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CHAPTER 16

Slavery and Serfdom in Muscovy
and the Russian Empire

Hans-Heinvich Nolte® and Elena Smolars

INTRODUCTION

The history of servitude, bondage, and slavery in Russia—that is, in the
Tsardom of Moscow or Muscovy (1547-1721) and in the Russian Empire
(1721-1917)—includes different expressions, policies, structural dynamics,
and institutional configurations. Some of these forms of strong asymmetrical
dependency were autochthonous, and some were adapted as a result of polit-
ical and economic contacts with neighboring states. In both cases, we find
various different servile and working relations in the household, in agriculture,
in crafts and trades.

Due to military conflicts and the incorporation of established practices from
newly annexed territories in the imperial legal and economic space, Muscovy
and the Russian Empire acquired non-Christian and non-Russian dependent
people. Among them were Muslim, Buddhist, and Animist captives (iasyri),
imported slaves and iasak people! in Siberia.?

In this chapter, we will focus on two widespread forms of strong asymmet-
rical social dependency: kholopstvo (indentured servitude) and krepostnichestvo
(serfdom). Both groups are often considered slaves in academic discourse.
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Particular attention will be paid to the preconditions for becoming depen-
dent or enserfed, to the respective legal status and its modification over time,
to working and living conditions as well as occupations, and to ways of exiting
the dependency or limiting its oppressiveness.

SLAVERY IN MEDIEVAL RUssia

Although foreign trade—including trade in slaves—had played a decisive part
in the founding of the Kievan Rus’,? the importance of agriculture for princes
and nobilities subsequently grew with the Christianization, the downturn of
Byzantium, the surge in nomad power in the steppes between the Black Sea
and the northern areas of the territory, and the intensification of control of
the countryside. The noble elites increasingly lived off feudal rent rather than
trade.

Most of what we know about this period* stems from law codices written
in the twelfth century and citing older texts—the “Russkaia Pravda.”® In these
codices, dependent people mostly are referred to as roba, kholop, or chelindin.
Roba is a word for a female worker derived from the Indo-European root
*rb—*rabotat’ (work).® The term for a male worker is kholop (young man),”
indicating that labor by young people was common®; as with the term deti
boiarskie (children of boiars) for the lower nobility, age was used to define
social status. Cheliadin means a member of the household of a rich and/or
noble person. The chelind or household also had community functions: For
example, it could hide a criminal member, but then had to pay the fine for
him.

Articles 63-71 of the “Russkaia Pravda” describe three ways of becoming
a “tull” kholop: (1) bought before witnesses, (2) married to a 7oba, and (3)
accepting a job as manager (zun) of a prince or boyar. A full kholop was not
allowed to testify in court (except as tiun “if necessary”), and if sentenced did
not pay his fine to the prince but instead twice the amount to the plaintiff.
Article 98 states that when an owner had children with a roba, the mother
and children were to be set free when he died, albeit without claims to his
inheritance. Kholopy were also forbidden to lend money, but permitted to trade
if their owner agreed.

In the event of murder in the Kievan Rus’, vengeance by family members
was legal, but a so-called bloodwite (vira) could also be paid for killing a non-
princely person.® This fine was 16 times higher for the murder of a tiun (a
steward or a manager of a prince) than for a peasant or a khbolop; a roba was
valued slightly higher than the latter. Article 89, which was added later, did
away with the bloodwite for kholopy and roby, but a penal fee could still be
paid to plaintiff and prince.
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Kaororstvo 1IN FARLY MODERN RUSSIA

From 1224 to 1226, the Kievan Rus’ was conquered and became a western
periphery of the Mongol Empire. The territory subsequently had to pay a
regular tribute in silver or risk being left open to slaving raids. Until the eigh-
teenth century, Eastern European Christians were captured in such slaving
raids and sold in Muslim states from Bukhara to the Ottoman Empire. Simi-
larly, in the wake of Russian victories, non-Orthodox captives became zasyrz,
servants to the Muslim nobility of the tsardom or, if baptized, kholops.'°
Supported by the Church, the Moscow branch of the governing dynasty
succeeded in uniting the country and stopped paying tribute in 1480. Envoys
were employed in Kaffa to buy back enslaved Russians, for whose liberation
everyone had to pay a special tax.

