
Soviet and Post-Soviet Politics and Society (SPPS)         Vol. 141 
ISSN 1614-3515 
 

General Editor: Andreas Umland,  
Institute for Euro-Atlantic Cooperation, Kyiv, umland@stanfordalumni.org

Commissioning Editor: Max Jakob Horstmann,  
London, mjh@ibidem.eu

 

EDITORIAL COMMITTEE* 
DOMESTIC & COMPARATIVE POLITICS 
Prof. Ellen Bos, Andrássy University of Budapest 
Dr. Ingmar Bredies, FH Bund, Brühl 
Dr. Andrey Kazantsev, MGIMO (U) MID RF, Moscow 
Prof. Heiko Pleines, University of Bremen 
Prof. Richard Sakwa, University of Kent at Canterbury 
Dr. Sarah Whitmore, Oxford Brookes University 
Dr. Harald Wydra, University of Cambridge 
SOCIETY, CLASS & ETHNICITY 
Col. David Glantz, “Journal of Slavic Military Studies” 
Dr. Marlène Laruelle, George Washington University 
Dr. Stephen Shulman, Southern Illinois University 
Prof. Stefan Troebst, University of Leipzig 
POLITICAL ECONOMY & PUBLIC POLICY 
Prof. em. Marshall Goldman, Wellesley College, Mass. 
Dr. Andreas Goldthau, Central European University 
Dr. Robert Kravchuk, University of North Carolina 
Dr. David Lane, University of Cambridge 
Dr. Carol Leonard, University of Oxford 
Dr. Maria Popova, McGill University, Montreal 

FOREIGN POLICY & INTERNATIONAL AFFAIRS 
Dr. Peter Duncan, University College London 
Dr. Taras Kuzio, Johns Hopkins University 
Prof. Gerhard Mangott, University of Innsbruck 
Dr. Diana Schmidt-Pfister, University of Konstanz 
Dr. Lisbeth Tarlow, Harvard University, Cambridge 
Dr. Christian Wipperfürth, N-Ost Network, Berlin 
Dr. William Zimmerman, University of Michigan 
HISTORY, CULTURE & THOUGHT 
Dr. Catherine Andreyev, University of Oxford 
Prof. Mark Bassin, Södertörn University 
Prof. Karsten Brüggemann, Tallinn University 
Dr. Alexander Etkind, University of Cambridge 
Dr. Gasan Gusejnov, Moscow State University 
Prof. em. Walter Laqueur, Georgetown University 
Prof. Leonid Luks, Catholic University of Eichstaett 
Dr. Olga Malinova, Russian Academy of Sciences 
Prof. Andrei Rogatchevski, University of Tromsø 
Dr. Mark Tauger, West Virginia University 
Dr. Stefan Wiederkehr, BBAW, Berlin 

 

ADVISORY BOARD* 
Prof. Dominique Arel, University of Ottawa 
Prof. Jörg Baberowski, Humboldt University of Berlin 
Prof. Margarita Balmaceda, Seton Hall University 
Dr. John Barber, University of Cambridge 
Prof. Timm Beichelt, European University Viadrina 
Dr. Katrin Boeckh, University of Munich 
Prof. em. Archie Brown, University of Oxford 
Dr. Vyacheslav Bryukhovetsky, Kyiv-Mohyla Academy 
Prof. Timothy Colton, Harvard University, Cambridge 
Prof. Paul D’Anieri, University of Florida 
Dr. Heike Dörrenbächer, DGO, Berlin 
Dr. John Dunlop, Hoover Institution, Stanford, California 
Dr. Sabine Fischer, SWP, Berlin 
Dr. Geir Flikke, NUPI, Oslo 
Prof. David Galbreath, University of Aberdeen 
Prof. Alexander Galkin, Russian Academy of Sciences 
Prof. Frank Golczewski, University of Hamburg 
Dr. Nikolas Gvosdev, Naval War College, Newport, RI 
Prof. Mark von Hagen, Arizona State University 
Dr. Guido Hausmann, University of Freiburg i.Br. 
Prof. Dale Herspring, Kansas State University 
Dr. Stefani Hoffman, Hebrew University of Jerusalem 
Prof. Mikhail Ilyin, MGIMO (U) MID RF, Moscow 
Prof. Vladimir Kantor, Higher School of Economics 
Dr. Ivan Katchanovski, University of Ottawa 
Prof. em. Andrzej Korbonski, University of California 
Dr. Iris Kempe, “Caucasus Analytical Digest” 
Prof. Herbert Küpper, Institut für Ostrecht Regensburg 
Dr. Rainer Lindner, CEEER, Berlin 
Dr. Vladimir Malakhov, Russian Academy of Sciences 

