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From the time of Peter the Great the dacha has fulfilled various roles in the 

environs of Russia’s cities: in the 18
th

 century it was the palatial mansions of the 

aristocratic elite outside of St. Petersburg and Moscow; in the 19
th

 century the dacha 

became a summer rental property for urbanites to escape the cramped and dirty cities; in 

the Soviet dominated 20
th

 century the dacha was organized into garden plot communities 

for subsistence farming.  However, the privatization of land following the collapse of the 

Soviet Union signaled a shift in the dacha’s existence.  Lamp-lined streets and perfectly 

pruned lawns began to fill the territory beyond the belt of gray, generic apartment 

structures where the dacha was once king.  In light of the dacha’s decline, this thesis 

explores the origins and development of suburbanization in post-Soviet Russia and 

discusses its shared and dissenting characteristics with that of the West. 
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Introduction 

 The dacha has been a constant element in Russian society for over three centuries.  

Originally the quintessential out-of-town house for the summer months, the dacha’s role 

in Russian society has changed multiple times since its initial incarnation in the Russian 

Middle Ages.  However, the fall of the Soviet Union marked a dramatic shift in the 

dacha’s position.  By the year 2000, gated suburban communities emerged in the 

countryside outside of Moscow and St. Petersburg in areas that were formerly utilized as 

dacha territory.  Dacha communities that had existed for decades were threatened with 

destruction as year-round detached-home neighborhoods spread out from the edge of the 

city.  Suburbanization in Russia began in the mid-1990s and continues to expand in the 

post-Soviet era. 

 A brief look into the history of the Russian Dacha is necessary to better 

understand the implications behind and the meanings of the exurban housing boom that 

has taken place in post-Soviet Russia.  However, little scholarly work has been completed 

on the dacha and its existence in Russia between the times of Peter the Great in the early 

18
th

 century and contemporary Russia in the 21
st
 century.  The principal work of history 

on the Russian dacha is Summerfolk: A History of the Dacha, 1710-2000 written by 

Stephen Lovell.  It is the source the first chapter will rely most heavily upon for its 

information.  By utilizing Lovell’s Summerfolk, I hope to detail the various roles the 

dacha played throughout the history of Russia, which will provide insight into how and 

why the dacha came to be the primary form of out-of-city housing for urban families. 
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 In the second chapter I focus on the dacha boom in the late soviet period that 

continued through the fall of the socialist state in 1991.  However, the boom in the dacha 

market only persisted until the mid-1990s, which coincided with the beginnings of 

suburbanization in post-Soviet Russia.  I track the status of the two types of dacha that 

were most prevalent in the Soviet era: the state sponsored dacha formerly utilized by elite 

members of the communist party apparatus, and the garden plot dachas that were given to 

Russian families during the post-war period as a way to promote self-gardening and to 

combat food shortages.  Over the course of the 1990s and early 2000s, though, garden 

plot dacha communities were desirable housing locations for a new, younger generation 

of relatively wealthy Russians (sometimes called Muscovites), who symbolized the 

changes in values and norms in the traditional dacha communities. Russia, a country that 

has lacked a solid middle class segment for much of is history, may now possess a 

sufficiently large middle class to enable an expansive suburbanization process.  If a 

middle class does exist, it would provide another indicator towards the suburbanization, 

and its sustainability, in post-Soviet Russia. 

 In the third and final chapter I delve into the beginnings of suburbanization in 

1990s Russia and detail its expansion into the first decade of the new millennium.  The 

first segment of Russian society to move into the westernized suburbs was the often 

criticized novye russkii, or “new Russians,” who sought the increased status and security 

of the suburban developments versus the crowded, and volatile inner cities.  In the early 

2000s, the migration of new Russians into high-end suburban neighborhoods only 

increased, and their move was followed by other not-as-wealthy Russians.  By the year 
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2010 suburbanization was an observable and growing trend in the land outside of the 

Russian cities where the dacha was once the dominant form of exurban housing.  Also, 

Russian suburbanization in the 2000s shared a number of traits with that of American 

suburbanization in the 20
th

 century.  With the introduction of a single-family home 

program by the Russian government in 2010, suburbanization may become the new 

“Russian dream” of the near future. 

  



4 

 

I 

A History of the Russian Dacha 

The Beginnings 

 Although the dacha is now an integral part of Russia’s culture as an out of city 

abode where people can retire from the cities and the scrutiny of public life, its original 

role was something quite different.  The term dacha appeared in the Old Russian 

language in the 11
th

 century, and it was derived from the verb “to give” in the sense that 

the dacha was usually, before the 18
th

 century, a plot of land given to a servant of the 

state for his exemplary achievements or for his loyal service over a long period of time.  

As was the case with other medieval European societies, notably England and France, 

these land holdings, once given by the state, became part of the recipient’s family 

heritage and property and could very well raise them into the ranks of the nobility.  This 

tradition continued in Russia when Peter the Great became Tsar jointly with his half-

brother in 1682 and also when he ruled alone from 1696-1725.
1
 

 Unlike the majority of Tsars who ruled before him, Peter not only had large 

amounts of land available to hand over to his nobles, but he was willing to hand over 

much of this land so as to increase the development of the spaces in and around cities.  

Peter focused the bulk of his land-giving policy around the brand new capital city of St. 