In medieval times, the economy north of the Oka River was dominated by
slash-and-burn agriculture with migrating fields and villages. Beginning in the
fifteenth century, permanent fields and the three-field system were introduced
in the central region between the Volga and Oka rivers, providing more yields
and economic prosperity and leading to more noble and clerical institutions as
well as more control. New textual sources were also added: records maintained
by the Church, the government, and the higher nobility.!!

Entry

Dependent people in the fifteenth century were called ludi (people), but
the term could refer to members of the low nobility as well as to persons
whose labor belonged entirely to an owner. The term khbolop gained promi-
nence again. Kholopy for life have been called slaves by Richard Hellie,!? but
since they formed the minority within the group and most kholopy were only
obligated to labor for a certain time, we will translate the word as “inden-
tured servant” following Alessandro Stanziani.!® When a boiar mentioned
kholopy in his last will (1497), he noted their occupations as master of the
stables, falconer, cook, German cook, bootmaker, tailor, carpenter, and so on.
Occupations were also specified for some Tatars. Especially highlighted were
stradniki, people who provided corvée (barshchina). Some kholopy handled the
management of estates, but many labored as peasants in the socioeconomic
sense, paying obrok (dues in cash and kind). From the end of the fifteenth
century, the records for the city-state of Novgorod Velikii show an increase in
the purchase and sale of peasants together with the properties they worked on
in some hamlets, which also gave the respective lord influence within those
villages. The common procedure was to hand over the keys (and thus the
power) to the lord.

In his sample of kholopy for 1597 and 1603,'* Richard Hellie found that
around two-thirds had sold themselves, more than one-tenth had become the
property of their masters by way of a gift or inheritance, five percent were
born into kholopstve, and only few became indentured servants by captivity.
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According to the “Russkaia Pravda,” a free person marrying an unfree one
became a kholop. Exceptions did occur, but they did not fundamentally qualify
the rule. Furthermore, the sale of family members—especially children—was
possible. Children could be born into unrestricted kholopstvo, but children
born before their parents became kholopy remained free.

Many of the 119 articles on kholopstvo in the “Sobornoe Ulozhenie” (law
codex) of 1649'® regulate how free persons could sell themselves by inden-
ture (kabala) for a limited time or for life. The codex begins by forbidding
members of the lower nobility (the children of boiars) to become kholopy.
Men could indenture themselves together with their women and children, and
the reasons for voluntary kabala were mostly poor living conditions or even
starvation.

Labor Extraction and Daily Life

During the seventeenth century, the first autobiography was written in Russia
by a cleric, but biographical data on servants remains rare until the eighteenth
century.!® Most of our available sources are lawbooks or estate management
records.

Kholopy had to perform any labor ordered by their owner, and they were
commonly made to work the land or fulfill administrative tasks. But their obli-
gations could not contradict the rules of the Church, which regulated daily
life.!” Since all Russian Orthodox Christians were obliged to attend mass on
Sundays, observe lent, and confess regularly (legally enforced since 1716),
nobody was easily able to avoid the Church’s control. Prior to the reign of
Peter I, Orthodox parishes were quite small, comprising a few hundred men
and women and thus allowing control by the local priests. Lords or masters
were held responsible for their servants following the Church rules. If a r0ba
had sex with her owner and they had a child, both of them were to be sent
to the bishop for judgment. Like all Christian churches, Russian Orthodoxy
prohibited and sanctioned sexual intercourse outside of marriage.

The “Domostroi,”'® a commonly used book of household rules, advised
the head of a household to keep his servants dressed and well-fed, to ensure
obedience by praising good work and applying punishment (which might
include beating) only when necessary. Women were to be punished by the
wife. The head of the household was also advised to lead his wife, children, and
servants in joint prayer every evening and go to mass with them on Sundays.
He was admonished against all sins and urged to invite priests often.