Dr. Luke March, University of Edinburgh  
Prof. Michael McFaul, US Embassy at Moscow 
Prof. Birgit Menzel, University of Mainz-Germersheim 
Prof. Valery Mikhailenko, The Urals State University 
Prof. Emil Pain, Higher School of Economics, Moscow 
Dr. Oleg Podvintsev, Russian Academy of Sciences 
Prof. Olga Popova, St. Petersburg State University 
Dr. Alex Pravda, University of Oxford 
Dr. Erik van Ree, University of Amsterdam 
Dr. Joachim Rogall, Robert Bosch Foundation Stuttgart 
Prof. Peter Rutland, Wesleyan University, Middletown 
Prof. Marat Salikov, The Urals State Law Academy 
Dr. Gwendolyn Sasse, University of Oxford 
Prof. Jutta Scherrer, EHESS, Paris 
Prof. Robert Service, University of Oxford 
Mr. James Sherr, RIIA Chatham House London 
Dr. Oxana Shevel, Tufts University, Medford 
Prof. Eberhard Schneider, University of Siegen 
Prof. Olexander Shnyrkov, Shevchenko University, Kyiv 
Prof. Hans-Henning Schröder, SWP, Berlin 
Prof. Yuri Shapoval, Ukrainian Academy of Sciences 
Prof. Viktor Shnirelman, Russian Academy of Sciences 
Dr. Lisa Sundstrom, University of British Columbia 
Dr. Philip Walters, “Religion, State and Society”, Oxford
Prof. Zenon Wasyliw, Ithaca College, New York State 
Dr. Lucan Way, University of Toronto 
Dr. Markus Wehner, “Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung” 
Dr. Andrew Wilson, University College London  
Prof. Jan Zielonka, University of Oxford 
Prof. Andrei Zorin, University of Oxford 

* While the Editorial Committee and Advisory Board support the General Editor in the choice and improvement of manuscripts 
for publication, responsibility for remaining errors and misinterpretations in the series’ volumes lies with the books’ authors. 



Soviet and Post-Soviet Politics and Society (SPPS) 
ISSN 1614-3515 
 

Founded in 2004 and refereed since 2007, SPPS 
makes available affordable English-, German-, 
and Russian-language studies on the history of 
the countries of the former Soviet bloc from the 
late Tsarist period to today. It publishes be-
tween 5 and 20 volumes per year and focuses 
on issues in transitions to and from democracy 
such as economic crisis, identity formation, civil 
society development, and constitutional reform 
in CEE and the NIS. SPPS also aims to high-
light so far understudied themes in East Europe-
an studies such as right-wing radicalism, reli-
gious life, higher education, or human rights 
protection. The authors and titles of all previ-
ously published volumes are listed at the end of 
this book. For a full description of the series and 
reviews of its books, see  

www.ibidem-verlag.de/red/spps. 

Editorial correspondence & manuscripts 
should be sent to: Dr. Andreas Umland, 
DAAD, German Embassy, vul. Bohdana 
Khmelnitskoho 25, UA-01901 Kyiv, Ukraine. 
e-mail: umland@stanfordalumni.org 

Business correspondence & review copy 
requests should be sent to: ibidem Press, 
Leuschnerstr. 40, 30457 Hannover, Germany; 
tel.: +49 511 2622200; fax: +49 511 2622201; 
spps@ibidem.eu. 

