methods, however.

5. Th e fall among the urban population was comparable, while average rural life ex-
pectancy has been constantly one to two years below urban levels over the last three 
 decades (Rosstat 2010, 101).

6. Th ese trends coincide with Russia’s embargo on agricultural products from the 
United States, Canada, the Europena Union, Norway, and Australia, announced in sum-
mer 2014 in reaction to Western sanctions against Russia aft er the annexation of Crimea 
earlier that year. Th e embargo did have a stimulating eff ect on Russian agricultural pro-
duction, most of all for pork and poultry producers (Wengle 2016). Th e production in-
creases in fi eld crops emphasized here are more strongly related to longer term develop-
ments in production, global demand, and prices.

7. Several monographs discuss economic and social aspects of the Soviet food sys-
tem in detail (Humphrey 1999; Smith 2014; Wädekin 1973). Studies in agrarian and en-
vironmental history, land system sciences, and other fi elds cover environmental aspects 
(P. R. Josephson et al. 2013; Wengle 2022; Matasov et al. 2019).

8. Generalized claims about a depopulating countryside are not in line with state sta-
tistics on the issue, according to which the share of the rural population has been rela-
tively constant over recent decades and only dropped from 38.9 million in 1990 to 37.6 
million in 2018 (Uzun, Shagaida, and Lerman 2019, 478).
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9. Th e historic roots and prevalence of such representations have been well docu-
mented (see, e.g., Ciută and Klinke 2010; Neumann 1999).

10. Such  power- laden “regimes of truth” (Foucault 1977) constitute distinctions be-
tween true and false, which also means that there is no simple and straightforward way 
to answer the question about a stereotype’s “correctness.”

11. In the nineteenth century, the Slavophile and Narodniki movements, famous 
thinkers and writers such as Alexander Herzen and Leo Tolstoy, and a broad range of 
poets and painters cherished and arguably idealized village life. Part of this was the 
romanticization of the countryside as a place of tradition, nature, relative autarky, and 
collectivism—in contrast to crowded, more regulated, and dependent urban life. But the 
association was not strictly or exclusively traditionalistic or conservative; the village was 
also being imagined as a place of possibility that allowed for the realization of visions of 
a better and more ethical life. Th is spurred a variety of movements to the countryside 
and rural commune movements across diff erent time periods.

12. Peasant village communities in Imperial Russia (see Bartlett 1990; Pallot 1999; 
Smirnova 2019).

13. I was probably the fi rst representative of a German institution setting foot in 
some of these villages’ ground since the Wehrmacht had left  the place or the nearby 
front line. Th is was how, in some instances, elderly people commented on my pres-
ence, which apparently triggered their memories of the war, which, in some of these 
places, killed people in almost each family and sometimes a quarter of the entire village 
population.

14. Relatedly, in the literature on post- Soviet restructuring, one fi nds numerous de-
scriptions of how change becomes disorganized and caught up in repetition or regres-
sion, a future at times turning “backwards,” and a fracturing of the ground on which 
 anticipation and expectation could be built (Ashwin 1995; Humphrey 1999; Petrovic 
2010; Pine 2007; Verdery 1996).

15. In his “Birth of Biopolitics” lectures, Foucault suggests that Marx, in his concep-
tualization of labor as commodifi ed, abstract, and alienated, to a certain degree per-
petuated a theoretical fl aw of classical (liberal) political economic theory, which tends 
to ignore the relevance of labor by reducing it to abstract categories. From the work-
ers’ viewpoint, Foucault argues, labor will not appear as an abstract and alienated com-
modity, but rather as a form of capital providing the capacity to generate steady income 
(Foucault 2008, 224– 26).

16. Recombination is understood as a productive strategy of actors maneuvering 
 situations of uncertainty, characteristic for periods of systemic change. Strategically ex-
ploiting ambiguities in overlapping legitimating principles and orders of worth, they ac-
quire agency and at the same time contribute to the emergence of new organizations 
and institutions (Stark 1996).

17. Correctives to such bias have been proposed under diff erent labels, such as the 
notions of expulsion (Sassen 2014), displacement (Werner 2015), or disarticulation (Bair 
and Werner 2011).
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CHAPTER 4. POTENTIAL

1. It is thus that this concentration of agricultural assets and massive growth of large 
agricultural companies has been related to the global land- grab debate as one import-
ant case (Edelman, Oya, and Borras 2013; D. Hall 2013) or even a prototypical example 
of the large scale of land grabs more generally (Grain 2008; Sassen 2010). Studies with 
a more regional focus on Russia also framed such accumulation as “land grabbing” or 
a “land rush” (Atkin 2009; Visser and Spoor 2011; Visser, Mamonova, and Spoor 2012; 
Wengle 2018).