Where did they live? Russians in early modern times lived on landed prop-
erties called dvor (literally: yard) that were surrounded by fences and generally
featured several buildings—the residence building #zba, stables, separate build-
ings for cool and dry storage, and a bathhouse (&ania). The people living in
such a dvor had to accept the rulings of the landlord (khoziain). For a long
time, the dvor was also the basic unit for taxing rural communities and town
populations. In the noble estates and towns, there were also wooden houses
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with multiple floors; two-story houses were common in Moscow in the seven-
teenth century. The servants mostly lived on the ground floor, which as a
rule did not have windows. One of their jobs was to maintain the fire in the
furnace, which heated the house by air respectively with its exhaust smoke.
Servants also lived in the market stalls kept by artisans and merchants since it
was not common to sell goods in one’s own home.!”

What did they eat??? According to the “Domostroi,” servants were to be
fed sufficiently. When boyars expelled some of the kholopy from their dvor in
times of scarcity to save on supplies, they were punished. There was a food
hierarchy, of course: table books and lists of expenditures inform us what the
tsar and the patriarch had on their tables, but what did the servants eat? The
assumption that they “tasted” when they were able to seems reasonable.

Politics Regarding Kholopstvo

All legally free people of Russia, the high and low nobility, serving people
(sluzhilye lindi) of all ranks, merchants and artisans (posadskie lindi), and even
peasants and kholopy themselves could use the service of a kholop for a specified
or unlimited period of time. Women might own kholopy as well—usually by
inheritance as mentioned above, but also through purchase. The period of a
limited kholopstvo was defined in years.

At the beginning of the fifteenth century, most people sold themselves and
their families using the formula “by my own will,” but in later sources, this
formula is absent. Up until the annexation of Novgorod Velikii by Moscow in
1478, many individuals were bought and sold without any official control or
registration. Before the annexation, the employed phrasings point to more
individual decisions, thereafter to more control by officials. At the end of
the sixteenth century, the central government in Moscow ordered a new
registration of all kholopy in the territory of Novgorod Velikii.

Peasants living in the countryside sold themselves by “giving the key” to
their dvor to the new lord. After the end of the fifteenth century, the records
show an increase in purchases and sales of peasants together with their yards.
Several Novgorod noble families changed the legal status of peasants into that
of kholopy. By obtaining land and workers in the peasant communities in this
way, they increased their influence and wealth in terms of acreage, meadows,
and wood.

Instigated by the Church, the government promoted the limitation of
kholopstvo and advised not to take interests from loans, as the law codex
of 1551 (Stoglav) stated: “so that the peasants stay and that the villages
will not fall empty.”?! Registration was a further instrument to prevent the
extension of kholopstvo without control. Nevertheless, the number of depen-
dent persons increased during the crisis of the Smuta (1598-1613). In the
seventeenth century, kholopy represented the second most dependent group
of people in Russia. Only the Zasyri, the nonorthodox prisoners of war, were
more dependent since they were not protected by the Church.
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From the middle of the sixteenth century, there existed a special depart-
ment ( Kholopii Prikaz) where kholopy had to be registered.?? Their social and
legal status ranged from servants for a limited time to kholopy by birth. Only
Orthodox people appear in the published cases handled in the Prikaz during
the seventeenth century, although certain names and definitions (like murza,
batrak, or tatarka polona) hint at non-Orthodox family backgrounds.?3
Russians who had been held captive in Poland or the south likewise entered
kholopstvo upon their return since they were poor.?*

In 1649, the “Sobornoe Ulozhenie” of Muscovy was agreed upon by the
assembly (sobor) of clerics, noblemen, merchants, and townspeople convened
by Tsar Aleksei.?® The legal status of kholopy is defined in Section 20 of this
document. It was determined explicitly, that kbolop and roba belonged to the
same status. Indentured servants were considered subjects in terms of jurisdic-
tion, admitted to the oath, and heard in the Kholopii Prikaz. They were able
to successfully contest being forced into kholopstro.2® A kholop had “honor”
and was entitled to a compensation of one ruble if his honor was offended;
a khbolop woman to 2 rubles. The value of the work of an indentured male
servant was fixed at 5 rubles per year, a female servant received half of that
sum. Children of kholopy added to the repayment of the owed debt with their
work as well—for children above the age of 10, the value was fixed at 2 rubles
per year. Redemption of debt by way of labor was thus regulated. Children
could also be submitted into time-limited kholopstvo by free parents. As was
the case all over the world, children learned their trades by working with their
parents.?”