Authors, reviewers, referees, and editors 
for (as well as all other persons sympathetic 
to) SPPS are invited to join its networks at 
www.facebook.com/group.php?gid=52638198614 
www.linkedin.com/groups?about=&gid=103012
www.xing.com/net/spps-ibidem-verlag/ 

Recent Volumes 

132 Serghei Golunov  
 The Elephant in the Room 

Corruption and Cheating in Russian Universities 
 ISBN 978-3-8382-0570-0 

133 Manja Hussner, Rainer Arnold (Hgg.) 
Verfassungsgerichtsbarkeit in Zentralasien I 
Sammlung von Verfassungstexten 
ISBN 978-3-8382-0595-3 

134 Nikolay Mitrokhin 
Die "Russische Partei" 
Die Bewegung der russischen Nationalisten in der UdSSR 
1953-1985 
Aus dem Russischen übertragen von einem Übersetzerteam  
unter der Leitung von Larisa Schippel 
ISBN 978-3-8382-0024-8 

135 Manja Hussner, Rainer Arnold (Hgg.) 
Verfassungsgerichtsbarkeit in Zentralasien II 
Sammlung von Verfassungstexten 
ISBN 978-3-8382-0597-7 

136 Manfred Zeller 
Das sowjetische Fieber 
Fußballfans im poststalinistischen Vielvölkerreich 
Mit einem Vorwort von Nikolaus Katzer 
ISBN 978-3-8382-0757-5 

137 Kristin Schreiter 
Stellung und Entwicklungspotential  
zivilgesellschaftlicher Gruppen in Russland 
Menschenrechtsorganisationen im Vergleich 
ISBN 978-3-8382-0673-8 

138 David R. Marples, Frederick V. Mills (Eds.) 
Ukraine’s Euromaidan 
Analyses of a Civil Revolution 
ISBN 978-3-8382-0660-8 

139 Bernd Kappenberg 
Setting Signs for Europe 
Why Diacritics Matter for European Integration 
With a foreword by Peter Schlobinski 
ISBN 978-3-8382-0663-9 

140 René Lenz 
Internationalisierung, Kooperation und Transfer 
Externe bildungspolitische Akteure  
in der Russischen Föderation 
Mit einem Vorwort von Frank Ettrich 
ISBN 978-3-8382-0751-3 
 

 
 



  

 
Juri Plusnin 

Yana Zausaeva 
Natalia Zhidkevich 
Artemy Pozanenko 

 

 

WANDERING WORKERS 
Mores, Behavior, Way of Life, and Political 
Status of Domestic Russian Labor Migrants 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ibidem-Verlag 
Stuttgart 



  

Bibliografische Information der Deutschen Nationalbibliothek  
Die Deutsche Nationalbibliothek verzeichnet diese Publikation in der 
Deutschen Nationalbibliografie; detaillierte bibliografische Daten sind im 
Internet über http://dnb.d-nb.de abrufbar. 
 
Bibliographic information published by the Deutsche Nationalbibliothek 
Die Deutsche Nationalbibliothek lists this publication in the Deutsche Nationalbibliografie; 
detailed bibliographic data are available in the Internet at http://dnb.d-nb.de. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Gedruckt auf alterungsbeständigem, säurefreien Papier 
Printed on acid-free paper 

 
ISSN: 1614-3515 

 
ISBN-13: 978-3-8382-0653-0 

 
© ibidem-Verlag 

 

Stuttgart 2015 
 

Alle Rechte vorbehalten 
 

Das Werk einschließlich aller seiner Teile ist urheberrechtlich geschützt. Jede Verwertung 
außerhalb der engen Grenzen des Urheberrechtsgesetzes ist ohne Zustimmung des Verlages 

unzulässig und strafbar. Dies gilt insbesondere für Vervielfältigungen,  
Übersetzungen, Mikroverfilmungen und elektronische Speicherformen sowie die  

Einspeicherung und Verarbeitung in elektronischen Systemen. 
 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval 
system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronical, mechanical, photocopying, recording or 
otherwise) without the prior written permission of the publisher. Any person who does any unauthorized act 

in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages. 

Printed in Germany 



V 

Contents 

Preface .......................................................................................................................................... VII 

Preface to the 2013 Russian edition ............................................................................................... IX 

Acknowledgements ........................................................................................................................ XI 

Introduction ...................................................................................................................................... 1 

Chapter 1 The phenomenon of оtkhоdniсhestvо ............................................................................. 5 

1.1. The phenomenon of Russian оtkhоdniсhestvо ..................................................................... 5 

1.2. Definition of оtkhоdniсhestvо as a special type of labor migration ................................... 11 

1.3. "Otkhоdniks" in other countries. Otkhodnichestvo in the contemporary world ................. 21 

Chapter 2 Russian otkhodnichestvo: milestones ............................................................................ 29 

