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Abstract: Thebreakdown of the Soviet Union hastransformed the Russian Far East into an economic,
national, and geopoalitical borderland. Commodity flowsand labor migration, especialy from China,
have created both economic challengesand opportunitiesfor theloca population. Thearticle
investigatestheintricate rel ationships between commodities, migration, and the body in the borderland
between the Russian Far East (Primorskii Krai) and northeastern China(Heilongjiang Province). Small-
scaletrade and smuggling inthe Russ an-Chinese borderland represent animportant source of income
for thelocal population. Especially tourist traders, the so-called chelnoki who crossthe border ona
regular basis, profit from the peculiar quaitiesof theregion. Thearticle exploreshow border economies
entangle bodiesand commodities on both material and conceptual levels. Chinese commoditiesand
economic activitiesshapeloca perceptionsasthe experience of local Russianswith migrant workers
from Chinaismediated through encountersat open-air marketsand regular shopping spreesto
neighboring China. Theintimate entanglement with the border and itscommodity flowsmeansthat
perceptionsof, and involvement in, cross-border commodity flowsare experiencedin avery corporeal
form. Chineselabor migrationinto the Russian Far East is perceived asathreatening consumption of
one' sown land, population, and resources. The economic and social interchangesin the Far East blur
the boundaries between objects and people and at the same time connect the economic actorsto the

unique geography, flora, and faunaof thisborderland.






For one can go across the border naked but not without one's skin; for, unlike clothes, one
cannot get a new skin.
- Karl Kraus

| NTRODUCTION

The opening of numerousborder crossingsa ong the Russian-Chinese border sincethe collapse of the
Soviet Union hastransformed the Russian Far East into an economic, national, and geopolitical
borderland. Citizensand tradersintheregion areinvariably affected by cross-border flows of people
and commodities. Commodity flowsand labor migration, especially from China, have created both
economic challengesand opportunitiesfor thelocal population. Bordersdivide, but they also bring
peopleand commoditiesinto contact, ofteninavery material and corporeal form.

Inwhat follows, | explore how bodiesand commoditiesare entangledin “intimate economies’
through border crossings between the Russian Far East (Primorskii Krai) and northeastern China
(Heilongjiang Province).! To exploretheintricate rel ationshi ps between commodity flows, labor
migration, and thebody, | concentrate on aparticular group of borderlanderswho profit fromthe
peculiar qualitiesof crossborder flows—the so-called chelnoki (literaly,” weaving shuttle,” or thetool
that ispassed back and forth between the yarn threads of thewarp inweaving). Chelnoki aretourist
traderswho shuttle merchandise customs-free acrossthe border into Russiaon aregular basis. The
body figuresprominently intheir activities, both asavehiclefor cross-border tradeand asacentra
metaphor inthelocal discourseon Chinesemigrant workersinthe Russian Far East. Bodily involvement
and exposureto cross-border movementsaccount for thiscorporeal understanding of migration and
commodity flows.

Borderlandsare zonesthat tend to produce avariety of social and cultural hybrids. The
interchange on materia and conceptua levels, along with the blurring of boundariesisthe central
characteritic of aborderland. Categorical boundaries between humansand objectsblur inaborder

zone as peopl e become commodified and commoditiesacquire human like qualities. Shuttletradersthus



represent hybrid entities—their bodiesare reduced in across-border economy to commodity vessels
that transport merchandise acrossthe border.

Commodity valuesand bodies are often transformed in aborder zone. Peopleinvolvedin
cross-border trade are ableto profit from cultural and economicimbalancesand bodily desiresat the
sametime. Vauedifference of certain commoditiesin Chinaand Russiahas a so opened economic
opportunitiesfor arange of actors. Similar phenomenaof value creation in borderlandsand
entrepreneurial initiatives of borderlanders can be observed along many of theworld'snational borders,
where porous border regimesbecome* corridorsof opportunities’ for local populations.2 Commodity
trade and smuggling in the Russ an-Chinese borderland isnot only based on an economic disparity
between everyday commodities of thetwo countries, but aso driven by particular cultural demands.
Plantsand animals, which are highly valued in Chinese cuisineand medicine ascommoditiesfor the
body, are prized commoditiesfor entrepreneurs on both sides of the border. Cedar nuts, seacucumber,
and seaurchin areculinary delicaciesinthe neighboring Asian countries, while bear and tiger parts,
ginseng, frogs, and deer antlersarehighly esteered in Chinesetraditional medicine.

Despite thefragmented and fluid nature of modern-day globa commerce and commodity flows,
shuttletradersare part of aprocessof territoriaization, afact that DonnaFlynn addresses as* deep
placement.”® The economic actors along the border of the Russian Far East are rooted in the geography
of theborderland itself. Yet the various borderland entrepreneursare not only rooted in aspatial sense
but alsointhe sense of being embedded in commodity flowsthat originatefromthevery terrain of a
borderland. Conceptualized aszones of “habitualization,” borderscan have corporeal effectson
sojournersand border populationsalike.* Shuttle tradersare intimately connected to theworld of
commoditiesand are bodily engaged with the border, asare smugglers, poachers, and sex workers,
who all dwell onthe peculiar economy of aborderland. A body isnot only subject to the border but can
also betransformed into an object in becoming acontainer or vehiclefor cross-border trade. Border
economiesare body economies; shuttletradersare only one exampleof various hybrid and transitory
borderlanders, s multaneously commodity vesselsand vital economic actorsenmeshed in aflow of

commaoditiesand people crossing the Russian-Chinese border.



A RipE Across THE BORDER

Vladivostok — Suifenhe,October 2004. It isstill dawning asthe coach leavesthe bustermina inthe
early morning. Located next to VtoraiaRechka, alarge open-air market at the northern end of thecity,
thebusterminal isVladivostok’slong-distance trangportation hub to variouslocationsin Primorskii Krai
and China. The coldnessof alate October morning persists, and afresh layer of ice coversthe
boardwalks. Vladivostok’s suburbs pass by asthe bus movesalong the arterial road leaving thecity to
the north. The buswindowsare steamed, and | try to keep apatch in thewindow opento caicha
glimpse of the passing urban landscape. Commuter traffic chokesthelanes of the highwaysthat wind
through the outskirtsof town. Multi-story apartmentslinetheroad, their gray silhouettescontrastingwith
thelightening sky. Merry chatter fillstheinside of the bus. Some of the passengers have already opened
beersand arediscussing thetrip that liesahead.

Most of my fellow travelersare chelnoki, shuttletraderson their journey to Suifenhe, the
prosperousborder towninthe Hellongjiang Provincejust aday trip from Vladivostok. Almost
exclusively women, the sojournersin thebusarrived that morning in small groups, each withapersonin
charge of overseeing thetravel documentsand customs clearance. Thewomen usethetwo to three day
journey to Suifenhe, organized through atourist company, to purchase merchandise, mostly clothesand
shoes, and import it back into Russia.

After an hour busride aong the peninsulaconnecting Vladivostok with themainland, awide
floodplain beginsto extend beyond the road. Waves of gushing wind roll through marshy meadowsand
patches of reed sway inacold breeze. Snowdriftsnest inthe hollowsof the plain, covered by thefirst
snowfall of the season. Dachacol oniesand small settlements separated by wide stretches of open
farmland, forests, and swampland contrast with the city blocksand apartment complexes of
Vladivostok. Thelandscape driftsby. North of here, on thefrozen surface of the ChankaL ake, Akira
Kurosawa scharacter Vladimir Arsenev got lost and wasalmost killedin afierceblizzard. Only the
reeds, stacked to make awarming shelter, saved thelives of theexplorer and hisloyal native guide,
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After threehourswearrivein Pogranichnyi, 10 mileseast of the Chinese border. Looking
towardstheWest, | catch aglimpse of the Laoye-Ling M ountain Range separating Primorskii Krai from
theHeilongjiang Province of northeastern China. Ralling hillscovered with athin layer of snow gradualy
dissolveinto the horizon. Theinconspicuousborder town of Pogranichnyi, withits4,000inhabitants, lies
tucked into the base of thehills. Thewideboulevards are deserted. A cold down-draught from the hills
playswith leftover autumn leaves on the pavement. Long, thinicicleshang in rowsfrom the gabled roofs
of wooden houses. The central bus station of Pogranichnyi isarough concrete square. Dust mixeswith
thediesdl fumesof buses. In an hourly rhythm large coaches|eavefor China. Colorful motifsof Chinese
dragons decorate the bus coaches, contrasting with the dusty gray pavement and buildingsof the
terminal . Chinese pop music soundsfrominside.

Theterminal isaplaceof silent activity, astagewhere the bustling cross-border trade between
Russiaand Chinapausesinitsflow. It isahub where commodities and border tradersfreezein motion
for ashort while, waiting for transport. Large bundles of merchandise, each of thesamedesignand size,
areunloaded from busesand piled onthe pavement infront of theterminal. Small groupsof Russian
women accompany the shipments. Perched ontheir bundles, they sit closetogether to protect
themsealvesfrom the cold wind. Next to the bus station and its smal | adjacent open-air market liesthe
train station. Freight carsloaded with timber destined for Chinaarelined up on severa tracksfor
hundredsof yards.