Petersburg which was emerging out of the swamps quickly after 1703.  Peter acquired 

much of the land around the capital city following his victory over the Swedish army at 

                                                           
1
 Stephen Lovell, Summerfolk: A History of the Dacha, 1710-2000 (New York: Cornell University 

Press, 2003), 8-9. 
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Riga in 1710 during the Great Northern War.
2
  This victory opened up much of the 

coastline on the southern side of the Gulf of Finland and this is where Peter gave out the 

largest amount of land grants, or dachas, to his noble families.  Running through these 

dachas was Peterhof Road; a direct line of travel from the capital city of St. Petersburg to 

Peter’s new palace at Peterhof.  Likely a result of the time Peter spent on his grand tour 

through Western Europe, he envisioned and subsequently had constructed Peterhof Road 

as a grand route similar to the one that ran from Paris to Versailles.
3
  Travelers, especially 

foreign dignitaries, who visited Russia’s new capital city in the 18
th

 century would get a 

glimpse of the opulent residences that lined Peterhof Road as well as the landscaping 

completed to its borders.  In Peter’s eyes, the more wealth a family had, the greater the 

dacha had to be.  By the time Peter died in 1725, the road was surrounded by mini 

palaces complete with massive estate homes and intricate gardens.  As Lovell noted about 

the residences, “display was valued over substance, short term ostentatious hospitality 

over long term-comfort.”
4
  Not to mention, the state looked after the road and ensured 

that it would not detract from the elite image on display: milestones were erected in 1739, 

pavement was put down in the 1750s and in the 1770s birch trees were planted along the 

entire length of the route.  Any signs of lower class society, such as taverns, were not 

permitted along the road, and if they did manage to set up shop they were quickly 

removed before any important foreign or state delegation passed by.
5
 

                                                           
2
 For more information on the Great Northern War and the other conflicts in northern Europe in 

the 16
th

, 17
th

 and early 18
th

 centuries see Robert I. Frost’s The Northern Wars: 1558-1721.  The Russian 

campaign against Sweden in the early 18
th

 century can be found in the section from 226-297. 
3
 Lovell, 9. 

4
 Lovell, 11. 

5
 Lovell, 10. 
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 As stated above, each dacha had a lavish garden that was a measurement of the 

wealth of the family that resided there, but also a symbol of their adoption of the Western 

European culture that Peter so engrained in the aristocracy during his rule.  Andreas 

Schönle has observed how initially the gardens along Peterhof Road “pointed to Dutch 

and French models – with straight alleys, trimmed hedges, and abundant use of statuary” 

but eventually, under the rule of Tsar Catherine II, the gardens took on a decidedly 

English feel.
6
  This move towards an English landscape design was a direct result of 

Catherine’s own personal adoption of the English romantic garden and her use of it as a 

way to get back to a country lifestyle, as well as to symbolically depict her as the ruler 

over Russian nature.
7
  The Russian aristocracy followed their empress’s lead and 

implemented English gardens on their dachas. 

 However, not all nobles were willing to conform to Catherine or her court.  The 

well-known aristocrat, Aleksandr Borisovich Kurakin, owned 7000 serfs in 1795, and 

grew up with Catherine’s son Paul, future heir to the throne.
8
  Nevertheless, Kurakin fell 

into disgrace after a letter he wrote in 1782, that was highly critical of the way Catherine 

ran her court, was intercepted by Catherine’s security forces.  After Kurakin retreated to 

his dacha and refused to integrate back into court society, he in turn ordered the 

reconstruction of his dacha with stone instead of wood and finally set up his own lifestyle 

permanently separate from the court.  Kurakin essentially established his own court 

society on his dacha and he did so as a “calculated challenge to social conformity in 

                                                           
6
 Schönle, The Ruler in the Garden: Politics in Landscape Design in Imperial Russia (Oxford: 

Peter Lang AG, 2007), 19. 
7
 Ibid., 68. For a more extensive look into the style and construction of English gardens in the time 

of Romanticism see Utopia and Organization by Martin Parker who delves into the English garden as a 

place of utopia in connection with nature in the section titled “Utopiary: utopias, gardens and organization.” 
8
 Schönle, 164. 
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Catherine’s court,”
9
 a theme that resonates with contemporary dacha owners who seek to 

establish their own mark on their residence by cultivating a garden and making unique 

modifications to their dacha residences. 

 In fact around the turn of the 18
th

 century more people were able to experience 

what it was like to have a dacha since the latter half of Catherine’s reign marked a shift in 

the availability of the dacha.  During this time dachas, although still thought of as plots of 

land rather than homes, began to change in design and style.  The castle-like structures 

that dominated Peterhof Road slowly faded and were replaced by smaller, more humble 

cottages.  Before, dachas had been owned by one family for generations, but in the late 

1700s these same plots of land changed ownership at an increased rate while more dachas 

emerged in locations apart from Peterhof Road such as the Neva Islands and the Tsarskoe 

Selo Road.
10

  Also, as smaller houses on dacha plots were put up for rent, the dacha itself 

took on the new meaning of an “out-of-town house or house for summer entertainment,” 

and guests at the dachas spent less time in lavish formal parties and more time in informal 

fluid social interactions.
11

 