2. Companies such as BEF built their land control on legal constructs involving 
(sometimes great numbers of) daughter companies since foreign companies are not al-
lowed to own land in the Russian Federation (Shagaida 2010). From a legal angle, their 
massive land banks always stood on somewhat shaky ground, fi rm under current regu-
lations but prone to change.

3. Luyt and colleagues (2013, 22) summarize: “Initial assumptions of attractive oper-
ating returns were based partly on the notion that agriculture in most of the region was 
outdated and undercapitalized and that investment in modern management and equip-
ment would result in a relatively rapid turnaround in productivity and profi tability. Th is 
was further supported by the assumption of sustained higher agricultural commodity 
prices.”

4. Big promises, high expectations, and the image of pioneering but solid investment 
are not unique to Russian agriculture but characteristic for the new interest in the sec-
tor over recent years more generally. Th ey combine scenarios of a growing demand for 
food, fodder, and agri- fuels (spurred by peak oil), and the limits to the availability of ag-
ricultural land (peak soil) and productivity increase, and turn this into claims of “natu-
rally” profi table and secure investments (Fairbairn 2020; Ouma 2020).

5. Th e interview was conducted in 2011 and refers to a project based in Perm region, 
which is not among the country’s more favorable ones, and business interest in agricul-
ture and farmland emerged late in comparison with some other regions.

6. Trigon Agri – 50 percent, Alpcot Agro – 63 percent, Blackearth Farming – 76 per-
cent (Luyt, Santos, and Carita 2013, xxvi).

7. By that time, to become bigger was no longer “an objective in itself ” (Production 
manager Voronezh, 2012) for Western investment companies, and selling assets to pay 
off  debts, selling nonprofi table or unstable farms became more frequent. Many com-
panies did not work their entire land banks anyhow and thus could intensify produc-
tion within existing boundaries; some would reshuffl  e, consolidate, and concentrate 
land banks, or even cut back the area of cultivated land to reduce expenditures, both by 
selling off  land in less favorable (distant, less fertile, climatically risky) locations and by 
 letting fi elds lie fallow.

8. Many of the largest agricultural producers today are Russian holding struc-
tures that started as food- processing or  commodity- trading companies, deepened their 
 vertical integration, and successively bought up their supply base, some of them before 
the turn of the century (Barnes 2006, 155– 63). Other—oft en newer—players are verti-
cally integrated holding companies that were designed to include a broad range of the 
production chain. Most companies controlling large land banks by the late 2010s had a 
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strong base in processing (mostly sugar, dairy, meat, or vegetable oils), trade, and agri-
cultural machinery (BEFL 2019). Few of these companies had signifi cant shares of for-
eign investment capital (BEFL 2013, 2015b; Novirost 2013).

9. Th e ruble was devalued by the government and lost two- thirds of its value within 
less than a month.

10. Agricultural enterprises are relieved from paying taxes on profi ts, and thus for-
mally shift ing profi ts to the production side within one vertically integrated hold-
ing company by increasing sale prices would allow these holdings to save on taxes 
(Nefedova 2014, 95).

11. O fi nantsovom ozdorovlenii sel’skokhoziaistvennykh tovaroproizvoditelei; Federal 
Law N 83-F 3; July 9, 2002.

12. Signifi cant portions of agricultural subsidies go into agricultural loans and rural 
infrastructural investment (in a state agricultural program from 2007 to 2012, half of 
the budget was for supporting loans). Th e portion of loans going into modernizing pro-
duction infrastructure is substantial but held to be too low to cover structural defi cits 
(Nefedova 2014, 332).

13. Th e proverb goes back to a famous sixteenth century drawing by Pieter van der 
Heyden. I am grateful to Alexander Nikulin for suggesting this metaphor.

14. Companies’ fi nancial reports publish the income of board members but do not 
diff erentiate between wage categories in the operational business. Hence estimates on 
these are based on fi eldwork insights rather than statistics.

15. For related arguments in other contexts, see Barry 2013 and Appel 2019.

CHAPTER 5. TACTICS

1. Th is is famously expressed in Marx’s bee- architect allegory. He writes: “What dis-
tinguishes the worst architect from the best of bees is this, that the architect raises his 
structure in imagination before he erects it in reality. At the end of every  labour- process, 
we get a result that already existed in the imagination of the labourer at its commence-
ment” (Marx [1867] 2015, 12).