Prices for kholopy in Novgorod around 1600 varied between one and five
rubles from children to adults?®; in Moscow, between four rubles for someone
who had learned a white-collar job and two for a beggar.?? Comparing these
prices with the sums they were entitled to in case their honor was offended or
to the amount of two rubles a year stipulated for the labor of a youth, the low
prices for kholopy seem to reflect the limitations of their services.

Exits from Kholopstvo

Time-limited kholopstvo ended with the date agreed in the kabala deposited in
the Kholopii Prikaz or with death; it also ended with the death of the owner.
Permanent kholopy (according to Hellie, around 15 percent of all indentured
servants) could be sold, inherited, or passed on. But it was also customary to
allow a number of kholopy and roby to “go into freedom” in one’s last will.30 A
roba serving her owner sexually was generally set free upon the latter’s death,
as already indicated in the “Russkaia Pravda.” In 1558-1559, a member of
the lower nobility also granted freedom to “my Kazan and German prisoners,
men and women and boys and girls” in his will.3!

A nobleman who sold himself as a kbolop was removed from the list of heirs
to his family vozchina.3?> When the family tree owning it died out during the
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plague and children of the kholop petitioned to receive the inheritance, the
Tsar allowed them to buy it back in an act of grace in 1474.33

Murder cases were adjudged in Moscow, but districts were occasionally
permitted to judge murders of kholopy regionally. Killing a kholop was consid-
ered murder, but a significant difference was made: In the event that a kholop
killed his master, he was to be sentenced to death “without mercy”—meaning
he was to be tortured heavily.3*

What about resistance? The image held by Westerners is one of “resigna-
tion and patience.”3® But the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries are full of
Russian uprisings—Cossacks and townspeople, soldiers and Old Believers—in
the frontier regions. “Subaltern persons” in Russia were definitely prepared to
take up arms against their masters and their seas of troubles when the waves
became overwhelming and/or the situation seemed promising.3°

In many last wills, %bolopy are mentioned as runaways. They are identified
by name and were searched for by the heirs of the deceased. Sometimes they
were hidden by other estate owners. They can be found in almost all Novgorod
family trees: Absconding was apparently a common option for kbolopy not only
in northwestern Russia. Even when owners knew where a runaway kbolop was
staying, they did not always have the means to get him back.3”

The End of Kholopstvo

When the tsardom was changed into an empire, kholopstvo was gradually dises-
tablished. The Kholopii Prikaz was eliminated in 1704,38 peasants and kholopy
had to pay the same tax and provide recruits from 1713, and in 1723 the
kholop status was abolished entirely. From this point on, all servants in towns
and countryside were included in the peasant status. Between 1676 and 1762,
the percentage of peasants in the Russian population increased from 80 to
91 percent, while the percentage of townspeople decreased.?? This change is
not always described adequately in historiography.*? After 1723, all people
living in the countryside (besides clerics and the nobility) were officially peas-
ants, and many people in the towns—including all of the servants of the
nobility—belonged to this social class as well.

SERFDOM IN MUSCOVY AND THE RUSSIAN EMPIRE

The peasantry in the Tsardom of Moscow was not homogenous in its legal
status—in other words, it was not limited to serfs. In the fifteenth century,
Muscovy’s rural population was comprised of two groups: “black” peasants
and “white” peasants. The “black” peasants (chernososhnye krest’iane) paid
obligatory duties in cash and kind to the lord and lived on the common
land. Those who retained their status later became “state peasants” (gosu-
darstvennye krest’iane). After the secularization of monasteries in 1762, the
former monastery peasants were also added to this group of personally inde-
pendent peasants. The burden of taxation on the “white” peasants (belopashcy)
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was alleviated in the seventeenth century when they began to work on
estates owned by the church or the nobility. This group also became bonded
(krepostnye) to clerical institutions (cerkovnye and monastyrskie) respectively to
estates of the nobility (pomestnye) or the Tsar’s estates (dvorcovye).*! In 1721,
Peter I issued a decree introducing a category of “possessional” (possesionnye)
peasants owned by merchants and entrepreneurs. Their principal occupation
was to labor in manufacturing locations in the Ural and Siberia.*?