After an hour’sstop we continueour journey. The border isjust minutesaway. Thedriver stops
thebusat theend of alineof trucksand busesfilled with shuttletraders. The vehicleshaveto passone
by onethrough the Russian customs clearance. After an hour’swait, itisour turn. We haveto leavethe
busand moveindividually with our personal luggagethrough customs. Thecustomsofficeisableak,
gray concreteblock. Windispressing hard against thelarge windowsthat shake from the strong gusts. |
canfee thecold draft inside. A bored Russian inspector stares at the screen of an X-ray machine, and
after checking our group, hereturnsto hiscrossword puzzle. Theinspector at passport control ismore
alert, dightly confused by my appearance. A German inthe Russian-Chineseborderlandisarare

occurrence. Hiseyesmovefrom my passport to my face, then back again, severd times. He double-



checksmy Russian visa. Then the stamp dropswith aheavy thump. We again board the bus, which
meanwhile has gonethrough aseparate clearance passage. On the other side of thelane, busesand
trucksfrom Chinaline up. Groupsof chelnoki drag large bundlesfrom the busesto the customs
building.

We continuethrough no-man’s-land. Tall watchtowerson the surrounding hillcrest riseabove
thebrownforest. After severa milestheroad passesan enormousbuilding site. About adozen
construction cranes, topped with the Chinese national flag, surround thefoundation of thefuture cross-
border trade complex of Suifenhe-Pogranichnyi. After we passthe 75 acres of steel and concrete
groundwork, wearriveat the Chinese border. Asbefore onthe Russian side, asimilar customs
procedure begins. In contrast to the Russian customs, everything on the Chinese side bearsatouch of
novety; theuniformsof thecustomsofficiasglitter with gol den epaul ettes, the customs officeisrecently
built, thefloorsare of smoothly polished granite, and thewaiting roomsarewell heated. My group
passestheingpectionswithout any problems. Everybody seemsto have experienced the procedures
many timesbefore. Chelnoki are seasoned sojournersof the borderland.

Shortly behind the border beginsthecity of Suifenhe. Just ten yearsago, thecity wasasmall
villagewith only afew thousand inhabitants. Nowadays, Suifenheisacity of 200,000. Aswe approach
thecity | realizethe Chinese modernization project inthisregionislargely founded onthe trading boom
with Russia. Numerous high-rise apartments and office buildings surround theformer town center and
sprawl into the surrounding forested hillsides, stripped of itsleavesby the advanced fall season. A
Buddhist temple, erected on severd terraceson an adjacent hill, ssemsdetached from therapidly grown
city. Thecolossal statue of acha k-white Buddhadraped in an orange cape overlooksthecity, itseyes
patiently glaring into the blanket of smog hovering over the city’ssmokestacks. The busdropsusinthe
middleof town. My fellow travelersleavefor their prearranged hotels. | follow agroup tothehotel “ Tao
Juan,” afavorite over-night destination for Russian shuttletraders.

Modern day Suifenhe'scityscapeisdominated by steel and glassarchitecture. Large shopping
centersflank the streets—the major ones surround the central squareinthecity’scenter. Under the

granite pavement of the plazaextendsatwo-story underground shopping mall filled with hundreds of



small stores. Most of the shop signsare bilingual, in Chinese and Russian. Well-known Western brand
names ornament the shopping fronts. Thecity isfull of energy, abustling trading hub thriving onthe
border zoneto Russia. During the day, Russian shoppersstroll insmall groupsthrough the city; some of
them carry heavy bags. Chinese hel persare abundant at the street corners, offering their guiding or
hauling servicesfor asmall fee.

Inthe evening, thelobby of the hotel fillswith groupsof chelnoki on their way out for dinner
into town. | start aconversation with awomanin her early twenties, apomogaika, ahel per, who works
asahired shuttletrader for aRussianimport company. K seniaarrived today with her sister and several
of her auntsfromasmall towninthe Russian border district for an overnight trip to Suifenhe. Tomorrow
they area ready heading back to Pogranichnyi, each loaded with 50 kilograms of merchandisefor the
wholesale dealer who paysher 200 rublesand covers her transportation and accommodation. Ksenia
showsme her Russian passport: dozens of Chineseimmigration stampsfill the pages. A resident of
Zharikovo, asmall town in the Pogranichnyi Raion onthe Russian side of the border roughly 40 miles
from Suifenhe, Kseniahasbeen in Suifenhe morethan 50 times, yet never beforein Vladivostok. Many
of her friendsand relativesareinvolved in the shuttletradewith China. Intherural regionsalong the
border to China, shuttletrading represents one of thefew income opportunities, especially for women.
The high demand for cheap Chinese goods sold on the open-air markets of the Russian Far East has
created awholeinfrastructure of transporters, afact well-knownto Ksenia: “ The Chinese marketsinthe
region thrive on the backs of the hel pers[pomogaiki]. Wedo all thework, but the others get rich. But
what can | do?1 need to make someliving.” After our short conversation sheleaveswith her relatives
for aChinesefood dinner.

| step outsideinto theevening. Activity inthe streetshas dightly ebbed, but many shopsand
department storesare still open. | pass by an opening ceremony for anew fur shopping center. Flower
bouquets surround asmall speaker’splatform. A red inflatable arch framed by dragon headsreaches
over thelarge glassdoors of the entrance. Above, golden | etters spell Gorod Kozhi “ Novii Mostok”
(City of Pelts“New East”). Seven storieshigh, each floor isfilled with dozens of small boutiquesfor

leather and fur clothes. Thefursareimported from Russia, manufactured into coatsin China, and then



exported back to Russia. Onasmall stage, several Russian modelsin bikinisand fur coatsfreezeinthe
coldwind, waiting for their act. A DJplaysloud music, severa speechesfollow, and thenfirecrackers

explode, baptizing thenew mall.

CommoDpiTY FLowsIN A RussiAN-CHINESE BORDERLAND

The Chelnoki

My first encounter with shuttle trade was during aperiod of participatory researchinVladivostok,
where| shared conversationsand observationswith street tradersand market stall ownersin several of
thecity’sopen-air markets. Aspart of an anthropological project oninforma economiesand ethnic
interactioninthe Russian Far East®, | first understood the shuttle trade as aphenomenon that seemed to
be periphera tothemarkets economies, constituting an economic network that suppliestheregion’s
open-air markets. These so-called kitaiskii rynki (Chinese markets) werefilled with merchandisefrom
neighboring China. However, | soonrealized the centrality of thetradeintheregion’soverall cross-
border economy, and | aso became aware of themultiplelevelsand * shades of gray’ that characterize
theformal andinformal cross-border trade between Russiaand China.

Thesystem of shuttletradeisbased onthelegal pretext of afederal resolutionfromAugust 1,
1996 that allows private personstoimport merchandisetoll-freeinto the Russian Federation up to 50
kilogramsand/or US$ 1000 in vaue.® Thislaw sustainsan entire branch of informal traders, the so-
called chelnoki. Shuttletradeisof course not confined to the Russian Far East — it ispresent in many
border regionsof theformer Soviet-Union.” Trader tourismin the post-Soviet sphereismostly theresult
of acollapsed local small-goodsindustry and ademand among the popul ation for imported goods.®

Essentialy, two different classes of shuttletradersexist in Russia: naemnye chelnoki (hired
shuttletraders) and svobodnye chel noki (independent shuttletraders). Hired shuttletradersin Russia
areaso called pomogaiki (helpers) or kemely (camels), signifying their secondary roleinthe overall

cross-border trade.® Thelifeandjourney of ahired shuttletrader startsin most caseswitha



turisticheskaia firma (tourist company), which assembl esthe shuttle tradersthrough word of mouth or
newspaper advertisements. Thesetourist companiesnormally assemble groups between 20 and 40
people, which arethen sent to Chinawhereindividua group membersreceive cargo destined for Russia
up to the personal 50-kilogram allowance. Inthat way, wholesale dedl ersare abletoimport large
quantitiesof merchandisefrom Chinaessentially tax free.’° Thetourist company providesfor bus
transportation, arrangesaccommodationin ahotel, and deal swith the necessary border formalities.™*

All mgjor townsin Primorskii Krai have severa tourist companiesthat facilitate shopping tours
totheHeilongjiang Province, mainly Suifenheand Harbin. Ussurisk, 60 milesnorth of VIadivostok, is
themain center for shuttletradersin Primorskii Krai. Thecity’scentral location anditsrelative proximity
to China(only atwo hour busrideto thetrading center of Suifenhe) have madeit the hub of cross-
border tradein theregion. Fivedifferent border crossings connect Primorskii to the neighboring Chinese
province (seeFigure 1). Two of the border crossingsare usually accessed from Ussurisk. One, the
border crossing at Pogranichnyi, isacombined railroad and road border crossing; the other, Poltavka,
features solely aroad connection.