 By the early part of the 19
th

 century, the dacha had become a “fixture on the social 

scene” and was continually drawing people away from the capital city from May until the 

end of summer in late September.  This dacha habit of escaping the city in the summer 

months also began to spread to more segments of Russian society in the first decades of 

the 1800s.  Alexander Pushkin, known as Russia’s greatest poet, was one of the most 

prominent figures to adopt the dacha habit when he spent two summers at the Dolivo-

                                                           
9
 Ibid., 164-65. 

10
 Lovell, 14. 

11
 Lovell, 14. 
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Dobrovol’skii in the 1830s.  During his time at the dacha Pushkin was able to observe the 

high society world of the out-of-town home which he recorded in the fragment “The 

Guests Were Assembling at the Dacha” (1828).  His description alludes to an exurban 

salon type of environment that pervaded the dachas in the early 19
th

 century; one in 

which people were able to have private conversations in a public setting.
12

  This salon 

style, especially after the 1810s when A.N. Olenin, then president of the St. Petersburg 

Academy of the Arts, acquired a dacha, and began to promote the development of the 

intelligentsia that would power the dacha for the next century.  In Olenin’s summer 

abode, and other dachas, Russians were able to recuperate from the hectic city and 

engage in informal and friendly interaction with guests and other dacha owners.
13

 

 

Emergence of the Dachnik 

Up until the 1840s the dacha was not seen as a unique segment of Russian society 

because Russians did not distinguish between the dacha, a temporary residence 

specifically used as escapes from the urban centers, and other forms of residence.  Thus, 

people who owned or utilized a dacha were not yet considered “dachniki,”a term used to 

classify Russians who adopted the dacha lifestyle of escaping from the cities during the 

summer months and weekends.  The construction of Russia’s first railway line in 1837 

from St. Petersburg to Tsarskoe Selo initiated the creation of that concept.  The railroad 

line opened up the formerly exclusive enclaves of out-of-town residences to more 

segments of the urban population.  People such as shopkeepers and tradesmen began to 

                                                           
12

 Alexander Pushkin, The Collected Stories, trans. by Paul Debreczeny (Everyman’s Library, 

1999) 
13

 Lovell, 22. 
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take part in the summer holiday out of the city that the aristocracy had done for decades.  

The cities of Moscow and St. Petersburg were hot, stuffy and unpleasant in the 

summertime and more and more Russians sought to leave their residences for a few 

months and recharge in the clean air of the exurban Russian environment.  Dachas were 

less places for ostentatious displays of entertainment and amusement, but were for 

“healthful recreation, purposeful leisure, and virtuous family life.”
14

 

 The 1840s witnessed the emergence in Russia of a sort of middle class society 

that took to the countryside from June to September, and this new element in the exurban 

culture spawned side markets, most notably in entertainment.  Once families moved out 

of the city during the summer months, the entertainment segment quickly followed in 

their wake.  A clear example was the garden of the Artificial Mineral Water that 

advertised the healing effects of the waters while after 1848 they put on grand displays of 

fireworks, gypsies and themed balls for guests.  The mineral water garden was a shift 

from earlier high-society amusements since it did not require a dress code and appealed 

to a great number of cultural groups.  The new middle class dachniki were able to 

experience the world of the aristocracy without having to possess the same levels of 

wealth.
15

 

 Alongside the entertainment-driven dachas of the mid-19
th

 century was the more 

traditional dacha utilized by the intelligentsia that had existed since the 1810s.  Under the 

police-state established by Tsar Nicholas I (1825-1855), the first generation of Russian 

intelligentsia, composed of Slavophiles (supporters of the Old Russian ways) and 

                                                           
14

 Lovell, 39. 
15

 Lovell, 42-45. 
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Westernizers (supporters of Peter the Great and his actions to bring Russian more in line 

with Western Europe) secretly discussed topics about Russia, yet they also found time in 

the summer to retreat to their countryside dachas to enjoy the greater freedom entailed by 

staying outside the city.  Unlike the Artificial Mineral Water seeking people, the 

intelligentsia preferred the traditional and simple dacha lifestyle, and through this they 

felt a sense of rural seclusion.
16

  A prominent figure in the first generation intelligentsia; 

Alexander Herzen took his family, in 1845, to the village of Sokolovo, located West of 

Moscow, to experience Russian nature and to be away from the travails of the city.  Like 

other members of the intelligentsia in the 1840s, Herzen invited friends to his dacha to go 

on regular walks around the property and more importantly to pursue prolonged 

conversations about the state of Russia and its future.
17

 

 However, even in the 1850s signs of a different type of dacha emerged that 

foreshadowed the urban sprawl that plagued Russia in the late 19
th

 century.  Certain areas 

closest to the major cities, such as the Koltovskaia district on the Petersburg Side, 

experienced a shift to a lower class population made up of “middling and hard-up civil 

servants, whose poor living conditions and difficult rental arrangements” were 

increasingly commonplace directly outside St. Petersburg.
18

  The wealthier people 

avoided these areas by moving farther away from the city and its problems of crime and 

pollution.  In fact, the areas closest to the cities represented the first examples of suburbia 

in Russia as more people took up permanent residence in homes that began to appear 

alike with their front garden of two lilac bushes and a mezzanine.  Moreover, the 

                                                           
16

 Ibid., 50. 
17

 Ibid., 51. 
18

 Lovell, 52. 
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descriptions of the increasingly identical dachas of the Petersburg side overlapped onto 

the image of the dachniki which began to acquire its own place in Russian culture.  The 

dachniki no longer needed a salon-style abode in the country but instead were happy with 

a modest house set on a small patch of land.  Also in the 1850s the Petersburg presses 

produced satirical articles that poked fun at the dachniki and revealed how they had 

become an established element in Russian society. 