Russian law texts and administrative documents from the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries never contain the term “serfs,” only “peasants”
(krest’iane) and “bonded people” (krepostnye lindi). In Russian and European
historiography, the term krepostnoe pravo (bondage) is considered the Russian
equivalent of “serfdom.”*3 For this reason, krepostmye lindi has been trans-
lated as “serfs” in academic meta-language even though the serfdom system
in Muscovy and the Russian Empire exhibited certain differences in terms
of regularized labor and property relations toward land and peasants.** The
strong personal bondage and dependency on landlords allow comparisons to
be drawn between Russian serfs and American slaves.*> In this regard, it must
be highlighted that Russian serfs belonged to the same ethnic and religious
group as their landlords, meaning they were Russians and Russian Orthodox
Christians.

Studies on serfdom can be conducted from the perspective of different
historical disciplines based on specific sources. These include official legal
codes and regulations concerning property conditions and dependency rela-
tions, institutional reports and correspondence related to taxation and obliga-
tion, peasants’ petitions and unrest, archival documents on the working and
living conditions in local estates, and preserved memoirs of serfs.

Entry into Sevfdom

Historiography has identified various reasons that may have led to the estab-
lishment of peasants’ bonds to individual landowners. According to the
“decree” interpretation based on legal documents, the mobility of peasants
was limited by several state decrees, culminating in the legal codex (“Sobornoe
ulozhenie”) of 1649. This measure was primarily dictated by state needs,
specifically the need to support the army. The “non-decree” interpretation
emphasizes the importance of peasants’ indebtedness due to adverse economic
developments (mass starvation, population decline, and fluctuations in farm
prices) as a crucial factor for enserfment in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries. According to a further theory, the rise of the service gentry to
landlords and their need for resident agricultural laborers may have led to
an increase in bondage of peasants to their landlords. The state may also have
been interested in bonding peasants to land or landlords in order to facilitate
the collection of taxes and ascertain the rendering of state obligations.*®

The Russian peasants became serfs through the restriction of their right
to leave the estate on which they tilled fields and move to another. The first
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limitation of peasant mobility can be found in the law codex (sudebnik) of
1497: According to Article 57, peasants were allowed to leave their home
estate one week before and one week after St. George’s Day (November 26).
The second condition for their departure was a one-off payment (pozhiloe) to
the estate owner for the right to leave. The sudebnik of 1550 confirmed this
practice and increased the amount of the required fee. With the introduction
of the so-called “forbidden years” from 1580 to 1581 in the western part of
the Tsardom of Muscovy, the peasants finally lost their right to move entirely.
From 1592 to 1593, the scope of this regulation was extended to the entire
territory of Muscovy; it was briefly suspended during a period of mass starva-
tion in the early seventeenth century. Estate owners were entitled to search for
and retrieve fugitive peasants, even if they were already working for a different
estate owner. The period granted for the recovery of peasants—the so-called
“allotted years”—was first limited to five years, then extended to 15 years in
1607 to strengthen the position of the service gentry.*”

Section XI of the law codex of 1649 further restricted the mobility of peas-
ants, bonding them to their respective estate owners according to the land
register of 1626 and the census records of 1645-1647. Fugitive peasants could
now be recovered (Articles XI-1, XI-2, XI-3, XI-9, XI-10, XI-11) without
any time limitation. Most of the new regulations focused on the identifica-
tion of peasants, on the conditions for their return, and on the punishment of
estate owners sheltering them. Furthermore, they addressed the rights of estate
owners to exercise judicial power over all residents of their estate including
peasants (Article XII-1).*® Bonded peasants were thus effectively excluded
from state jurisdiction and became objects of law. While the 1649 codex thus
did not explicitly establish serfdom in Muscovy, it crucially contributed to the
enhancement of peasants’ bondage.*’