Uponarriva in Suifenhe, agroup of shuttletraderschecksdirectly into ahotel. Usualy, the
arrival isafter lunch, and afirst meeting with the organizer isarranged over dinner, where detailsof the
handing over of the cargo are discussed. The next morning the group receivesthe cargo for the optovik
(wholesalededer) in Russiain packages of 20, 30, or 50 kilograms. Occasionally the cargo hasa ready
been loaded into the bus. When the group arrives back in Russiathe cargo ishanded to thewholesale
dealer and the shuttletradersreceivetheir wages. Wholesal e deal ers play acentral rolein the system.
They organizethe cargo, arrangethe cargo carriersthrough atour company, and redistributethe
merchandiseafter itsarrival inRussa

Primorskii hasbecome animportant transit |ocation for commoditiesoriginating in China, and it
now functionsasacommaodity hub for the entire Russian Far East. Wholesaledealersbased in
Primorskii deliver goodsto more marginal locations such as Sakhalin, the Kuril 1dands, or Chukotka,
whereretail pricesareamost twiceashigh asin Primorskii. Thewidespread use of hired shuttletraders

reducestransport costsand bypassesimport taxes. Almost al of the merchandiseimported with the



Figure 1: International border crossings in Primorskii Krai
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help of chelnoki isdestined for salein open-air marketsor for the boutiques of newly established

shopping centers.
The other way to participatein the Chinese-Russian shuttletradeisto work asasvobodnii
chelnok (independent shuttletrader) without being dependent on atourist company. Thejourney isself-
organized, usualy with aChinesemulti-entry visathat isvaidfor either sx monthsor oneyear, and

persond capitd isinvested for the purchase of merchandisein China, whichisthenindividuadly trans-



ported over the border into Russia. Although the profit marginislarger when compared to the hired
shuttletraderswho receiveasa ary, more sdlf-initiative and larger investmentsare usua ly required from
theindependent traders. Often, two or three hel persare empl oyed to maximize theamount of imported
goods, thusincreasing the profit margin. These small shuttletrader groupsare often formed around
kinship networks, athough an enlargement of trading operations canincludeawholeset of socia
relationsamong sellers, buyers, and customs officers.? For independent shuttletraders, themain hurdle
cons stsinfinding awholesale dealer who iswilling to buy theimported merchandise. Socia networks
arethereforecrucid infinding reliable businesspartners.

Viktor, a24-year-old native of Ussurisk, hasauniversity degreein Japaneselanguage and has
taught part timeasalanguageinstructor at theVladivostok University. Asastudent, heworked for two
yearsasashuttletrader, first asahired and later as an independent chelnok, taking the Ussurisk-
Suifenhetrip on many occasions. Unableto survive onthe meager incomefrom thisjob, he switched to
abetter paying job asasalesman for alarge deal ership, whichimportscar tiresfrom Japan. On several
occasionswe had conversations about hisformer profession asashuttletrader. Heaways stressed the

importanceof socia networking:

Itisvery difficult for anindependent shuttletrader [svobodnii chelnok] to sell merchandiseto
wholesalededlersinthemarket if you are unknown. You need connections[sviasi] and

acquai ntance [ znakomstvo] with theright people. If you are unknownin the business, nobody
trustsyou or wantsto deal withyou. Itislikeevery other businessin Russia; connectionsarethe
most important thing.

Thusindependent shuttletradersrequireahigh degree of socia networking skills. Hotelsin
Harbin or Suifenhe, where groups of shuttletraders stay, play animportant role as social nodesfor
independentsinterested in networking with potential Russian or Chinesewholesale dedlers. Experience
and awide network of personal relationshipsareimportant for long-term success. Independent
chelnoki who lack the necessary connectionsare often forced to sell directly to stand ownersin Russian
open-air markets, astrategy that bears considerable economic risksintermsof securing the sale of

one smerchandise. Another way for independent shuttletradersto turn over their merchandiseisto
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independently own oneor severa market stands or bouti ques, thus securing future sales. Still, the
economicrisksarehigh.

Work asan independent shuttletrader demandsarange of skills. Beyond socia networking
abilities, intimate knowledge of current and futurefashion trendsisindispensable. Viktor explained this

specificknowledge:

What kind of goodsthe chelnoki bring to the market very much depends on the season and on
fashion trends. Fashion constantly changes. For instance, new shoesare dready out of fashion
after two months, replaced by new models. The same appliesto |eather goods. The Chinesewho
tradein themarketsin Chinadictate moreor lessthefashion. For instance, they say, now thisisthe
new product, absolutely new fashion. They alsolook at theamount Russian buyersare purchasing
and so seewhat iscurrently fashionable. Television commercialsa so play animportant role. For
instance, peopleseeontelevision an Adidascommercia for anew pair of sneakers. The Chinese
arevery good in copying that specific model, and people arelooking out for it. Of courseitisnot
thereal modél, just acopy. When the people seethat model, they think, “Oh, | have seenthat on
television; | want that shoe.” My father had amarket stand in Ussurisk. Hefirst went to China[for
merchandise] and went later onto Turkey. He knew exactly which fashionisgood and which
doesn't sdll. You havetofee how aproductissdlling.

The chelnoki system provides opportunitiesfor participantswho can skillfully useinsider

knowledge and personal relationships. Viktor mentioned the case of hiscousin:

My cousin first worked asahired chelnok, and then he acquired avisa[for China] and beganto
work on hisown. But first you haveto work for acompany, asahired chelnok, inorder to
understand the business and the market, to see everything with your own eyes. Then, if you have
acquainted yourself with Chinese deal ers, know whereto find the cheap goods, found out the best
way to bring themerchandiseto Russia, and collected enough experience, you may do it onyour
own. The same appliesto the Russian counterparts. Every timethebus stopsat the border for a
coupleof hours, peoplego and eat and beginto talk to each other. Thisiswhere you meet with
other chelnoki, and it isthetimeto work on connections. After al these experiencesitiseasier to
work on your own.

A femaeentrepreneur | interviewed in 2002 started her career intheearly 1990sasasimple
hired shuttletrader, crisscrossing the border to Chinaon aregular basis. Later sheinvested her profit
and worked as an independent, adding tripsto southern Chinese citiesand K orea, thereby increasing

her profit margin substantialy. Currently sheimportsused carsfrom Japan. Thiseconomic biography of
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aformer hired shuttletrader istypical. Thesystemfollowsasimplelogic of capital accumulationand
investment. Successful entrepreneurship createsvertical economic mobility. Capital and knowledge,
acquired asahired chelnok for acompany, can beinvested in anindependent business. Theincrease of
venture capitd isusually accompanied by spatial expans on, which meansmoredistant and profitable
destinations. A common step for an independent chel nok based in Primorskii isto expand hisor her
shuttle sojournsfrom the border town of Suifenheto Harbin, where merchandise of higher quaity can
be purchased. Other destinations are even more profitable but require moreinvestment to cover the
travel and transportation costs. Some of theregion’sexperienced shuttletraderswith sufficient capital
travel asfar asBeijing, Japan, Korea, or Turkey.

Theincrease of venture capital and spatial expansion hasproduced new formsof cooperation
among the chelnoki. Asafirst step, independentsinclude closefriendsor family membersin their
business. Resources arethen pool ed to increase the amount of purchasesin addition to the extraweight
allowancethat comeswith each member of the group.®* A next step isoften to increase group sizeeven
more by employing severa shuttletraderswho buy goods on behalf of anindependent trader. At this
point the circle closes and theindependent chelnok turnsinto awhol esal e trader employing shuttle
traderstoimport merchandiseon alarger scale.

Thebodiesof theindividual chelnoki play aparamount roleinthe shuttletrade. Equated with
the 50-kilogram weight allowancefor tourists, the bodies of shuttletradersare commodified as
transportation vessel sin the context of cross-border trade. The body-as-vessel dominatesthelogic of
that peculiar form of trader tourism. Yet the body of ashuttletrader not only functionsasa
trangportation vessel for merchandise up to thealowed weight limitation but asoisregularly used asa
hiding placefor smuggled contraband.

Layeredinto thegray economy of shuttletradeisanother commercial activity resulting from
lower commodity pricesin China. Thesmuggling of vodkafrom Chinainto Russia, theso-called
vodichnii biznes (vodkabusiness), providesextraincomefor some hired shuttletraders, supplementing
their relatively low pay.* A variety of methods are used to smuggle vodkainto Russaonasmall-scale.

Oneisto tape vodkabottlesto the body underneath alayer of clothing. For thistechnique, specific
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Chinesevodkaisused, whichissold inflexible plastic bags. An experienced smuggler cantape upto
ten bagsto hisor her body without raising too much suspicion at customs. The other way isto usethe
ventilation shafts of the buses, which usually haveroomto hide up to two casesof vodka, or
approximately 40 bottles. To conduct thisside of the business successfully, shuttletradersneed to
acquire specific knowledge about which busdriversarewilling to partakein the smuggling, where cheap
vodkaissoldin China, and whereto sell the contraband in Russia. Asisthe casewith independents,
personal relationshipsand recurring transactionswith known traders and drivers are keysto success.
Usually the contraband is sold in open-air marketsto traderswho offer the vodkaunder thetableto
knownclients.