 

The Dacha Bubble in Late-Imperial Russia 

 Thirty years following the introduction of the dachniki, the out-of-town residence 

was an integral part of Russia’s major cities.  St. Petersburg was relatively deserted 

during the summer months in the late 19
th

 century.  As a result of the mass departure 

from the city, the police took extra steps, like checking door locks and windows, to 

secure the dwellings of those people who had vacated the premises in favor of a dacha.  A 

direct factor that increased the popularity of the dacha in the 1880s and 90s was the 

construction of more railway lines that allowed people to easily leave the capital in May 

and June and return in the same fashion in September.  As J.N. Westwood claimed in A 

History of Russian Railways, more Russians took shorter trips and by “1894, 58 percent 

of passenger trips in the Russian Empire were of less than fifty versts” which illustrated 

the proliferation of the dacha summer habit throughout Russia.
19

  Nevertheless, in the 

1870s dachas were not just located outside St. Petersburg and Moscow but also in more 

remote regions of the Empire, which suggests that the traditional vacation home could be 

                                                           
19

 J.N. Westwood, A History of Russian Railways (London, 1964), 79. 
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more a summer retreat than a temporary vacation cottage.
20

  The most notable adopter of 

this summer retreat style of the dacha was the writer Fedor Dostoevsky, who spent the 

summer of 1872 in a rented home in the provincial town of Staraia Russa, about 160 

miles South of St. Petersburg, and subsequently brought his family to the same town in 

the summer of 1876.  Dostoevsky chose the town as the location for his summer retreat 

because it was cheap and easily lived in since the property came with furniture and 

cookware.
21

 

 In addition to increasing in number, the dacha bubble of the late 19
th

 century was 

characterized by greater diversification in the dacha market.  Lovell notes that dachas 

came in many shapes and forms and could run for as little “as 40 rubles for a peasant 

izba” all the way up to the “grander summer residences [that] might cost1,000 rubles or 

more.”
22

  More telling was the advent of varied dacha categories that reflected the range 

in dacha residences such as the “dacha apartment” on the low end of the scale, up through 

the “dacha house” and finally the “dacha estate” in the upper echelon of summer 

getaways.
23

  Meanwhile, a consumer market emerged that catered to Russians who 

sought to outfit their dachas with various articles of garden furniture and home appliances 

as well as the more specific steel cutlery and storage cupboards.  Even with more home 

niceties however, the dacha lifestyle was fraught with difficulty.  Only one agency in St. 

Petersburg dealt with dachas, so the task of finding a suitable dacha for the summer was 

often left to the individual Russian families.  The return to the city at the conclusion of 

                                                           
20

 Lovell, 60. 
21

 Ibid. 
22

 Ibid., 61. 
23

 Ibid. 
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the summer, moreover, was usually more difficult since apartment prices were inflated 

since demand increased in such a short span of time.  Unlike Dostoevsky’s village retreat, 

most dachas were not outfitted with furniture or any items required to live for a summer 

in the country.  The absence of furnishings resulted in the precarious task of getting one’s 

furniture from the city to the exurban dacha.  Some families hired movers while others 

resorted to transporting the furniture themselves; in either situation the furniture was 

never guaranteed to arrive at the dacha in one piece.  Lastly, families who were able to 

set up in their dachas for the summer realized that the items needed to keep a house 

running from June to September were not as available in the country as they were in the 

city.  As the only source for basic foodstuffs and services, local populations often charged 

the dachnik high prices for their goods.
24

 

 Another development of the late 19
th

 century dacha bubble was the emergence of 

dacha settlements that sprouted up along railway lines in and out of St. Petersburg and 

Moscow.  A particular example of a new dacha settlement in the 1870s and 80s was 

Pargolovo north of the capital city.  In 1870, construction on the new Finland railway line 

was finished, and the wealthy Shuvalov family, whose estate included all of Pargolovo, 

decided to sell all their land not as individual plots but as one large chunk of property.  A 

company bought the land and subsequently divided it into commercial development 

sections and residential sections and places like Pargolovo transformed into three 

settlements called Pargolovo I, II and III.
25

  Hundreds of dachas of varying size and 

design were constructed on the land, which started to appear like a contemporary housing 

                                                           
24

 Lovell, 62-65. 
25

 Ibid., 68. 
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development in suburban England or the United States.  Similarly, old nobles’ estates 

were cut up and sold off as parcels while the number of minor property owners increased 

rapidly in the 1880s. 