2.1. Historical otkhodnichestvo of the 17th-20th centuries: causes and drivers ........................ 29 

2.2. Two stages in the evolution of contemporary otkhodnichestvo .......................................... 39 

2.3. Typical features of contemporary otkhodnichestvo in Russia ............................................ 48 

Chapter 3 A study of contemporary otkhodnichestvo.................................................................... 53 

3.1. Research methodology requirements .................................................................................. 55 

3.2. Research methods ................................................................................................................ 57 

3.3. Fieldwork findings: description .......................................................................................... 67 

Chapter 4 Estimating the population of otkhodniks ....................................................................... 79 

4.1. Statistical data ..................................................................................................................... 80 

4.2. Information on otkhodniks obtained from local mass media .............................................. 83 

4.3. Estimations of otkhodniks by local inhabitants .................................................................. 85 

4.4. Estimates based on the difference between the total working-age population  
and the number of residents employed in the local economy ............................................. 89 

4.5. Aggregating data from household registers with that from district employment centers ... 91 

4.6. Using information from school class registers .................................................................... 98 

4.7. Data obtained by sagittal mapping .................................................................................... 100 

Chapter 5 Regional specialization by type of craft ...................................................................... 103 

5.1. Employment destinations .................................................................................................. 103 

5.2. Otkhodnik occupations specific for different areas .......................................................... 110 

Chapter 6 Otkhodnik in society Who, why and for what purpose seeks jobs away from home? 123 

6.1. The reasons for engaging in otkhodnichestvo ................................................................... 123 

6.2. The composition of otkhodniks ......................................................................................... 130 

6.3. Job-seeking and "length of service" .................................................................................. 132 

6.4. Correlation between otkhodnik activities and the educational background ...................... 136 



VI 

Chapter 7 Otkhodnik in society Expected and actual compensation,  
working conditions and reasons to give up otkhodnichestvo ...................................... 143 

7.1. Compensation .................................................................................................................... 143 

7.2. Working conditions, living arrangements, and leisure ...................................................... 151 

7.3. The reasons for giving otkhodnichestvo up ...................................................................... 164 

Chapter 8 Otkhodnik at home ...................................................................................................... 167 

8.1. First impression: appearance and behavior ....................................................................... 168 

8.2. Otkhodnik as a social type ................................................................................................ 171 

8.3. Otkhodnichestvo: implications for the family ................................................................... 174 

8.4. The household and everyday life of an otkhodnik ............................................................ 185 

8.5. Relations with neighbors and status in the local community ............................................ 195 

Chapter 9 Otkhodniks and the State ............................................................................................. 201 

9.1. Participation in local political life ..................................................................................... 202 

9.2. Attitude towards the local authorities ............................................................................... 206 

9.3. Interaction with government and local self-government bodies ....................................... 211 

9.4. Public employment centers as a contact point  
between the authorities and the otkhodniks ...................................................................... 221 

Chapter 10 Otkhodnichestvo as a new factor of social and political life in Russia ..................... 229 

10.1. The significance of otkhodnichestvo for the authorities ................................................. 229 

10.2. The social and political implications of contemporary otkhodnichestvo ........................ 239 

Conclusion.................................................................................................................................... 249 

Literature ...................................................................................................................................... 255 

 



VII 

Preface 

This book addresses the issue of Russian wandering workers—otkhodniks. They 
are a specific group of internal temporary labor migrants who migrate from small 
towns and rural areas to major cities and industrial centers. Among them, seasonal 
and agricultural workers are a negligible minority. In our view, these Russian labor 
migrants differ from both circular (circulatory) cross-border migrants and seasonal 
agricultural migrants, well familiar in many countries of the world. To highlight 
these differences, we refer to them as wandering workers (in Russian—temporary 
departers), and avoid using the terms circular migrants and seasonal workers more 
familiar to western researchers. A self-designation for such wandering workers ap-
peared in Russia about three or four centuries ago. People started calling them ot-
khodniks [from the Russian otkhod—temporary departure], and this is the term they 
themselves and the Russian scientists still use. 
Initially, we planned this monograph as a simple (authentic) translation of our book 
Otkhodniks1, which appeared in Russian at the end of 2013. However, in the past 
year and a half, while the monograph was being translated, we continued our field-
work supplementing the existing records by the findings of new expeditions, obser-
vations and interviews. At the same time, we refined the conclusions made earlier 
based on the newly obtained field data, tested new hypotheses, and conceptualized 
our records. As a result, the English edition differs significantly from the Russian 
version both by the volume of the presented material, and by its analysis. Actually, 
it turned out to be a new book about otkhodniks. We have been collecting field data 
for this book continuously over five years, in summer and in winter. We have re-
vised every chapter, expanded all of them, and added new ones. To the extent pos-
sible, the presentation of the material has been adapted for readers unfamiliar with 
the Russian reality in the sphere of labor behavior. In particular, wherever neces-
sary, we have provided an explanation of the terms and events, which was not re-
quired for the Russian readers. We have also provided a US dollar equivalent not 
only for all our estimates but also for the cost of various types of work and wages 
received by the otkhodniks. For this purpose, we applied the average official 
USD/RUB exchange rate effective at the time of the surveys, which was 30–32 ru-
bles per 1 US dollar (although, obviously, the purchasing power of the ruble in the 
Russian province was at that time substantially higher). We are extensively quoting 
our respondents, and we have retained all the original colloquialisms, slang, and 