Theboundary between legal andillegal cross-border tradeisblurred. Cross-border trade
between Russiaand Chinacan bedividedinto threeideal types: formal trade, shuttletrade, and
smuggling. Inredlity, however, divisonsareunclear, andlegal andillega activitiesmerge. Inadtrict
judicial sense, the business of the chelnoki operatesinsidethelaw, thanksto thelegidation on personal
weight allowancefor tourists. Yet thelarge-scale use of hired shuttletradersby trading companies,
whichimport thousand of tonsof merchandise by using the persona weight allowanceof *tourists;’
subvertstheregimeof import taxation in Russia. In addition, some shuttletradersusetheir regular
sojournsto Chinato smugglea cohol back into Russia. In these cases, the crossing of asingle shuttle
trader can integrate different formsof legal andillegal conduct —achelnokislegally importing
merchandiseinto the country but also smugglingillegal contraband. Cross-border tradethus consists of

multi-layered routeswherethelega blendswiththeillegal in asingletransportation channel .°

Border Economies

Anthropological case studieson trader tourism where sellersand buyers masguerade astourists
demonstrate theimportance of bordersand border zonesin production, trade, and consumption.*®
Trader tourism has become an essential part of the economies of the post-Sovi et successor states,
supplying open-air marketswith avariety of merchandise. Vladivostok and the Russian Far East areno

exceptions. Far from being passive playersin aborderland dominated by Chinese entrepreneurs, shuttle
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tradersand other border entrepreneurshaveto negotiate different rolesand strategies. Trader tourists
haveto interact with different social and ethnic groups, and they therefore transgressgroup boundaries
onaregular basis.!” Casesof informal cross-border tradein different regionsof theworld have
underscored smilar notionsof highly agile economic actorsin borderlands. The* practiceof flexible
sojourning” in cross-border tradeisacreative and strategic way for border residents of different socia
backgroundsto usethe potentia of aborder inan active and dynamic way.*®

Shuttletradeisonly one aspect of overall cross-border transactions between Chinaand Russia.
Themargina geography of Primorskii Krai and theregion’sexposureto multiplenational bordersare
commercialy used on many level s, encompassing both lega andillegal activities. Thebreakup of the
Soviet Union hasalso created new supply chainsto aready established marketsin East Asia. For
instance, theformerly secluded bio-resources of Far Eastern watersand mountainsare now in reach of
Chinese and Japanese markets. Culturaly driven demand for specific culinary delicaciesand medicinal
productsin those countriesisconsiderable, and the differencesin consumption standardsand value have
created one-dimensiond tradedleys. Meanwhile, historic resource-use patternsreemerge: sea
cucumber gatherersare back, diving once again along the coast of Primorskii Krai, and some
inhabitantsof villagesinthetaigaof the Sikhote-Alin mountain range are once moretrapping and
poaching bears, tigers, and sablesfor Chinese middlemen. Thesedifferent marketsand economic
activitieshaveafew thingsin common. Aseconomiesthat cut across national boundaries, they thrivein
the borderlands, incorporate actorsfrom different countries, and interconnect them through various
commodity flows.

Lacking aviableand competitivesmall goodsindustry, Primorksii isforced toimport avariety
of goodsfromits Chinese neighbor. Commodities offered in the many open-air marketsthroughout the
region present across section of the categories of imported goods madein China(e.g., clothesand
shoes, fur coats, eectrical gppliances, plastic toys, fishing equi pment, household goods, furniture,
carpets, food products, fruits, and vegetables). Sincethelate 1980s—in 1988 Chinasigned an
agreement with the Soviet Union on visa-free cross-border travel — Chinesetradershaveimported food

productsand consumer goodsto supplement the Soviet economy tormented by chronic shortages.® In
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theearly 1990s open-air markets dominated by Chinese nationalswere openedinthelarger citiesin
Primorskii (Vladivostok, Ussurisk, Nakhodka), where awide variety of imported goodsfrom China
weresold. According to aretail trader | interviewed in Nakhodkain 2002, during the early yearsafter
the Soviet collapse the profit margin on Chinese goods sold inthe Russian Far East was around 80%.
Thisdropped in recent yearsto atill substantial 50%.

Since early 1994, Chinese economic activitiesin the Far East and Siberiahave been curbed by
the Russian state. Thiswasfollowed by acrackdown onforeign retail traders.® Chinese economic
activities seemto have consolidated over the same period, however, asan increasing number of Chinese
tradersswitch their capital fromretail tradeto joint ventureswith Russian companies. While the number
of Russian and Chinesejoint venturesincreased substantia ly after 1994, the number and output of these
joint venturesbegan gradually declining in 1996.2 During my field researchin Vladivostok in 2002 and
2004, Vietnamese national s had replaced most of the Chineseretail sellersinthecity’sopen-air
markets. Neverthel ess, mgjor Chinesetrading centerstill exist in other towns (especially in Nakhodka
and Ussurisk), and they continueto beimportant for local consumers.

Embedded inthe overall trade between Russiaand China, shuttletrade between thetwo
countries congtitutesthe backbone of theimportation of Chinese consumer goodsinto the Russian Far
East. Officia importsfrom Chinainto Primorskii Krai amounted during 2002 to $363 million. The
principa importsweree ectrica appliances, apparel, produce, fruits, and vegetabl es.? Exportsform the
region to Chinain 2002 amounted to $244 million. Shuttletradeisestimated at around the samevalue
asofficia imports, which meansthat the chelnoki import merchandise on an annual basisinto Primorskii
intheamount of $300 to $350 million. The main productswereferrousand non-ferrousmetalsand
metal products(38.6%), timber (22.7%), and fish (14.2%).% During thelast years, severa attempts
have been made by Chinaand Russiato establish free-trading zones along the border toincrease
trade.?* Thelatest attempt, the free-trading zone of Pogranichnyi-Suifenhe, which wasunder
congtruction in 2004, providesfor avisa-freetrading center on 75 acres.

Chineseimportsare not the only commoditiesentering Primorskii Krai. Other Asian Pacific

countriesparticipatein theflourishing cross-border tradewith Russia. Japan, for instance, isthelargest
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car importer into the Russian Far East. Used carsfrom Japan amost exclusively dominateVladivostok’s
streets, and the city hasone of the highest per capitarates of car ownership inthe Russian Federation.
Japanese carsenter Russia's Far East mainly through three ports—Nakhodka, Vostochnii, and
Vladivostok. Shuttletradewith Japanin computers, electronic accessories, and car partsisa so partly
tied to car importsandisvisibly thrivingin theport zones.

Timber, especialy hardwoods, isanother magjor export articlefrom Primorskii, and Chinese
companieshaveinvested substantial amountsfor harvest and export rightsinthelocal timber industry.
Oneof thelargest multi-national pulp companies, Chinese-based Asia Pulp & Paper, signed aone
billion dollar contract in 2004 to harvest timber and construct processing facilitiesin Primorskii. llegal
logging and export isendemic. Approximately 70% of timber exportsto Chinaisconsideredillegal .
Organized crimegroups, oftenin cooperation with customsofficias, establishfictitiouscompaniesto
receiveofficia export permissions, which arethen used to disguiseillega exports.® 1llegal loggingand
timber smuggling arebig businesses. Approximately 9.2 million cubic metersof timber isillegaly

exported from Russiato Chinaannually.?”

Poaching Economies

TheRussian Far East’sfishery industry isplagued by similar problemsof illegal commerce. Complex
schemesof poaching and document fraud involve Russian fishermen, customsofficial's, and Japanese
seafood import companies, which arethe main recipientsof maritimeresourcesfrom Russia. A
comparison of theregistered catch in Russiawith the numbers of marine products entering the Japanese
market annually confirmsthescaleof illega fishing inthewatersof the North Pacific.22 Economiclosses
fromillegal catchesof Kamchatkacrab, blue crab, and mintai inthe Russian Far East are estimated as
morethan $750 million per year.?® Russian poachers use two main methods, essentially acombination of
poaching and smuggling. Oneisbased on aschemewhere aship without the mandatory quotasor
licenses usesfa sedocumentsto import their illegal catchto Japan or other Asian countries. Another is

to surpassthe allowed quotaand to transfer the excess catch on aforeign trawler on the high seas. So-
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caled*FHlying Dutchmen,” or Russian shipscallingtoforeign ports, mainly in Japan, play akey roleinthe
illegal harvest of maritimeresourcesinthe Far East.® Sailing under the Russian flag, they harvest marine
resourcesin the Exclusive Economic Zone, which stretches 200 nautical milesfromterritorial waters,
without going through normal customsclearance. The poaching operationsare highly organized criminal
activities, ofteninvolving severa ships, the cover of official companies, and the complicity of customs
officids®

Throughout itshistory, the Russian Far East, especially theregionsbordering on China, hasbeen
exposed to varioustrans-border movements of merchandiseand migrantsalike. Poachingandillega
extraction of local resourceshavetheir own ecological history and continuity in aregion wherefor more
than 150 years Russians and Chinese have sustained acommaodity flow of rare productsfromthetaiga
and the coastal zone. Already inthe 19th century, the Ussuri and Amur region was popul ated by a
variety of adventurers—brigands, ginseng collectors, gold diggers, fugitives, and acohol smugglers.®
Campsof Chineseginseng collectorsand fugitives spread into the mountainousforest of the Sikhote-
Alin Range, and Chinese merchants conducted extens vetrading with thelocal indigenous popul ation,
exchanging hunting equi pment, food supplies, a cohol, and opium for ginseng, panty (antlers-in-velvet),
andfurs(mainly sable). Theharvesting and gathering of plantsand animalsfor culinary and medicina
purposeswas particularly profitablefor Chinese seasona workers. The Russian ethnographer Vladimir
Arsenev, who led several expeditionsintotheremote, forested Sikhote-Alin, estimated the annual
number of Chinese ginseng collectorsin the Ussuri region to be around 30,000 at the beginning of the
20th century.® Along the coast, Chinesetrepang (seacucumber) collectorswerea so highly active.®
Only the consolidation of Soviet ruleinthe Far East during the 1930s put atemporary hold onto the
export of bio-resourcesfrom the Russian Far East to China.