 Following in the trail of these dacha settlements was the urban sprawl that was 

just beginning to appear in the 1850s but had expanded greatly by the 1890s.  The lack of 

cheap housing in the interior parts of St. Petersburg and Moscow led to the move of the 

lower classes to the fringes of the city where low cost housing was prevalent, such as the 

Vyborg district on the northern edge of St. Petersburg.  As Lovell observed, “former 

green-belt areas had in effect become slums” with a decidedly seedy feel.
26

  Once the 

prize settlement area in the Empire, the section of Peterhof Road nearest the city, by the 

1880s, was the site of urban squalor and factories close to St. Petersburg and cheap, low-

rent dachas as one moved farther along the road away from the capital city.  The line 

between city and non-city faded to the point where the Moscow census of 1904 officially 

included “suburbs” as a separate category.
27

 

 Under these conditions, dachas and the dachniki developed an image problem 

after 1870.  The dachas were seen as “one of the defining attributes of a late imperial 

‘middle class’” that was looked down upon by two distinct parts of Russian society: the 

wealthy conservatives and the radical intelligentsia.
28

  The former saw the dachniki as 

“vulgar upstarts” while the latter saw them as “unbearably complacent and 

materialistic.”
29

  To make matters worse, the city newspapers ramped up their criticism of 

                                                           
26

 Lovell, 74-75. 
27

 Ibid., 76. 
28

 Ibid., 116. 
29

 Ibid., 104. 



15 

 

dachas because the newspapers viewed overcrowded settlements as a place that exhibited 

a trajectory of social decline.  Ironically, almost everyone who lived in the cities, 

including the aristocrats and intelligentsia, were somehow involved with the dacha 

experience, yet they continually ridiculed the dachniki for various reasons. 

 In the final decades of the 19
th

 century, even those people who criticized the 

dachniki could also be found traveling with their own families out to the countryside to 

experience the dacha lifestyle.  Melissa Caldwell investigates the lifestyle of the dachniki 

in the 1880s and 1890s through an analysis of a number of literary works by the Russian 

author Anton Chekhov, who describes the unique place the dacha held in late-imperial 

Russia.  Caldwell indicates how the popular view of the dacha in the late 19
th

 century was 

that it was a place where “Life is better…because it is lived more completely, in multiple 

registers, unlike life in the city, which dachniki blame for reducing them to unthinking, 

unfeeling automatons.
30

”  By gardening, taking long strolls through the forest, and 

chatting with family in the evenings, dachniki, in the final years of the 19
th

 century, 

believed they were experiencing a more authentic way of life.  Granted, dachniki 

discovered new difficulties in the countryside, such as exhaustion from kneeling in the 

garden for hours, or having to provide food for unexpected family visits, but these 

difficulties were essential for the visceral and meaningful experience of living at the 

dacha for a summer in Russia.  The ironic criticisms of dachniki from dachniki 

themselves in the late 19
th

 century was “a coping mechanism and a protective impulse of 

insiders,” who believed that becoming a dachnik was similar to a rite of passage.
31

  A 

                                                           
30

 Melissa Caldwell, Dacha Idylls (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011), 38. 
31

 Caldwell, 46-7. 
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Russian had to experience the dichotomous pleasure and pain, joy and misery of living at 

the dacha to claim that they were a dachnik. 

 At the end of the 19
th

 century, though, the dacha took another turn, this time in 

favor of the entrepreneur and large-scale industry.  Boosted by the State Council’s law of 

1896, which leased out unoccupied state land to be used for dacha construction, 

settlements grew rapidly beyond small private owners to companies that controlled large 

plots of land throughout the country.  In increasing numbers, families were moving into 

dachas permanently and the “dacha husband” became a commonly sighted year-round 

commuter on the Finland railway into St. Petersburg.  Finally, the editorial Dachnik noted 

in 1909 that “at the present time it would be more accurate to describe dacha settlements 

in the Moscow region as suburban settlements.”
32

 

 Although the suburbs witnessed early success from 1897 to 1905, they were 

doomed to fail due to slower Russian industrialization and lack of a financial plan.  In the 

first decade of the 20
th

 century Russia lacked the railway infrastructure to support the 

suburban communities that became a mainstay in Western European countries as well as 

the United States.  Public transportation developed slowly in Russia which made 

commutes into the city difficult if not impossible from certain locations.  Likewise, the 

suburban settlements existed in a governmental “no-man’s-land between zemstvo, or 

local governments of rural towns, and city, resulting in a lack of financial support from 

either institution.  In addition, suburban entities did not have the ability to tax their 

residents and basic infrastructure fell into disrepair.
33

  After the revolutionary year of 
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1905, the dacha market faltered and declined until it found a new niche in the Soviet 

Union. 

 

The Dacha in the Soviet Union 

 During the revolutionary year of 1917 and through the following Civil War years 

into the early 1920s the dacha territory outside the major cities in Russia was marked by a 

significant depopulation.  Whether they were called to the front lines to protect the 

Fatherland or fled from the turmoil around the major cities to live with relatives in other 

regions, the dachniki were forced to abandon their summer homes.  Although dacha 

owners were less vulnerable than their estate owner counterparts, revolutionary violence 

in the countryside against anything that resembled the old regime was a constant threat 

during the Civil War.  Moreover, as dacha owners left the area around the city, peasants 

and locals moved in to vacant homes or tore them apart for wood and supplies.  Lovell 

claims that “a huge free-for-all took place” just outside the city limits after the revolution 

as various segments of rural society fought over the lucrative summer homes.
34

 