The limitation and legal prohibition of peasant mobility led to bondage
to the landed estates of nobles, and eventually to the nobles themselves.
This strong personal dependency was evidenced by the concentration of
local fiscal, judicial, legislative, and executive power in the hands of estate
owners.’? Bonded peasants received allotments of land for use, and in return
were required to serve the estate owners as well as pay obligations in labor
(barshchina) and dues (obrok) in cash and kind. The personal bondage to the
landlord extended to the descendants of serfs and was transferred from one
generation to the next. The purview of this system of peasant bondage was
initially restricted to the area of the Tsardom of Moscow. Following the terri-
torial expansions during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, however,
its application was extended to new regions with large rural populations.

Extraction of Labor

Originally, the term krepostnoi (serf or bondsman) was applied to peasants
living and working on the land of estate owners in the central governments
of Muscovy and Russia. Upon closer consideration, we can observe further
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occupations by bonded people in Russia. Besides agricultural labor, serfs also
worked in the households of their landlords as well as in the manufactories
and factories, while some of them acted as well-known artists and even as
successful entrepreneurs.’! In the latter case, they traded in their masters’
name, developed their own businesses. These traders, craftsmen, and hired
industrial workers were called “traveling serfs” (otkhodniki); they received a
passport from their master and were only obliged to pay dues in cash and kind
(obrok).>?

By contrast, bonded peasants had to pay dues as well as provide agricultural
services to estate owners. Further areas of occupation were household labor
and the maintenance of postal and road connections. The peasant community
(mir) constituted the local unit of self-government with collective responsi-
bility toward the lord, and later toward the state.®® Its key tasks were land
repartition, tax collection, and welfare provision, with further responsibilities
including the maintaining of estate granaries and the management of pastures
and forests for use by the serfs. The miér cooperated with the estate administra-
tion to implement the landlord’s policies and defend its own interests. These
peasant communities had more autonomy in their everyday life, though their
agency was still limited by the respective landlord’s ultimate authority.”*

While the relations between estate owners and bonded peasants in Muscovy
were based on informal agreements, the state began to regulate certain aspects
of the lives of serfs following the establishment of the Russian Empire in 1721.
In 1724, poll taxation for serfs was introduced. This duty toward the state was
added to the recruitment obligation: Every peasant community had to send
recruits (one man per 25 community members) to the imperial Russian army
for a service period of 25 years. The proclamation of April 5, 1797, regulated
the duration of peasants’ work for the landlord: Labor service on Sundays was
forbidden, and the other six days could be equally divided between noble and
peasant land. The latter stipulation was formulated more as a recommenda-
tion than an obligation, however. Only in 1832 would the “Digest of Laws
in the Russian Empire” bindingly codify the limitation of serfs’ labor services
to three days a week. The decree on “Beholden Peasants” (1842) permitted
nobles to regulate relations with their serfs via contracts. These voluntary offi-
cial agreements governed the size of parcels of land as well as the scope of labor
obligations and dues. With the “Auctions Decree” (1847), serfs received the
right to purchase the part of the estate they lived on if it was being sold at
public auction to pay the landlord’s debts. This allowed them to both own
the land and become a free person.>® As we can see from this overview of
official regulations, the imperial state sought to expand its influence on rela-
tions between landlords and bonded peasants by introducing added economic
dependency for serfs in the form of taxation and state obligations, as well as
by governing and controlling the rights and duties of both parties.