2. Arendt writes: “Th inking and working are two diff erent activities which never 
quite coincide; the thinker who wants the world to know the ‘content’ of his thoughts 
must fi rst of all stop thinking and remember his thoughts. Remembrance in this, as in 
all other cases, prepares the intangible and the futile for their eventual materialization; it 
is the beginning of the work process, and like the craft sman’s consideration of the model 
which will guide his work, its most immaterial stage” (Arendt [1958] 1998, 90– 91).

3. A speech act that brings into being what it declares is an illocution.
4. Enterprises’ social contributions have become harder to quantify in the post- 

Soviet period. Th ey appear in statistics when enterprises receive formal payment for and 
keep an offi  cial account of services to village administrations and households, but not if 
they provide them as an informal substitute for outstanding wages, taxes, or land rent. 
More recently, however, there has been a tendency to formalize such services (Lindner 
and Vorbrugg 2012; Moser 2016; Visser, Kurakin, and Nikulin 2019).

5. “Slaves on our own land” is a formulation commonly but not consistently used in 
rural Russia (see  Allina- Pisano 2008, 3; Humphrey 2007; Lindner 2007). In the given 
context, it was used to point to the paradox that landownership may not bring you 
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much freedom if you cannot make a living from it, and options to move elsewhere are 
limited.

6. One should add that the Russian countryside has seen a trend of steady out-
migration since early Soviet times, and that there is no statistical data on the number 
of persons leaving rural areas and moving to cities permanently nowadays (Nefedova 
2014, 28).

7. Rural unemployment rates are not well covered in the offi  cial statistics, and they 
are partly contradicted in the literature: Wegren fi nds that more than one- third of 
rural dwellers were unemployed in 2010 (Wegren 2014, 92– 93), while Nefedova speaks 
of 9 percent rural unemployment in 2011 and contrasts it with 5.3 percent in cities 
(Nefedova 2014, 71). Kalugina and Fadeeva (2009) estimate rural unemployment at 
55 percent.

8. Labor shortages occur among those with various qualifi cations. Still, many ana-
lysts (Kalugina 2012; Kvartiuk et al. 2020) and enterprise representatives emphasize the 
deterioration of agricultural educational institutions and standards following the col-
lapse of the Soviet system and the outmigration of the “most capable” members of the 
rural population and college graduates. According to diff erent statistics, only one- third 
of the students graduating from agricultural subjects at state colleges and universities 
started work in agricultural occupations, and only one- fi ft h returned to villages in 2006 
to 2007 (Skul’skaia and Shirokova 2009, 97).

9. Much agricultural labor is seasonal, and a defi cit in the agricultural workforce 
during harvest times was evident already in the 1980s, when Soviet soldiers and stu-
dents had to help out in fi eld operations (Nefedova 2014, 69).

10. Some of the biggest and most sustained protests over recent years were orga-
nized around issues of elections, corruption, and planned reforms such as the national 
pension reform. Protests in rural areas included those against planned waste inciner-
ating plants and landfi lls or issues of water pollution, oft en organized by networks that 
included both rural and urban actors.

11. Part of the surveillance of operations and workers is based on smart applications 
of machinery. In this instance, the application would calculate if fuel consumption 
corresponds to the covered acreage, and a mismatch would be taken as an indicator of 
fuel theft .

12. Khoziaika is the female form of khoziain.

CHAPTER 6. RECONNECTION

1. See Poverty as Subsistence by Mihai Varga (2023) for a related argument on 
Romania and Ukraine.

2. Th is resonates with broader and oft en more normative calls to conceptually de-
couple dispossession from property so that the critique of dispossession does not reify 
individualistic, liberal, or legalist property relations (Balibar 2014; Butler and Athana-
siou 2013).

3. Much of this theorization draws on long- established intellectual traditions that 
emphasize land’s particular status and central role in relation to both human existence 
and capitalist relations. Th e two classical references here are Marx’s ([1867] 2015) “so- 
called primitive accumulation” in the fi rst volume of Capital, and Polanyi’s ([1945] 2001) 
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conceptualization, in the Great Transformation, of land as a fi ctitious commodity, in 
tension with marketization and capitalist appropriation. For both Marx and Polanyi, 
changing land relations form part of broader arguments about historical shift s toward 
market capitalism.