 In addition the dacha and its owners were heavily scrutinized by the new regime, 

since the dacha represented a bourgeois element of the old regime but also a form of 

private property that was not applicable in the communist ideology.  If a dacha was left 

vacant for three months it was termed ownerless and subsequently acquired by the local 

officials in the region.  In 1922 the Communal Department of the Moscow regional soviet 

began to municipalize dachas for use by the State and by the summer of 1923 this same 

government organization reported an estimated 35% of dachas had been municipalized in 
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the territory outside the cities.  Ninety percent of this new dacha stock was to be allocated 

to the “laboring masses” and to institutions.
35

 

 However, in the 1920s the major Russian cities experienced an influx of workers 

from the countryside that required housing in some way or another.  Desperate for living 

space that was increasingly unavailable in the urban centers, many people made dachas 

their permanent residences, even though they were not usually intended for year-round 

use due to a lack of insulation for the winter months.  Nevertheless, to combat housing 

shortages in the city many Russians put together make-shift homes and gathered them 

together in dacha settlements that resembled very low maintenance shanty towns.
36

  In 

contrast, dachas in prime locations just outside the city were reserved for highly placed 

members of the Party, and dacha resort settlements were built to house and entertain the 

Old Bolsheviks (those who had been in the Bolshevik Party before the October 1917 

Revolution). 

 Under Stalinism of the early 1930s the dacha underwent another shift and 

managed to regain some of the positive social reputation it had lost during the 1920s.  At 

the heart of Stalinism were both rapid industrialization and the creation of the new Soviet 

citizen.  Stakhanovism, a movement initiated by the state to induce both managers and 

workers to labor faster and more efficiently, symbolized the Soviet drive to industrialize 

and form a new Soviet citizen for the bright future of the Soviet Union.
37

  The new Soviet 
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lifestyle also called for active leisure to complement the hard work completed in the 

factories that was accomplished by allowing hard workers to move into new dacha 

cooperatives in the early 1930s.  Sought by trade unions and factories, these dacha 

cooperatives reinstated the positive image of the dacha as they were seen as the 

residences of the Russians that most deserved to live there due to their hard work and 

service to the state.
38

  However, Ronald Grigor Suny described how the residences that 

were built to house the new Soviet citizen were less like the egalitarian dream of the 

1920s and “more appropriate to the hierarchies of the Stalinist order.”
39

  Consequently, 

while workers were housed in small, ill-furnished dachas the best homes were reserved 

for high officials and others who were favored by those in power.
40

 

 After the prosperous years of the early 1930s, however, the Terror altered the 

dacha lifestyle once more as the typical dacha resident was a member of the Party or 

middle manager who was most likely to be a victim of Stalin’s Purge.  Furthermore, in 

October of 1937 the Soviet government issued a decree that halted the cooperative dacha 

movement that dominated the housing landscape during the years of Stalin’s 

industrialization.  According to the Soviet government, the cooperatives had not managed 

their assets efficiently enough to justify the state investment made into them.
41

 

 The Second World War represented one of the major chronological markers in the 

history of the dacha since it caused a significant change in the dacha’s existence.  Due to 

wartime supply shortages, millions of Russians during and shortly after the war fled from 
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the cities into the countryside to engage in subsistence agriculture.  According to Lovell, 

the areas outside of cities were set up for allotment gardening and by 1945 18.5 million 

people had taken up that subsistence lifestyle.  For many Russians in the immediate post-

war years the land stood for temporary survival but also long-term security.
42

  While the 

growth in allotment gardening stabilized in the early 1950s, a convergence of the 

traditional dacha and the new gardening trend was already apparent as more dacha 

owners were more likely to work the soil around their dacha instead of utilizing it for 

weekend or summer retreats. 

 In the late 1950s the new leader of the Soviet Union, Nikita Khrushchev, 

employed a construction drive as part of a seven year plan to be carried out from 1957-

1965.  The goal of the plan was to build 15 million new apartments and 7 million small 

homes, although the plan included strict regulations on how Russian families could set up 

their new house.  Dacha owners in the late 1950s were constantly aware that a Soviet 

inspector could come by their residence and deem it ostentatious or un-communistic.
43

  

Meanwhile a contradiction emerged since the State supported the construction of new 

dachas, but those homes were still seen as private property and thus anathema in Soviet 

Society. 

 The solution to that contradiction was the garden plot system.  With roots in the 

years following the Second World War, the garden plot system was expanded in the 

1960s and became the most prevalent form of housing outside of the cities in the 

remaining decades of the Soviet Union.  The State followed the policy of distributing 
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600m
2
 land plots to urban families and on these plots a Russian could build a structure no 

more than 25m
2
 or about 270ft

2
.
44

  As in the post-war years these land plots were used for 

subsistence agriculture due to the constant food shortages that plagued the 1960s and 70s 

Soviet Union.  Millions of workers and their families stuck in the cities sought
 
the relief 

granted by a place in the countryside that could provide extra food and time away from 

the cramped urban areas.  In addition, the plots were primarily transferred over to 

cooperatives controlled by enterprises at no cost and the proprietor had a life tenure right 

on the property.  The only way to sell the property was through the cooperative.
45

  Thus 

for millions of Russians the garden plot, with its minimal cost, had become the dacha for 

the poor, a place where average soviet citizens could be practical and industrious 

members of Soviet society. 
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II 

The Dacha in Post-Soviet Russia 

 