The breakdown of the Soviet Union and the opening of the border to Chinaled to aresurgence
of the cross-border trade of local floraand fauna. The hunting and gathering of endangered speciesand
theillegal harvest of plants contributed significantly to the growth of the post-Sovi et shadow economy in

theregion. Consumersareamost exclusively in China, and Chinese middlemen arewholesale buyers,
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whilelocal Russianswho possess an intimate knowledge of theterrain and whereabouts of the different
speciesdotheharvest or hunting.

Severa animal specieshaveagain becomeeconomically profitablefor poachersand smugglers
(seeFigure2). Among the coastal maritimefauna, trepang (seacucumber) isof high demandin China.
Theharvest of seacucumbersin Primorskii hasalong history that dates back at |east to the 19th
century, when Chinese seasona workers combed the shallow baysfor thevaluableanimal . Although
pollution and over-harvesting hasled to adepl etion of stocksintheregion, severa areastothe
northeast of Vladivostok still harbor economically viable seacucumber popul ations. Nowadays, the
poaching of seacucumbersisamost exclusively in Russian hands. The economic collapse of thesmall-
scaefishery industry inmany coastal villages has| eft few solutionsfor adebilitated working popul ation,
and asaresult poaching hasbecomeasurviva strategy for many. Yet evenintheremote baysand
covesat thefoot of the Sikhote-Alin mountain range, over-harvesting hastakenitstoll. Severa years
ago, thedaily harvest of apoacher brigade could reach up to 1,200 seacucumbers. In 2001 the catch
dropped to between 400 and 500.% Organized criminal groupsallegedly control theillegal sea

cucumber trade, operating as middlemen between poachers and Chinese whol esale deal erswho

Figure 2: Major poached species in Primorskii Krai and designated use

Species

Designated use

Sea cucumber
(Apostychopus japonicus)

Culinary and medicinal use

Sea urchin
(Strongylocentrotus intermedius)

Culinary use (especially in Japan)

Amur tiger
(Panthera tigris altaica)

Medicinal use

Brown bear (Ursus arctos horribilis)
Himalayan black bear
(Ursus torquatus)

Culinary delicacy (especially paws)
Medicinal use (gall bladder bile)

Ginseng Medicinal use
(Panax ginseng)
Frogs Medicinal use

Antlers-in-velvet (of different deer

species)

Medicinal use
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organizetrangport and smuggling into China. High competition and depl eted sea.cucumber popul ations
have put consi derable economic pressure on the poachers. Some of them have already left for amore
profitable business—the harvesting of seaurchin roefor export to Japan.

Severa speciesof terrestria faunaarea soin high demand by Chinesewholesalededers. The
Amur tigerismostly valued for its skin and bones. Almost extinct during the mid-20th century, therare
cat isregularly stalked by poachersin theforest of the Sikhote-Alin, who extract the preciouspartsfor
saleto Chinese middlemen. In China, tiger bonesare used for aphrodisiacs and medicinal products, and
liquor derived from tiger bonesisaval uablewedding gift for abridegroom. Brown bearsand the
Himalayan bearsare equally endangered by poachers, who aremainly interested in specific parts,
particularly gall bladders, whichisasource of medicind bileusedin Traditional ChineseMedicinefor a
large number of purposes. Bear pawsareregarded asaspecial delicacy in Chinese cuisine. Theyoung,
bloodshot antlers (antlers-in-velvet) of Manchurian deer (panty in Russian) areused asmedicinal
ingredients. Frogsare also regularly harvested — Chinese wholesaleded ersarewilling to pay up to 10
rublesper frog, whichisvauedin Chinafor itsextractablefat.

One of themost highly priced itemson theblack market for bio-resourcesin Primorskii isthe
ginseng root. The mountainous, deciduousforestsof theregion offer ideal conditionsfor theserare
roots.* Despitethefact that large-scale agricultural farmsin China, Korea, and the US producethe
root for theinternational medicina market, thewild form of ginsengisfar moreva ued andisaccordingly
higher priced. Large and old ginseng rootsfetch the highest prices—an averageroot can be sold for
$200, whilelarge and anthropomorphic looking roots can easily reach several thousand dollars.®

Cedar nutsareyet another seasonal source of incomein many rural areas. During thefall, cedar
nut collectors swarm into the cedar woods of Primorskii to collect conesand extract the nuts. Groups
that go for weeks on agathering spree erect base campsin theforest wherethey extract the nutsfrom
the conesand shells, weekend collectorscarry portable gratersand screens. During theearly fall, cedar
nut collectorslineup at train stationswith their heavy bags. Their facesand hands are blackened by
resin, andtrain platformsare covered with nutshells. Many children areamong the gatherers. Thedirty

and strenuouswork isvery profitable. Chinese buyers pay between 20 and 50 rubles per kilogram of
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shelled nuts. Prices can rise during the winter monthsto 100 rubles. Experienced collectorsarethusable
to earn asmuch as $1000 to $2000 per season. Almost the complete annual harvest in Primorskii is
exported to China, where cedar nut oil isvalued for itsnutritional value and for therapeutic purposes.

Chinesewholesa etradersbuy avariety of speciesfor export to Chinainthevillagesof the
Sikhote-Alin. Purchase pricesvary, but theincome can provide askilled harvester withagood living.
Below arethebuying prices of aChinesetrader in Roshchino, asmall town located in amountainous
river valey inthenorth of Primorskii Krai (seeFigure 3).

Thevolumeof contraband these middlemen tradersturn over isconsiderable, asapoliceraidin
Vladivostok illustrated. In spring 2004, acache of morethan 5,000 kilograms of deer antlerswas
discoveredin several containersin astorage areanear an open-air market inthe center of
Vladivostok.* In another raid by local customsinspectors, an equally staggering amount of animal parts
wasfoundinatruck at the border station of Poltavka. Owned by the Chinese company “Kamaz,” the
confiscated truck was carrying 768 bear paws, 1,660 squirrel pelts, 1,600 sablefurs, 2,180 black

squirrel hides, 388 kilograms of dried seacucumber, 49 kilograms of frog fat, and 64 reindeer penises.©

Figure 3: Average prices for poached animals and plants (paid by Chinese
wholesale buyers to Russian sellers in Roshchino, Primorskii Krai, 2004 prices)*®

Item Price in rubles per unit (28 rubles = 1 $US; 2004)

Cedar nuts 20-50 R / kg (shelled nuts)
100-120 R / Bag (nuts with shells)

Snake 100 R / meter

Frogs 5-10 R/ frog

Gizzard of musk-deer 200 R / gram

Bear paw 5,000 R / kg

Ginseng 240 R/ gram

Pelts:

Mink 1000 R / pelt

Black squirrel 500 R/ pelt

Siberian polecat 500 R/ pelt
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Thereareconflicting popular imagesin Primorskii of theborder population’sroleinthetrade
between Chinaand Russia. Oneimage portrays shuttle traders and poachers as unintentional hel pers of
Chinese middlemenwho expl it the national resourcesfor persona gain. Thelocal Russian populationis
here seen asacompliant victim of Chinese economic predation.* Poachersare stigmatized aspredatory
exploitersof Russian resourcesand willful accomplicesof foreign entrepreneurs. However, despitethe
illegal nature of poaching and the depl etion of endangered species, otherswel comethe economic
benefitsfor thelocal populationfroma‘secure’ cashincome. For many inrural areas, poaching isseen
asan economic surviva strategy. Excluded from the economic boom of thelate 1990s, which was
mainly profitablefor urban centerslike Vladivostok, themostly rura population found needed
employment inthegray sector of shuttletrade, poaching and smuggling.

Other illicit economiesflourish along the borders of the Russian Far East aswell (seeFigure4).
For instance, the export of scrap metal hasbecomealucrative businessfor port citieslike Vladivostok
and Nakhodkawith largeloading facilities. Since high demand intheAsian market, especialy in China,
hassubstantialy increased the price of stedl, Vladivostok’sfishery harbor hasturnedinto alargeinterim
storagefor scrap metal from Siberiaand the Russian Far East. Abandoned industrial complexesfrom
Soviet timeshave become gathering groundsfor scrap metal collectors, particularly thankstothe
depletion of theformer Soviet navy and fisheriesfleetinthe Pacific.

Vladivostok hasbecomean important rel oading point and export hub for heroin from Central
Asiaover the past decade. With the closure of Iran’sborder to Afghanistan in 1998, shipmentsof opium
and itsderivatesfrom Central Asiaand Russiaincreased to European and East Asian markets.
Vladivostok mainly functionsasabottleneck for theimport of heroininto Japan. Smugglersuseregular
freight routes between Japan and the Russian Far East to hidetheir contraband in conventional
shipmentsto Japanese ports. On thereceiving end, Vladivostok and the Russian Far East arelocations
for theimportation of ephedrinefrom China. Ephedrinepillsaretransformedin simplelocal |aboratories
into the meta-amphetamine ephedron (moolka or marsifal in Russian dang), whichisbecoming more

and more popular among Russian drug-users.
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Primorskii, and especidly Vladivostok, areincreasingly becoming adestination for Chinese
tourists. Chinesetouristscometo Vladivostok for several reasons. Affordable accommodeation and
living expensesin Russacreate ardatively inexpensivetourist destination for anewly emerging Chinese
middleclass. Comparatively cheap gold jewelry, gambling, and Russian women area so amagnet.