                                                 
1  Plusnin J.M., Zausaeva Y.D., Zhidkevich N.N., and Pozanenko A.A., Otkhodniks / 

S.G. Kordonsky (ed.). – M.: Novyj Khronograf, 2013, 376 p. 
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phonetics. To the extent possible, the translator has tried to convey this manner of 
speaking in the English text. 
The co-authors contributed to this book as follows. Juri Plusnin supervised the re-
search and development of the structure and content of the monograph, and co-
wrote all the sections of the book. With the technical and editorial assistance of Na-
talia Zhidkevich and Artemy Pozanenko, he also re-wrote the entire text of the 
2013 monograph, significantly amended and supplemented every chapter, and add-
ed two new chapters. Yana Zausaeva participated in writing chapters 4, 9, and 10 
herein. Natalia Zhidkevich wrote chapter 8 and participated in writing chapter 5. 
Artemy Pozanenko took part in writing chapters 4 and 10, and was the principal au-
thor of chapters 5, 6, and 7. 
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Preface to the 2013 Russian edition 

Otkhodnichestvo as a phenomenon is not just a matter of academic interest for us. 
The senior co-author is himself an otkhodnik and experiences first-hand all the ad-
vantages and hardships of a "migratory" lifestyle. The three junior co-authors are 
involved in the matter in another way. For the past three years, we have traveled 
extensively; we have visited dozens of small towns and villages and knocked on 
hundreds of doors. We are looking for, finding, and trying to engage in conversa-
tion a mostly unknown, however, extremely interesting and charismatic type of 
person who calls himself otkhodnik—an archaic and seemingly long-forgotten 
(even by sociologists) term—and who leads a busy and productive life filled with 
hard work and weary household chores.  
We have spent many hours amid the otkhodniks talking to them and their families. 
As a result, we have adopted their viewpoints and to a certain extent even started 
identifying ourselves with them. Apart from an advantage, this also poses the threat 
of losing a researcher's impartial approach. Nevertheless, we did our utmost to 
maintain a clear perception and present our findings primarily as sociologists. It 
could be that in certain instances we deviated from this principle. 
The book provides a sociological phenomenological (not statistical) overview of 
contemporary otkhodnichestvo and relies on the findings of our fieldwork. We 
chose to present only this aspect of the recurrent labor migration in Russia—a one-
sided approach does not always hinder research.  
Writing the book turned out to be a long and complicated process; it was not easy 
to outline and summarize the interviews we had taken. Probably, partly due to this 
we failed to achieve all our objectives and feel a certain dissatisfaction with some 
aspects of our work. However, we count on the benevolence of our readers who 
chose at least to leaf through this book about otkhodniks, which is based on their 
words, stories and experience. 
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1 

Introduction  

"We have good people, patient and smart people.  
They suffer, suffer, and suffer!  