4. Levien’s conclusion rests on a deliberately narrow defi nition of dispossession by 
“extra- economic” forces. For broader understandings of dispossession, an extensive lit-
erature shows how the dispossession of land does not always take such open forms 
(D. Hall, Hirsch, and Li 2011), but it may be immanent in emergent market and property 
relations (Li 2014a; Verdery 2003); enforced through state regulation and law (White-
head, R. Jones, and M. Jones 2007) or material infrastructures (Blomley 2003, 2007); 
and legitimized through modernization, development, or improvement narratives 
 (Gidwani 2008; Hart 2002; Li 2007; Nichols 2018).

5. Th e point goes beyond the question of landed property. Most critiques of landed 
dispossession in critical agrarian studies do not presuppose private property, but they 
may consider the establishment and enforcement of property rights (Blomley 2003) as 
among the processes that cause dispossession regardless of whether or not formal prop-
erty titles existed before (D. Hall, Hirsch, and Li 2011; Peluso 1992), or address the de-
nial of land rights rather than land seizure (Adnan 2013). Th is echoes a twist in Marxian 
thinking that allowed the perspective on the relationship between property and dis-
possession to be reversed and the separation between producers and means of produc-
tion to be viewed as what establishes private property and capitalist relations in the fi rst 
place (Nichols 2018). It also echoes Polanyi’s ([1945] 2001) contribution of showing the 
limits to attempts at commodifying land, which remains a fi ctitious and unruly com-
modity rather than a good that could be appropriated smoothly (Wolford 2007). And 
yet, even if we exchange landed property for land access, a narrow focus on land rela-
tions risks presupposing wrongly that subjects or communities could thrive from land 
access alone.

6. With increased general attention to dispossession in the social sciences, more 
studies followed recently (Khalvashi 2018; Kušić 2024; Triantis 2018).

7. Exceptions include Chari’s and Verdery’s (2009) work in which they discuss Har-
vey’s notion of ABD in relation to state socialism and its collapse. Even here, however, 
we see an existing notion of dispossession being applied to the context of (vanished) 
Second World rather than developed from within it.

8. Studies of post- Soviet rural poverty and inequality have been more common 
(Gerry, Nivorozhkin, and Rigg 2008; Spoor 2008; Wegren 2014), but arguably these 
phenomena, too, remain not well understood (Wengle 2022, 32).

9. It is oft en associated with Teodor Shanin who, besides (co-)founding the Jour-
nal of Peasant Studies and the Moscow School of Economics and Social Sciences, also 
shaped the fi eld of Russian rural studies.

10. I am grateful to Alexander Nikulin for pointing this out to me.
11. Similar points have been made by numerous authors recently (Cima and Sovová 

2022; Jehlička 2021; Kangas and Salmenniemi 2016; Karkov and Valiavicharska 2018; 
Müller 2020; Tlostanova 2015, 2019). One part of the diagnosis is that international, of-
ten anglophone, audiences were not very perceptive of conceptual and further broader 
insights from the broader region of former  state- socialist (South) East European 
and Central Asian states. Another is that scholars in Eastern Europe and the broader 
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“region” work under relatively unfavorable practical and material circumstances and 
are trained in academic traditions that oft en may not be compatible with the current 
trends and demands of anglophone academic debates (Trubina et al. 2020). Seeing such 
constraints more clearly is intended to bring more attention to the substantial con-
ceptual and theoretical work from and on “the region.” Vivid examples include work 
that emerges at the intersection of postcolonial and postsocialist theorizing (Chari and 
Verdery 2009; Kangas and Salmenniemi 2016; Karkov and Valiavicharska 2018; Mignolo 
and Tlostanova 2006). Recently, Russia’s 2022 invasion of Ukraine has spurred and 
mainstreamed debates on decolonizing knowledge production in Ukraine (Oksamytna 
2023), as well as in Baltic, Central Asian, and other countries.

12. While there are a number of studies that build on extensive fi eldwork in the 
Russian countryside conducted in the 1990s and early 2000s (Allina- Pisano 2008; 
Lindner 2008; Nefedova and Pallot 2006; Pallot and Nefedova 2007; Shanin, Nikulin, 
and Danilov 2002; Visser 2008; Wegren 2005), much of the more recent work by both 
Russian and international colleagues is based on quantitative methods, surveys and sta-
tistics, web research, expert interviews, and short fi eld visits, and/or provides general 
overviews or comparison between regions. Others analyze and evaluate ongoing jurid-
ical reforms and institutional change (Leonard 2011; Shagaida 2010; Uzun et al. 2009) 
or adopt a more historical perspective (Kaz’min 2012; Nikulin 2014; Wengle 2022). A 
few recent book- length  fi eldwork- based studies have been published (Billé and Hum-
phrey 2021; Moser 2015), and some monographs published in Russian include fi eldwork, 
among other methods (Kalugina 2015; Nefedova 2014).