The Late-Soviet Dacha 

The years leading up to the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 witnessed even 

further support and growth in the garden plot dacha system at the behest of progressive 

land reform policy under the Gorbachev administration.  In March of 1985 a joint 

resolution between the Soviet Party and the government was enacted that called for the 

creation of a program to bolster the garden plot system with 1.7-1.8 million new plots 

between 1986 and 2000.
46

  The statutes for this program were approved in 1986 which 

included the same restrictions on garden plots that had existed for decades: plots were to 

be between 400 and 600m
2
 and the living space structure on the plot could be no more 

than 25m
2
.  Any outhouses or sheds could not be any larger than 15m

2
 and the only 

cultivation that could take place was that of vegetables.  Also, while the joint resolution 

sought to hand out 1.8 million garden plots by the year 2000, the new program 

established by the government’s statutes would increase the number of plots by 700,000 

per year and would also greatly improve the supply and infrastructure of the garden 

settlements.   

However, by 1988 the regulations on the structures allowed on the plots were 

relaxed.  The structure for living space could now constitute up to 50m
2
, nearly 600ft

2
, 

and there was no longer any restriction on the size of any extra buildings such as huts for 
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rabbits or poultry or sheds for tools and equipment.
47

  Meanwhile, the government in 

Moscow continued to increase the rate at which garden associations were created and 

plots granted to Russian families from the major cities.  According to Lovell, “By 1987, 

more than 4.7 million citizens of the Russian Federation had ‘second homes’ on garden 

plots (as compared to a mere 55,000 with dachas proper),”
48

 which revealed how the 

dacha category expanded in the late 1980s to include a much wider segment of the 

exurban housing segment.  Although small and used primarily for subsistence gardening, 

these garden plot settlements were still “second homes” for Russians who clamored to 

escape the claustrophobic condition of the inner city apartments. 

The garden plot trend continued and even accelerated through 1989 and 1991 and 

in January 1991 Gorbachev released a decree that called for an inventory to be conducted 

on the agricultural territories and the reallocation of land to peasant households, personal 

holdings, agricultural cooperatives and to dacha construction.
49

  Evidence of the 

proliferation of garden plot dachas is available in Simon Clarke et. al.’s article The Myth 

of the Urban Peasant that revealed in 2000 how the majority of dacha families had 
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owned their property for around ten years.
50

  The reason behind the Soviet government’s 

accelerated programs of garden association creation and distribution was the impending 

supply crisis, as a result of the fall of communism and the establishment of a new 

economy, which would leave many Russians without food.  Thus the government 

attempted to compensate by increasing the production of basic foodstuffs through 

individual garden plot agriculture.  Not surprisingly, difficulties ensued as more and more 

Russian citizens from the cities sought garden plots due to the supply crisis that emerged 

in 1991 and were met with local authorities who were hesitant to release land to families 

from the cities.  As stated by Lovell, in the early months of 1991 “more than one million 

people in Moscow were estimated to be on the waiting list for a plot of land” and local 

authorities in the countryside were hard pressed to find plots that were actually capable of 

decent food production.  Even after the decrees of Gorbachev and the programs centered 

around increasing the garden settlements, the supply of building materials to dacha 

communities was inefficient and many families that received a new plot of land to 

cultivate often waited for months or years to acquire the necessary construction materials 

to construct their second home. 

 

The Post-Soviet Dacha 

 Following the collapse of the Soviet Union in the summer of 1991 the status of 

the dacha, like the rest of Russia and its people, was thrown into a state of confusion and 

chaos.  Since the Soviet state was the entity that distributed dacha garden plots to millions 
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of Russians and subsequently regulated the use and construction of those dachas, its 

demise marked a time when the ownership of all dachas was called into question.  

Privatization of housing, which began in late 1991, was a contributing factor in the 

confusion that plagued the dacha in the early 1990s.  Russians, who were used to 

receiving dacha plots from the Soviet government, instead had to acquire a dacha or 

dacha plot through other means, most notably through the purchase of the dacha through 

the new privatized housing market.  As Struyk and Angelici noted, “By 1993 the majority 

of new [dacha] unit occupants in seven cities were found to have obtained their units 

through market methods rather than from waiting list procedures, inheritance or swapping 

a [dacha] unit within the extended family.”
51

  However, the chaos due to privatization in 

the housing market was apparent for all types of dachas, not just the most common 

garden plot dacha.  At this time I will take a moment to discuss the fate of the state 

sponsored dachas that had for the most part flourished since the early 1930s. 

 

The State Sponsored Dacha 

 As stated above, dachas that were sponsored by the state were an important part 

of the dacha culture throughout the Soviet Union since the 1930s.  These oftentimes large 

country residences made a popular reward for those who had given years of loyal service 

to either the state or the military.  Also, the leaders of the Soviet Union often kept for 

themselves a number of these state-sponsored dachas at which they would take summer 

retreats and discuss the goings-on in the Soviet state.  Lovell observed that Stalin himself 
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had “several dachas, in the Moscow region and elsewhere, all kept in a state of constant 

readiness” although his primary dacha residence was the one at Kuntsevo.
52

  In addition, 

hundreds of dachas were constructed for use by top party officials and other prominent 

figures in Soviet life, such as respected artists, writers and scientists. 