Asisthe casewith shuttletrade, bodies play aprominent rolein these peculiar border
economies. The body-as-commodity appearsin palpableform as Russian women offer their bodiesto
Chinesetourists. Most of themajor hotel sin Vladivostok offer nightly striptease showsexclusively for

Chinesetourist groups. Saunaclubsoffer acomplementary program. Cultural and legal differences

Figure 4: Illegal cross-border flows in and out of Primorskii Krai
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between Russiaand China(progtitution and gambling arestrictly illega in China) havecreated a
flourishing underground industry in many of thelarger citiesof the Russian Far East. Additionally,
increasing numbersof Russian strip dancersand prostitutes aretraveling to Chinato offer their services
inlocal restaurantsand bars. For Russiansemployed in the sex trade, work in the northern provinces of
Chinaisoften astepping-stoneto more profitable businessin Shanghai or Macao.* Sincethe
dissolution of the Soviet Union, trafficking networks, often in unisonwith organized crimina groups,
have establi shed far-flung networksthroughout East Asia.* The bodies of Russian women haveturned
into apriced commodity adding to theflow of goodsand people crossing Russia sborder inthe Far

East.

BoRDERLAND MIGRATION

Migration Flowsin the Russian Far East

Thebreakdown of the Soviet Union fundamentally changed the border landscapes of Eurasia.
Administrative boundari es between Soviet republicswere transformed into internationa borders, and
former tightly regulated and controlled borders became porousand permeablefor commoditiesand
peopleaike. Asaresult, large-scale migration flowsfrom the Soviet successor statesto Russia, and
insdethe Russian Federationitself, have becomeaprominent feature during thelast 15 years.*
Regiona conflictsand warsafter the Soviet Union’s collapseincreased the migration of 1abor migrants
and refugeesinto the Russian Federation.* Morerecently, economic incentives have become
increasingly importantin explaining migration, includinginthe Russian Far East.

Migrationinto the Far East, and more specifically its southeast, of coursewasnot restricted to
the post-Soviet era. Asoneof thelast acquisitionsof Imperial Russia, migrantsfrom Russia, Ukraine,
and adjacent Asian countries settled the region during the 19th century. The popul ation of theformer
Amur and Primoreregionswas adiverse ethnic mix.* Russian settlers, Chinese merchants, Korean

farmers, Japanese barbers, Manchurian brigands, and indigenous hunterslived side-by-sideintheriver
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valleysand forested mountains. Russiaonly consolidated its power in theregion during the second half
of the 19th century. During the 1860s, Cossack groups and Russian settlersbegan to moveinto thearea
and soon outnumbered thelocal indigenous popul ation.*” The economic opening of Chinaafter the
Opium Wars, and Japan’ sgradual adaptation to western tradein the mid-nineteenth century, promised
the Russian Far East abright commercid future. TheAmur River would beitsmain artery, and
Nikolaevsk, at themouth of theriver, would beitshub. It wasatimefor dreamersand visionarieswho
used the successful col onization of the American West asamodel .*® They were not, however, thefirst
newcomersto advanceinto that area. Chinesefishermen and farmershad a ready founded villagesaong
the coast and inthefertilevalleysof theAmur and Ussuri before Russian sail orsdiscovered the natural
harbor of Vladivostok in 1855.4

During the second half of the 19th century, several factorsled to anincreasein Chinese settlers.
A rebdlionin Manchuria(1864-66) drove many Chineserefugeesinto theregion, whileasteady stream
of Russian settlersmadeit increasingly lucrativefor Chinese merchantsto establish trading postsin
Russian settlements. The construction of the Trans-Siberian Railway inthe 1890sand gold mininginthe
Amur basin also attracted many manua laborersfrom China> Chineseagricultura settlementsquickly
spread along the Zeyaand Suifenriver valleysand into the Khankaplain. The number of Chineserose
to over 40,000 by the 1890s.° Over ninety percent of the Chinese population wasmale, asign of
relativerecent migration and itsmostly seasonal character.

Thespecid political statusof Chinesecitizensin Primoreand Priamur, granted through the
Treaty of Beijingin 1860, led to the creation of severa autonomous settlementswith ahigh degree of
self-government. By the end of the19th century, three different groups of Chinese migrantscould be
distinguished: merchants, farmers/field hands, and hunters/trappers.® Economic activitieswere
characterized by ahigh degree of seasonaity inthe Ussuri region—farming during the summer months
and fur trapping during thefall and winter. At the beginning of fall, sable hunterswould comeinlarge
numbersfrom urban centers (Vladivostok, Nikol sk, and K habarovsk) and China(Manchuria) tothe
Ussuri region. Thesettlementswere strategically placedintheriver valleysof the Skhote-Alin

mountains, wherefertile soil alowed for profitable agriculture (mainly wheat and opium), and at the
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sametime provided close accessto indigenous settlements, which meant proximity to good hunting and
fur trapping areas. By theend of the 19th century, Chinese merchants had established afar-reaching
system of debt peonage and expl oitation, which forced indigenous communitiesinto compliancewith
traders’ demands. Chinesetradersand settlersdominated the region’seconomy, monopolizing trade
withtheindigenous population, which left littleroom for Russian small businesses. Chinese merchants
played apivotal roleintheregion’seconomic life, both assuppliersfor Russian settlersand as
middlemenfor local products. Vladimir Arsenev stated that “ between 1911 and 1917 no Russian village
inthe Ussuri and Priamur region existed without aChinesetrading post.” >

Thestuationfor Chinesetradersinthe Russian Far East changed dramatically after theRussian
Revolution. Trading houseswere closed and Chinese property was confiscated. Asaresult, many
Chineseleft thecity. Drastic measureswere proposed. In 1928, Arsenev reported to the office of the
Far Eastern VK P (All-Russian Communist Party):

Wedon't havetimeto turn peopleinto Soviet citizensand wait until they changetheir opinionsand
characteristics. With our close connectionsto Manchuriaand K oreawe have adanger of conflict
on our borderswith the K orean and Chinese people. The struggle against thisincludesthe
possibility of bringing many peoplefrom the European part of the USSR and Western Siberia
without regard to their nationality. But the Koreansor Chinese must be resettled to the center of
our country, and/or to the West and North of theAmur.*

Nineyearslater, Arsenev’srecommendation was carried out. Organized displacement of
K orean settlersstarted in September 1937. Under the pretext that Koreanswere acting as spiesfor
Japan, settlementswere cordoned off and the entire popul ation arrested and deported to Central Asia.
The Kitai skaia Operatsia (Chinese Operation) followed. Conducted by the NKV D between 1937
and 1938, the operation resulted inthe arrest of the entire Chinese population in the Far East and their
subsequent forceful deportation to China.®

After the Second World War, the Chinese-Russian border becameincreasingly fortified, and
cross-border movement was heavily restricted. The relationship between thetwo countriesreached a

low point during the 1960s, especialy after the border clasheson Damansky/Zhenbao Idand in 19609.
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Inaddition, Vladivostok asthe strategic harbor of the Soviet Union’s Pacific Fleet wasclosed to
foreignersbetween thelate 1930sand 1992. Nonethel ess, thefirst wave of contemporary migrant
workersinto the Russian Far East began arriving from Chinaduring the mid-1980swhen new laws
allowed Russian state enterprisesto sign contractswith Chinese partners.® In Primorskii, Chinese
workerswere mostly employed as construction workersand auxiliary farm labor. With the dissol ution of
the Soviet Union, asecond wave of migrantsarrived, and the number of border crossingsincreased by
afactor of amost five.>’

Theyearsfollowing the Soviet collapse were characterized by almost no state control of
immigration, and asaresult agrowing number of entrepreneursand tradersentered the Russian Far
East under the disguise of tourism. From 1994 to 1998, the Russian statetried to curb and control the
migrationflow, especidly illegd overstaysontourist visas. During thislatter period an occupationa shift
occurred in the Chinese migrant popul ation. More Chinese migrants started to work astradersthanin
construction or agriculture.® In addition, well-educated and connected Chinese entrepreneursarrived
and founded growing numbers of import-export companiesin Primorskii.

Thefinancial crash of the Russian rublein 1998 launched yet another wave, thefourth sincethe
late 1980s, of Chinesevisitors. During the summersof 1999 and 2000, the Russian Far Eat, and
especidly Vladivostok, witnessed alargeincrease of Chinesetouristsfrom neighboring Hellongjiang
Province. Despite reduced consumer demand after thefinancia crisis, many Chinese businessmen had
by now established profitableimport and export businesses, ranging from wholesaleimport of Chinese

merchandiseto theexport of Russian timber.

A“ Yellow Peril” ?

Themigration of Chinesetradersinto Russan cities, themushrooming of open-air markets, theinflux of
foreign goods, and the devel opment of new poalitical structuresled to fundamental transformationsin
post-Soviet Russia. > Although the region’seconomy benefited from Chinesetraderswho provided

urgently needed food suppliesand consumer goods, the cross-border flow of people, goods, and
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services created security concernsand socio-economic grievancesamong politica eitesandlocal
residents. Public and officia perceptionsof these processesareframed and summonedinreferencetoa
new “yellow peril.”® Reversal of population growth, growing ratesof unemployment, and emigration of
ethnic Slavsto central regionsof the Russian Federation have reinforced thefears of thosewho believe
the Russian Far East isunder dire demographic pressurefrom China.