13. In contrast to dispersed dispossession, these seem to be examples of  state- backed 
dispossession by force that comes close to conceptual archetypes of dispossession in 
Marxist theoretical traditions (Levien 2013a).

14. Th is schematic characterization helps us see how the broader processes of con-
centration and dispossession in rural Russia diff er from the  fi nance- driven global rush 
on farmland and agriculture (Fairbairn 2020; Ouma 2020), or purer (neo)liberal path-
ways of agrarian change (Adnan 2013; Levien 2018; Mishra 2020).

15. Other studies emphasize “indeterminacy” (Balazs 2023) and the intersection of 
slow and more direct forms of violence (Ryabchuk 2023) as an eff ect of systemic tran-
sitions or ruptures. Th ey revisit an older subject in studies of the region—how the dis-
integration of  state- socialist structures has destabilized the present and future horizons 
(Humphrey 2002; Todorova and Gille 2010)—and show how it lives on through more 
current reconfi gurations that include neoliberalization (Yurchenko 2017) or authoritar-
ian shift s (Mamonova 2019). Postindustrial and further “abandoned” spaces more gen-
erally have oft en provoked similar interpretations and theorization (Biehl 2013b; Carse 
2018; Gordillo 2014; Petryna 2002), as have studies on the relationship between direct 
and everyday forms of violence (Pain 2019; Th ompson forthcoming).

16. Th is clearly concerns the ways respective histories have or have not been dealt 
with. At a national level, the collective processing of Soviet history has been variously 
suppressed, and memories of this history are instrumentalized. Th e more systematic at-
tempts to come to terms with its legacy have been concentrated in some metropolitan 
circles and NGOs that focused on political repression and persecution more than so-
cioeconomic eff ects in the peripheries. National and local elites managed to derive rel-
ative benefi t from the havoc that followed the dissolution of the Soviet system and thus 
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have little interest in much transparency around these processes. On a local level, the 
disintegration of institutions and notorious instability arguably also hampered coming 
to terms with the histories of deprivation systematically. Th at said, a sense of disorienta-
tion and deep insecurity in the face of complex (geo)political ruptures is not unique to 
the Russian countryside (Genz et al. 2023; Knight 2015).

17. As far as dispersed dispossession resulted in a fragmentation of time horizons 
and the crumbling of dreams of a great or better future, constitutive for Soviet moder-
nity (Buck- Morss 2000), very diff erent kinds of restoration promises imply the hope of 
bringing back some future.

18. For a similar point in a study on Romania, see Đunda 2023. For a conceptual re-
fl ection on how projects relate to successful and failed foregoing ones, see Barry and 
Gambino 2024.

19. One can observe similarities to what has been termed the post- Fordist aff ect 
(Muehlebach and Shoshan 2012).

20. Most of these ideologies and projects are far right, although a blending with state 
socialist elements can lead to peculiar ideological constellations.

21. In an article preceding her book, Berlant links her reasoning to Anthony 
Giddens’s concept of structuration. Gidddens (1984, 25) writes: “In speaking of the 
structural properties of social systems I mean their institutionalized features, giv-
ing ‘solidity’ across time and space. I use the concept of ‘structures’ to get at relations 
of transformation and mediation which are the ‘circuit switches’ underlying observed 
conditions of system reproduction.”

22. A curiosity toward the persisting, abandoned, “uncanny,” disintegrating, or re-
combined infrastructure is evident in much literature on former  state- socialist contexts. 
Such a focus is not without diffi  culties. Too oft en have such persistent or crumbling in-
frastructures been narrowly interpreted or even fetishized as remains of the past, and 
a focus on infrastructural disintegration cemented an overemphasis on the Soviet sys-
tem and its collapse (Bennett 2021). Yet there is a plurality of perspectives on crumbling 
infrastructures. We have seen how rural residents refer to crumbling infrastructures as 
hermeneutic tools to make sense of a complex present and to link questions pertaining 
to the past, present, and future. For related arguments, see Dzenovska 2018, Pohl 2021, 
Vorbrugg 2022.
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