As personally dependent persons, the serfs judicially belonged to the local
court of a landlord. In the official law codices, enserfed peasants are mostly
mentioned as objects of law. Nevertheless, they had the opportunity to submit
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petitions (chelobitnain) not only to their landlord but also to the chief of their
local administrative unit (voevoda), to the respective governor, and ultimately
to the tsar. Most peasant petitions concerned taxation issues, devastation by
soldiers, and misgovernment by landlords.>® In 1775, Empress Catherine
IT introduced local peasants’ courts and abrogated the right of peasants to
contact the tsar directly. The cases heard at these courts frequently had to
do with illegal bondage and unlawful obligations toward estate owners. Even
though some local judges were corrupt and the investigations and proceedings
were often slow, this measure represented a first step toward limiting the legal
monopoly of landlords regarding their serfs.>”

Peasants could also engage in other, non-legal forms of resistance. Disobe-
dience and refusal to work were common reactions to excessive and unjustified
obligations and service requirements. In order to reduce their tax burden,
some serf communities submitted false data concerning the size of lots and
the number of male family members. A further means of avoiding suppression
was abscondence to towns or to remote or frontier regions. These forms of
resistance can be identified as non-violent. In some cases, however, peasants
would also take arms and use them against their estate owners or state offi-
cials. Another form of violent resistance was the establishment of autonomous
paramilitary units to protect the interests of local rural actors, including
serfs. In most official sources, these groups are called “bandits” (bandity),
implying a specific perspective and connotation. The list of violent reactions is
completed by the local revolts and popular movements generally referred to
as “peasant wars” by Soviet historians. Most local riots, including those led
by the Cossacks Stepan Razin (1670-1671), Kondratii Bulavin (1708), and
Emel’ian Pugachev (1773-1775), took place in the border regions. Escaped
serfs joined such rebellious groups in the hope of finding freedom. Neverthe-
less, these popular movements never aimed to abolish serfdom, instead simply
seeking partial economic relief and the improvement of serfs’ legal status. In all
cases of violent resistance, the landlords and state actors invariably responded
with force—and were invariably successful.>®

Exit from Serfdom

The legal way of exiting serfdom was by manumission.?® According to avail-
able legal documents, serfs could be freed by judicial decision (otsuzhdennye),
due to completion of their military service in the case of retired soldiers, due
to returning from exile and imprisonment, or due to conversion. Furthermore,
serfs could be released into freedom by the choice of their landlords. The most
widespread form was manumission upon the landlord’s death as documented
in a will. Obtainment of freedom by self-purchase also required the agree-
ment of the estate owner. The manumission document (vol’naia gramota)
confirmed the landlord’s ownership—and thus their right to manumit—as well
as the complete fulfillment of the serf’s duties toward the state. After their
manumission, former serfs had access to various official social ranks (sosloviia)
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such as merchant, townsperson (meshchane), or artisan; they were able to
choose a new occupation and become members of specific estate-based soci-
eties. This process facilitated the successful integration of former serfs into the
imperial society without social exclusion by way of forming a separate social
group, as in many other well-known slave societies.

A further common but illegal way out of bondage was abscondence. While
official documents from the seventeenth century often mention the escape
of entire peasant communities, the size of escapee groups decreased in the
second half of the eighteenth century with the establishment of serfdom in
the central governments of Russia and Ukraine. Now it was generally fami-
lies or individuals who ran away. Although abscondence to the nearest city or
posad community did not equate to escaping the legal status of serf, runaway
peasants regularly managed to leave their estate owner and end their personal
bondage by joining the craftsman community.° The more promising oppor-
tunity to escape serfdom consisted of fleeing to the imperial border regions
and joining local Cossack units. The preferred regions varied according to
the territorial expansion of Muscovy and the Russian Empire: Siberia in the
seventeenth century, Ukraine in the first half of the eighteenth century, and
the Caucasus and the Kazakh steppes in the second half of the eighteenth
and in the nineteenth century. Becoming members of a Cossack unit facili-
tated the transition to other legal statuses (essentially, from serf to Cossack)
and protected runaways from official search agents. However, the integra-
tion of annexed territories into the imperial legal and social system restricted
the autonomy of local Cossack units and impeded the inclusion of runaway
serfs—a development that helps to explain the shifting of preferred escape
destinations.®!