Fear of Chinesemigration into Russiadatesback at |east to the end of the 19th century when
the Russian discourse about Chinese migrantswasframed by two catchphrases. zheltaia opasnost'
(yellow peril) and zhdltii vopros (yellow question). A magor problem for Russian authoritiesinthe Far
East at thetimewas economic competition from Chineseworkersand traders. V.V. Grave, the
representative of the Russianforeign Ministry inVladivostok at the beginning of the 20th century, stated
inareport that important occupations (i.e. retail business, fishery, carpentry, smithies, and dock work)
were completely in the hands of Chinese and congtituted the city’s* khronicheskii nedug” (chronic
disease).®! Thecausesfor this*disease’ were obviousto him—under-representation of the Russian
popul ation, aweak border, and too many Chinese. So too wasthe cure: forced Russian settlement,
infrastructural improvements, incentivesfor Russian and European investments, increased border
security, and astrengthening of thelocal administration. Grave concluded hisaccount with pessmistic
undertones: “ During my travel sinthe Amur Region, one could hear that al the Russianswent bankrupt;
and to the question of who got rich, onewould receive astereotypica answer: the Chinese.”®?

Similar argumentsare prevaent in post-Soviet Russian discourse about the Far East. Victor
Larin, director of theVladivostok Institute of History, analyzed print mediacoverage of Chinese
migrationinto Russiabetween 1993 and 1995 and counted morethan 150 articlesreferringtoa*“yellow
peril” intheregion.®® Proponentsof the*yellow peril” argument often cite the demographicimbalance
between the southern districts of the Russian Far East—Primorskii Krai, Khabarovskii Krai, and
AmurskaiaOblast —and the adjacent Chinese Heilongjiang Province. In thethree Russian regions, the
population numbersabout fivemillion, compared to 100 million acrossthe border in China. The
perceived threat of Chinese demographic pressureisaccentuated by unfavorable demographic

developmentsinthe Russian Federation asawhole. A fdling fertility rate, combined withincreasing

27



mortality, hasled to asignificant decreasein Russia’s population. From 1992t0 1998, Russia's
popul ation declined by approximately 1.4 million, and out-migration of ethnic Russiansfrom northern
and eastern regions of the Russian Federation has magnified the perception of further population
decline.®* The population of Primorskii Krai fell in 2006 by 13.7% (approximately 2 million).

Itisimportant to distinguish here between perceived and redl threats. Hardly any reliable
information existson the size, composition, and behavior of the Chinese populationin Russa.®
Popul ation statistics, especialy of immigrants, areoften used by local elitesto apply political leverageon
federd authoritiesin Moscow and to manipul atelocal public opinionfor political gains. An assessment
by the Carnegie Moscow Center concluded that the number of Chinese migrantsin Russiaisonly some
severa hundred thousand.® Officid estimatesof Chinese migrants, in contrast, mention around half a
million, but these numbersappear inflated, over-counting shuttletradersduring their multi pleentriesinto
the country. Indeed, an opinion survey conducted in September 2000 by Mikhail Alekseevin
cooperation with the Center for the Study of Public Opinion at the Vladivostok I nstitute of History,
Ethnography and Archaeol ogy of the Russian Academy of Science confirmed that local authorities
sgnificantly overstate the scal e of Chinesenationalsin Primorskii.®’

Perceptionsof avast tide of Chinese migrantsare nurtured by rumorsof China sterritorial
claimson certain partsof Primorskii that date back to the border clash at Damansky/Zhenbao Island on
theUssuri River in March 1969. In addition, thereisagrowing sensein Russiaof economic
aggressivenessonthe part of Chinesetraders, reflected in other surveys, which addsto thefear of being
overwhelmed by Chinesemigrants.® Articlesintheloca presshaveclaimedthat upto 150,000illega
immigrantshave settled in Primorskii Kral, aspart of atota of up totwo million Chinese nationalsinthe
Russian Far East. For instance, areport published by the newspaper Vladivostok in 1996 stated that
from 1993 to 1995 almost half amillion Chinese nationalshad travel ed to Primorskii Krai, but that only
athird of them registered whiletherest moved on to other parts of the Russian Federation.®® However,
thereport was not madeavailableto the public, and the sheer impossibility of counting al theseillegal
immigrantsmake these numbershighly suspect.
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Moreredlisticfiguresshow adifferent picture. Most Chinese nationalswho enter Primorskii
visa-freeontourist permitsare engaged in cross-border trade or local business. Although thetotal
numbersof Chinesevisitorswho entered Primorskii on tourist permitsrosegradually from40,000in
1994 to amost 80,000in 1998, the numberswho failed to return dropped significantly, from 15,000in
1994 to bel ow 300, during the same period.” Thefederal migration service estimatesthat the daily
number of Chinesein Primorskii isno morethan 5,000, whichisabout 0.25% of thelocal population.”™
Thisnumber seemsto bevery low, and | would suggest an estimate between 15,000 and 25,000
Chinese, legd aswdll asillega, currently living in Primorskii. Including the numbersof Chinesetouridts,
thereare probably no morethan 100,000 Chinesein Primorskii at any giventime.

Contrary to public opinion, Chinese migrantshave not harmed Russian residentseconomically,
andinsomemagjor cities(including Vladivostok) they have clearly created economic benefitsfor local
residentsaswell asgovernment officials. In Ussurisk, for example, the Chinesetrading center has
become one of thethree major sources of revenuefor theloca government. In general, revenuesfrom
cross-border trade enhancethelocal tax base and providethelarger public with eagerly needed goods.
Recent yearshave shown asharp drop in anti-Chinese mediacoveragein Primorskii. Thistrend
parallelstheregional changeof political elitesin 2001, when Sergel Darkin replaced Evgenii
Nazdradenko, who wasknown for hisanti-Chinese bias, asthe new Governor of theregion. Onthe
political level, economic incentives seem to override xenophobic sentimentstoday, in part dueto the
recognition of theimportance of growing economic and geopolitical tiesto China. Thenotion of a
‘yellow peril” isdowly being replaced in officia discourseby referencestoa’yellow future,” which
reexaminestheregion’s peculiar economic and geopolitica stuation under amore constructiveand

positivelight.”

The Corporeality of Xenophobia

Neverthel ess, anti-migrant fegingsespoused by official agenciesandlocal mediaarestill widespread.”

Many expressfearsthat massresettlement from Chinawill intensify competitionfor jobsin Russia, drain
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the country of hard currency resources, create social problems, increase crime, and endanger the
Russ an population’shedth.

A variety of stereotypical imagesof Chinese persstinthemediaaswell asin everyday
discourse. Negative stereotyping of Chineseinlocal mediawasespecially prevalent inthe 1990s, when
theregion wasgoing through the extremes of economic transition. During that time, journalistsaswell as
intellectuasin Primorksii Kral framed their fears of an overwhel ming Chinese economic domination by
depicting Chineseindividua sand companiesas predatory resource extractors.™ Chinesewereregularly
featured in thelocal mediaasconsumersof preciouscommaodities, fromlocal bio-resourcesto Russian
women, and at the sametime seen astheimporters of poisonous commoditiesthat threatened the health
of the Russian population.

Images of ahungry neighbor, posed to consumethe Russian Far East, which during the 1990s
ran likeathread through the press coverage of Chinese-Russian relationships, are still common. A
largely nativist point of view dominatesthisdiscourse. Chineseareimagined asan amorphous mass,
similar to migrating swarms, ready to consumeitshelplesshost, and they arefrequently referred to
metaphorically asmigrating birds, locust, or cockroaches.” Representing naturalized fears, the Chinese
presenceinthe Russian Far East isimagined dmost asabiological fact of unavoidableosmosis.
Incidents of polluted rivers, caused either by Chineseindustria accidentsor by Chinese poacherswho
occasionally poisonriverstokill and catch frogs by thethousands, only underscorethe perception of an
ecological threat that stemsfrom thevery presence of Chineseinthe Russian Far East.”™

The peculiar borderland environment in Primorskii Krai and theinvolvement of thelocal
populationin cross-border commodity flowsfostered an understanding of commodity and migration
flowsthat islargely based on bodily metaphors. Chinese are seen asconsumersof Russian bodies(i.e.
women), animals, or plants. In addition to this predatory image, Chinese are perceived asdangerous
bodiesthat have the potential to spread contagious disease among the Russian popul ation. L ocal
newspapersregularly accuse Chinese migrants of spreading diseasesor selling poisonous
commaodities.” Outbreaks of choleraand other diseasesin Primorskii arerepeatedly blamed on

Chinese migrantsor on poi sonous Chinese commodity importslike children’stoys, cooking utensils, or
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household items. Chinese arethus conceptualized as contagious bodies and polluterswho endanger the
very health of Russian society. Thethreat of apolluted environment and xenophobic fearsarefused into
agenera anxiety of aborder environment occupied by polluted (and polluting) bodiesand
commodities.”