They hear everything and see everything.  
However, they know that yelling and screaming will not 
change anything. No one will bring them bread; no one will 
give them money. The rich get everything. The poor have to 
survive. And they survive. They work wherever they can find 
a job. And they are happy when they get paid on time—
thank God!"2 

Otkhodnik, otkhodnik crafts and trades, otkhod—these notions, which had already 
become archaic in Russia in the first third of the twentieth century, are back in use. 
After the end of the Soviet period of Russian history, when such a phenomenon 
could not exist in principle, otkhodnichestvo as a special form of labor migration 
re-emerged in Russia. Certainly, the new form differs from the one that existed a 
century ago, but it has such significant similarities with the previous one, that some 
researchers were compelled to return to the old, long-forgotten, term otkhodnich-
estvo [temporary departure from home to earn money elsewhere].  
Otkhodnichestvo is an amazing phenomenon of our social and economic life. Pri-
marily, it is amazing by its invisibility. Not only ordinary people in big cities know 
nothing about otkhodnichestvo and the otkhodniks, but also the authorities and un-
til recently, the scientists were unaware of them. In the meantime, this is a mass 
phenomenon: according to our rough and conservative estimates, out of approxi-
mately 55 million Russian families, at least 10–15 million, or maybe even 
20 million families live off otkhodnichestvo of one or even both adult members. In 
other words, the otkhodniks provide a considerable proportion of the economic po-
tential of the country, but this remains unrecorded by statistics; moreover, it cannot 
be recorded, because the otkhodniks as market participants seem to be non-
existent.3 
For the authorities they do not exist as a target of social policy either. They are not 
recorded in local official accounts and not reflected in local economic indicators 
(but at least half of them are registered in the economy at the place of employ-

                                                 
2  Interview with a woman, who had moved with her husband from Ostrovnoy, taken during a 

round of a nine-storey apartment house; Podporozhye, Leningrad Region, February 2012. 
3  Evidently, the otkhodniks and their activities are in one way or another recorded in our 

large-scale "shadow" economy (see: Radaev, 1999; Ryvkina, 1999) and in the structure of 
informal employment (see: Barsukova, 2003 and 2004; Sinyavskaya, 2005; Non-standard 
employment, 2006; Barsukova, Radaev, 2012; In the shadow of regulation, 2014). However, 
this category of labor migrants has not been differentiated yet. 
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ment). They do not work according to their professional background and, perhaps, 
they have received free public vocational education and training for nothing. They 
pay no taxes; therefore, they do not expect to receive any pension. They are never 
sick, so they do not benefit from public healthcare services. Moreover, they do not 
need any social support from the state, because they rely only on themselves. Alt-
hough the otkhodniks may be the most active part of the Russian population, they 
actually remain outside politics—the public authorities do not notice them. Not on-
ly are they non-existent for the government bodies as an object of governance, the 
local authorities do not take them in consideration either, even if they are aware of 
them. Although the otkhodniks are those very residents, for whose sake the munic-
ipal authorities are implementing the worthiest of all theories of management—"the 
art of clearing the streets of manure".4 
Sadly, so far the otkhodniks have also been non-existent for Russian sociology: we 
have no idea who they are, what life they lead, what they eat, what drives them, and 
what they dream of. We know nothing about their families or the way they bring up 
their children. We have no clue what distinguishes them from the families of their 
non-otkhodnik neighbors. We are continuing to study the exceptionally important 
phenomenon of Russian otkhodnichestvo, but we are doing it as historians rather 
than sociologists. However, rare sociological studies of the late Soviet (e.g., Is-
lamov, Travin, 1989; Shabanova, 1992a and1992b; Shabanova, 1993) and contem-
porary (e.g., Florinskaya, Roschina, 2004; Florinskaya, 2006; Roshchina, 2007, 
2008; White, 2007, 2009; Employment and otkhodnichestvo, 2008; Kapustina, 
2008, 2013; Velikiy, 2010; Baranenkova, 2012) otkhodnichestvo do exist. The 
most frequent and comprehensive coverage of otkhodnichestvo and its aspects can 
be found in studies devoted to internal temporary labor migration as a demographic 
process - in recent years, increasingly (e.g., Badyshtova, 2001, 2002; Florinskaya, 
2001; Zayonchkovskaya, 2001; Moiseenko, 2004; Zayonchkovskaya, Mkrtchyan, 
2007; Mkrtchyan, 2009; Mkrtchyan, Karachurina, 2014; Florinskaya et al., 2015). 
Researchers of the Russian village and peasantry have also mentioned this topic in 
passing (e.g., Fadeeva, 2002, 2012; Nikulin, 2004; Kalugina, Fadeeva, 2009; Ka-
lugina, 2012; Nefedova, 2013). However, these studies are still incompatible with 
the magnitude of the phenomenon. 
What is Russia's new otkhodnichestvo? Why did it suddenly re-emerge in contem-
porary Russia after decades, as if from a clean slate? The matter has long appeared 
important to us, but we were able to launch a systematic and detailed study of ot-