The gradual release of certain groups of bonded peasants was implemented
by the state through various legal provisions. The official regulation of the
relations between nobles and peasants began in the second half of the eigh-
teenth century. According to the manifest of March 21, 1762, the Church’s
estates became secularized and the respectively bonded peasants became “state
peasants” (gosudarstvennye kvest’iane). The personal judicial dependency rela-
tion to the Church as the landlord was abolished for these peasants. Their
new legal status of “state peasant” implied personal independence combined
with the obligation of increased tax payments to the state—more precisely, the
amount of 170 copecks compared to the 70 copecks for estate peasants. More-
over, they received the formerly Church-owned land for cultivation without
any labor obligations or requirements to pay dues in cash and kind. In this
case, the abolition of Church peasants was characterized by the abrogation of
economic obligations to the landlord and the transfer of jurisdiction over the
affected individuals from the ecclesiastic intermediators to the state.?

The second state-introduced possibility for peasants to obtain freedom with
the approval of their estate owner was adopted in the Decree on Free Agri-
culturalists (vol’nye kblebopashcy) of February 20, 1803. Indenturing estate



16 SLAVERY AND SERFDOM IN MUSCOVY AND THE RUSSIAN ... 291

owners were now able to conclude contracts with their entire peasant commu-
nity, granting the latter ownership of the land. Moreover, the affected peasants
became personally free as a group of state peasants called “free agriculturalists.”
In return, the serfs had to pay for their right to own the land. This manumis-
sion based on a voluntary decision by the respective estate owner had little
impact in practice: By 1855, only 114,000 male serfs were registered as “free
agriculturalists.”®® The state-initiated measure provided the landlords with an
additional opportunity to free individual serf villages or communities, but the
serfs themselves did not have the right to initiate such a process. In summary,
the agency of the peasantry depended on the power balance between the state
and nobles. Gradual reforms in the direction of abolishing serfdom compro-
mised the prosperity and wealth of nobles and thus had to be negotiated
carefully.

The complete abolition of serfdom in the Russian Empire began in 1816—
1819 in the three Baltic provinces (Estonia, Livonia, and Kurland), with the
three provinces of right-bank Ukraine (Kiev, Volhynia, and Podolia) joining
the process in 1847-1848.%* Finally, in 1861, serfdom was abolished in all
regions of the Russian Empire.®®> This legal act mainly granted the serfs
personal freedom in a legal sense; the possibility or the right to acquire and
possess land was not considered in the abolition process in the Baltic provinces.
The imperial manifest of September 19, 1861, eventually provided the option
for serfs to own land, but only with the agreement of the estate owners.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter, we have presented two widespread Russian autochthonous
forms of asymmetrical social dependency, namely the kholopstvo (often trans-
lated as slavery) and the krepostnichestvo (often translated as serfdom). We
hardly can consider either form a stable system with a consistent repertoire
of economic and social coercive mechanisms. Rather, the two mechanisms
represent a set of multifarious servile and working practices that changed
over time under the domestic and foreign political influence as well as due
to demographic, fiscal, and legal developments.

Even if kholopstvo is often considered equivalent to slavery in academic
literature, this form of strong personal dependency in early modern Russia
in fact possessed many similarities to indentured servitude in the West. The
rights and obligations of both owners and kbolopy were regulated by the state
through legal policy and controlling institutions. The degree of social engi-
neering manifested in the activity of the Russian government was considerable,
as shown by the abrogation of kholopstvo during the reign of Peter I.

Russian serfs (krepostmye) can be considered bondservants®® or bonds-
people, as they could pursue various occupations in the nineteenth century,
working as merchants, craftspersons, manufactory workers, or artists. Origi-
nally, Russian serfs were bonded both to the land and to the estate owner.
But the obligation to provide agricultural services could be compensated by
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paying higher dues in cash or kind with the permission of the estate owner.
In contrast to American slaves, Russian serfs were not foreigners recruited
through the slave trade or captivity; they belonged to the same ethnic and
religious group as their owners. With regard to enserfed peasants, the entire
rural community (mi7) was responsible for satistying obligations, paying taxes,
and providing local communal services. Their representatives were a medi-
ating authority between the individual serfs and the respective estate owner—a
further difference from the American master—slave relation.

Further research on the incorporation of other dependency relations in
annexed territories into the legal space of Muscovy and the Russian Empire
could provide valuable contributions to the historical exploration of local
forms of servitude, bondage, and slavery.
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