The conceptual intermingling of migrating bodies, commodity flows, and pollution comesasno
surprise. The anthropol ogist Mary Douglashasshownin her study of cultural conceptionsof
contamination that pollutionisessentialy “ matter out of place.” ”® Themultipletransgressionsof borders
inthe Russian Far East thus create amultitude of objectsand bodiesthat are out of place, and thesein
turn are perceived as polluting agentsthat endanger the very foundations of society. Xenophobiainthe
Russian Far East can thusbe seen asamoral discourse accompanying rapid economic and political
change, and asaloca comment on recent trans-national commaodity flowsand labor migrations.
Objectsand bodiesaretransformed to contagious substances and perilous strangers, not only by
transgressing bordersbut also by blurring borders.®

The negative notionsand preconceptionstowards Chinesetradersand migrantsthat regularly
spininthemediafind their equivaent in everyday talk. On numerous occasions| was confronted by
local Russianswith their blunt view of theroleof the Chinesein Primorskii. “ The Chinese est
everything,” or “the Chinesetakeaway our resources and leave us nothing but trashy commodities”
werefrequently expressed notions.

In apost-Soviet economic environment, where most of the consumer goodson local markets
areprovided by Chineseor originatein China, it comesas no surprisethat xenophobic sentimentsare
closely connected to consumption and everyday encountersin open-air markets. These markets
represent vital sitesof socia interaction and placeswherethelocal Russian populationinteractsona
daily basiswithmembersof different ethnic groups—tradersfrom the Caucasusrepublics, Central Asia,
and China. Thequdlity of goodsoriginating from Chinaisamuch-discussed topic among regular
market shoppers. Chinese merchandise, especially clothesand shoes, are usually regarded asbeing of
lower quality than Russian or Western products, yet thisview isnot applied indiscriminately. Russian

traderswith personal experience of wholesale marketsin Chinaoften stressthe high quality standards
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that Chinese apparel manufacturershave adapted in recent years. Asone experienced Russian stall
owner noted, “ Thequality of Chinese merchandise can bevery good, although most of it doesn’t make
ittoRussig; itissoldin Chinaor inthe\West.”

There area so negativejudgments about vegetablesfrom China, which allegedly arehighly
contaminated by pesticides. During thewinter monthsa most al of the vegetablesinloca food markets
areimported from China. Only during the summer season doesloca produce appear, abeit
intermittently, asonewoman who runsalittlevegetable stall in one of Vladivostok’s open-air markets

explanedtome:

Because of theforeignersour peopledon’t plant their own gardens. They beat usdownwiththe
priceand that iswhy our fieldsare empty, athough we havealot of farmland herein Primorskii
Kra. Andevenif they [local farmers| come hereto the market, the transportation costsaretoo
high and they are not given aplaceinthemarket. That | know for sure. The peoplewho come
from the Caucasus, they arenice people, | likethem personally, but our people cannot compete
withtheir prices, eventhough our agricultural possibilitiesare not worseor areeven better than
thers. (Russian, female, 63 years)

Consumersarevery conscious about the origins of productsand food items offered in the open-
air markets. Questions about the origins of produce are asked on aregular basis. “ Eto nashi (arethese
ours)?’ isthemost frequent question asked by Russian consumersin marketsfilled withforeign
commodities.®* Compared to Soviet times, when the consumer was at thereceiving end of astate-
orchestrated distribution system, in post-Soviet time product choiceisat the center of consumption
behavior.®

To acertain degree, economic imperatives push xenophobic sentimentsto the background. Sill,
misconceptionsand prejudice are commonplace, especidly ineveryday talk. Thefollowing responses of

shoppersinterviewed at one of Vladivostok’slargest open-air marketsareillustrative:

| don’t likethe Chineseinthe market; they aretoo aggressive, alwaystrying to push their goodson
us. But if wewould buy al our clothesin the shops, our money would not be enough. (Russian,
femade, 16)
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| don’t like that the Chinese make so much money hereand the Russians[rossiiany] stay without
jobs. But what would we do without the Chinese here? (Russian, male, 20)

Of course, thequality of vegetablesfrom Chinaislower, but what can you do hereinthewinter?
Thereareno other vegetablesin thewinter besidethe onesfrom China. The Chinesefeed us. You
see, | have nothing against the Chinese, they just work here and they are good workers. (Russian,
femae, 45)

Therearealot of foreigners on the market, but we depend on them. The Russian productsarejust
moreexpensive, even the Chinese productsthat are sold by Russiansare more expensive. | can
even bring back and exchangejeansthat | have bought [at a Chinese stall] and that do not fit well.
(Russian, femde, 50)

Itisimportant to seethese statementsin the context of contemporary labor migrationin Russia,
wherethe perception of migrantsby thelocal population playsanimportant rolein valuejudgments
about commaoditiesin open-air markets. Despite the strongly negativeimagesof the Chineseother,

economicincentivesusually overridexenophobic notions.

CoNCLUSION

Border economiesentangle bodiesand commoditieson both material and conceptual levels. Chinese
commaoditiesand economic activities shapelocal perceptionsasthe experienceof local Russianswith
migrant workersfrom Chinaismediated through encountersat open-air marketsand regular shopping
spreesto neighboring China. Xenophobiain Primorskii Krai isaproduct of the border experiences of
thelocal population, bothintermsof persona involvement in cross-border trade and asrecipientsand
consumersof commoditiesoriginating in China. Theintimate entanglement withtheborder and its
commaodity flowsmeansthat perceptionsof, and involvement in, cross-border commodity flowsare
experiencedinavery corporeal form. Chineselabor migrationinto the Russian Far Eastisperceived as
athreatening consumption of one’'sown land, popul ation, and resources. The other, the stranger, and the
foreign trader are perceived through the commaoditieswith which they are associated. Xenophobia
attachesitsalf to commodities, whichinturn actsasacata yst for negative perceptionsof cross-border

flows. Objectsof desire become contagiouscommoditiesthat harm or corrupt consumers. Polluted

33



rivers, poisoned frogs, and toxic vegetabl es contribute to axenophobic discourse based on the
materiaity and corporedity of cross-border exchange.

The commodity isan ambivalent figure here. Asthe cross-border trade between Russiaand
China(e.g., Primorskii Krai and Heilongjiang Province) shows, arange of different commodity flows
andlayers, bothlega andillegal, exists. In addition, the border populationisinvolved in cross-border
trade and commodity exchange, from shuttletradersto the shoppersbuying Chinese commoditiesin the
open-air marketsof urban centers. Along with reinforcing negativeimagesof diens, varying degrees of
entanglement a so empower commoditiesto inhibit xenophobia Asshown, economicincentivesinthe
form of cheap consumer productsor opportunitiesto participate in the cross-border trade create
avenues of understanding and mutual respect between the citizens of thetwo countries. Commodities
can separate, but they can also unitein theintimate economies of aborder zone.

Thevery distinction between commodities and bodies can beblurred aswell. Peoplecan
acquire object-likequdities, and objects can acquire human-like qualities. Borderlandsare prime sites
of hybridization, alocusof multipleidentitiesand changing forms® In the case of Russian-Chinese
border exchanges, different hybridsevolvefrom vital economicinteractionsacrosstheborder. The
exotic floraand faunaof theregion, their commoditization inthe course of border crossings, andtheir
successiveincorporation into another val ue system transformsthose commoditiesinto highly prized
objectsinthecultura framework of Traditional Chinese Medicine. Plantsand animalsaretransformed
tomedicina commoditiesfor the human body. Thevauablewild ginsengisaparticularly hybridform, a
commaodity-as-body, that acquires moreva uethe closer it resemblesan actual humanform. Valuecan
also be subtracted, asisthe case with Chinese commaoditiesthat are ascribed with poisonoustraits(e.g.,
allegedly poisonousplagtic toys, or pesticide polluted vegetablesoriginatingin China).

Commaoditiesare not theonly things affected by the unique environment of the borderland.
Chelnoki are commodified astransport vessels, the body-as-vessel, equated with the standard wei ght
of 50 kilogramsof merchandise, theonly asset being their own body. Colloquia denominations(i.e.
pomogaiki, kemely) for cross-border carriers palpably reveal thisinstrumentalization and

commaodification. The body functionshereasatemporary sitefor commaoditiesor contraband onthe
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move. At last, thebody itself can turninto acommodity. It isthe principle of body-as-commodity which
underliesthemechanismsof sex trafficking to Chinaand Asia, and which fuelsthe business of hostesses
and strip dancersthat catersto Chinesetouristsinthe cities of the Russian Far East. After rapid social
and economic change has deprived apopulation of itsincome and property, the body standsout asa
last reserve, anindispensable, ultimate belonging.

Bodiesand objectsare entangled in the peculiar economies of aborderland in aprocess of
conceptual intermingling inwhich bodiesare commodified and objects can acquire human-likequalities.
Commodity flowsand migration acrossthe Russian-Chinese border affect border populationsand
cross-border sojournersin animmediate and corporeal way. Thisfact isexpressed in the body-based
activitiesof shuttletradersaswell asinthelocal perceptionsof Chinesemigrantsand their merchandise.
Theindividual body isthe main mode of transportationinthe system of shuttletradeand corporeal
understandings of migration flowsdominatethediscourse onthe stranger inthe Russian-Chinese
borderland. The economic and socia interchangeinthisFar Eastern region, both on aconceptua and
material level, blursthe boundaries between objectsand people and at the sametimeintimately

connectsthe economic actorsto the unique geography, flora, and faunaof thisborderland.
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