                                                 
4  Mikhail Saltykov-Shchedrin (1826–1889), Russian writer and vice-governor. The quoted 

phrase is from the famous novel, The history of a town. 
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khodnichestvo only a few years ago. We realized the magnitude of the phenome-
non, but also understood that the problem could not be "tackled" using standard 
scientific techniques: select from the array of official statistical data; describe based 
on the findings of a mass survey, by completing questionnaires, recording sporadic 
field observations, or by drawing parallels with the historical otkhodnichestvo. The 
only way to get a close look at contemporary otkhodnichestvo and grasp its essence 
is to collect meticulously individual data obtained in the course of direct communi-
cation with the representatives of this category of labor migrants. That is exactly 
what we engaged in. We immersed ourselves for several years in fieldwork. We 
traveled across the country to small towns and rural areas seeking out such people 
on an individual basis in order to meet with them and ask about their lifestyle; the 
underlying circumstances; the goals they pursue; the threats and risks they encoun-
ter on the way; as well as about their families and children; relatives and bosses; 
neighbors and authorities. As we can judge, they were rather frank with us, because 
the views of numerous people living in several dozen locations dispersed over 
thousands of kilometers proved to be similar and like-minded. Based on conversa-
tions with these people and their families and on observations of their behavior, we 
were able to get an idea of their permanent and temporary living environment; 
household and economic activities; everyday life; as well as relations in society and 
the nature of interaction with the authorities. We tried to describe the diversity of 
their occupations and draw the portrait of a typical otkhodnik.  
Using various indirect methods, we attempted to assess the scope of the phenome-
non. We now believe that when launching the research of otkhodnichestvo, we 
clearly underestimated its magnitude. The phenomenon may be much broader and 
deeper than what we managed to describe in this book. We are only carefully as-
suming that the immediate and remote economic, social, cultural, and political im-
plications of contemporary otkhodnichestvo will be crucial for the development of 
Russia. Probably, not only Russia, given the proliferation of such phenomena in the 
modern world. 
In the meantime, we do not overestimate the significance of our work: it is quite 
fragmentary, as any scientific study can be. We see our shortcomings and anticipate 
that we have made quite a few erroneous judgments. Moreover, within the team of 
authors, there is no complete consensus as to the interpretation of facts and their 
generalizations. Over the years of work, we have developed close links with our 
brainchild; however, the text manifests a difference of opinions on certain issues. 
We believe this to be a natural outcome of the work on depicting the phenomenon 
of otkhodnichestvo—tremendous in scope and at that same time barely visible for 
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the contemporaries. This book contains no statistical data (demographic, migration, 
financial, etc.) usual for the analysis of historical otkhodnichestvo, or for economic 
analysis. Our task was to highlight the phenomenon and to capture its substantial 
features. 
The structure of the monograph follows the pattern of a phenomenological descrip-
tion, where we define the phenomenon of otkhodnichestvo distinguishing it from 
other forms of labor migration, and consider it in a historic context. We also com-
pare the Russian phenomenon with similar processes in the global labor market 
(chapters 1 and 2). Chapter 3 deals with the methods applied to identify and study 
otkhodniks and otkhodnichestvo. Here we provide a description of the records, 
which served as a basis for further generalizations. Chapter 4 proposes different 
approaches to estimating the population of otkhodniks in Russia. Chapter 5 reviews 
the employment destinations targeted by the otkhodniks and their principal occupa-
tions, as well as the regional specialization by type of craft. Chapters 6 and 7 ad-
dress the otkhodniks' labor motivation and economic behavior; the working condi-
tions and living arrangements at the workplace; their earnings and spending pat-
terns. Chapter 8 describes the otkhodnik as a social type and demonstrates his be-
havior at home, as well as relations within the family and with neighbors. Chapter 9 
deals with the rather obscure relations between the otkhodniks and the public au-
thorities—the state and local self-government bodies. The final tenth chapter is an 
attempt to assess the socio-cultural and political significance of otkhodnichestvo 
for Russian society. We are trying to determine the consequences that mass ot-
khodnichestvo of the most active part of the population can have for Russia. 
 