 In the mid to late 1980s, while the Gorbachev administration attempted to deal out 

garden plots to the millions of families waiting for the chance at a second home, many 

officials in the upper echelon of the State merely took over large country dachas and 

claimed they were doing so in the name of the Soviet State.  In fact, at the end of its 

existence the Party’s Central Committee had at its disposal between 1000 and 1,800 

dachas in the Moscow region alone.
53

  Meanwhile, in 1991 a group of 57 generals who 

had either retired or been removed from their posts had access to over 142 dachas that 

were held by the Ministry of Defense.  Not only were these residences completely out of 

proportion to the service being done by the generals at the time, but these generals often 

sold off or privatized the furniture within the state-owned dachas so as to turn a profit 

leading up to and after the collapse of the Soviet Union.
54

 

 Once the Soviet Union was dismantled, however, the continued existence of many 

of the state-sponsored dachas was no longer ensured due to the lack of clarity within 

property law and the end of protection for some dachas by the government.  An example 

of a state sponsored dacha that acquired a disputed status in the 1990s was the writers’ 

settlement at Peredelkino.  When the Soviet State disappeared so too did the funding for 

the writer’s organization, Litfond, which owned the Peredelkino dachas.  The residents 
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attempted to cover the costs of the settlement by converting some of the dachas into small 

hotels that rented rooms out by the night, but this ultimately failed and since the 

settlement had a prime location in terms of distance to the city it quickly fell into the 

hands of post-soviet higher-ups and the Novyi Russkie (New Rich Russians) who had 

contacts in high places.  Instead of small cottages, these newcomers erected mansions 

where the writers’ settlement once stood.  Another factor that doomed the state-sponsored 

dachas at Peredelkino, as well as many others, was their borderline location between city 

and oblast
55

 that resulted in no protection for these former state-owned residences and 

their less-than-official take over by influential Russians.
56

 

 In a more recent example of the destruction of former state-sponsored dachas, the 

historic Muromtsev Dacha  located in the Moscow suburbs was set ablaze in January 

2010 to the horror of the six families that used to reside there.  The dacha was one of the 

last historic buildings in that region as most of the others had been demolished in the 

1990s to clear the way for new construction.  The Muromtsev dacha was on an area of 

land that the city wanted to convert into a parking lot.  Although not official, the article 

claimed that witnesses of the fire noticed how fire officials were slow to respond and 

deliberately took their time while putting out the flames.
57

  While on the surface the 

destruction of former state-sponsored dachas seems like a separate issue from the 

simultaneous chaos in the garden plot dacha market of the 1990s, one similarity lies in 
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how the Peredelkino and Muromtsev dachas illustrated the post-soviet systems of power 

and contacts that characterized the young Russian Federation. 

 

The Post-Soviet Garden Plot Dacha 

 As noted above however, the most common type of dacha that existed in Russia 

in the 1990s was a carry-over from the Soviet era: the garden plot dacha.  As Struyk and 

Angelici observed in their survey of seven major cities in 1993-94, around one in four, or 

24 percent of households in the seven cities owned some type of dacha of which the 

garden plot dacha constitutes the majority (anywhere from 44.2 percent in Novgorod to 

79.6 percent in Tver).
58

  It could also be argued that Struyk and Angelici’s classification 

of dachas, while compliant with the original categories used to define land plots by city 

authorities, separates the categories of “garden plot dachas” and “dacha plot dachas” 

(owned by 26 percent of households polled) when there should be no separation.  These 

two types of dachas have only minor differences in terms of size and amenities and are 

each well differentiated from the last category of “country home dachas.”  As a result, 

this paper will discuss the two more common varieties of dachas in tandem (under the 

title garden plot dachas) while separating out the country home dachas. 

 Returning to the early 1990s one finds that the garden plot dachas varied in design 

and architecture but were similar in size and amenities.  The average size of the living 

space building on these plots was in the range of 29-35m
2
 constructed on plots of land 

anywhere from the traditional Soviet 600m
2
 up to 1000m

2
.  In addition, amenities 

included electricity as the most common then access to gas, water and a stove down to 
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the least common being a telephone, central heating and finally a sewage system.
59

  On 

average these dachas were located between one and three hours outside of the cities when 

using public transportation.  Consequently, in the 1990s the majority of garden plot 

dachas were within two to four miles of a train line with the outliers being those families 

that could afford a car. 

 While millions of Russians by the 1990s already owned a garden plot dacha, 

many more would be constructed throughout the decade.  Immediately after the fall of the 

Soviet Union Russian citizens, many of whom lived in the cities, clamored after plots of 

land that could be used for dacha construction.  The restrictions and regulations on 

construction fell away and so too did the State governed housing economy which resulted 

in the rapid privatization of land and dacha plots.  As Struyk and Angelici noted:  

Since 1990 all limitations on the size and type of structure have been eliminated 

and the owner has the right to sell his property on the market. In 1993 it became 

possible for dacha owners to apply to transform the rights to use the land granted 

during the Soviet era into ownership with full rights of disposition. In short, by 

1994 all of the previous restrictions on dacha ownership and land use had been 

removed.
60

 

 

As evidence of the increased ownership of dacha land by Russians, Lovell pointed out in 

Summerfolk that garden associations in the Moscow oblast grew to 7,000 by the year 

1995 and that 1.65 million urban families in Moscow owned a second home.  St. 

Petersburg experienced a similar growth rate as by 1997 between 60 and 80 percent of 

families in the city had some type of extra-urban landholding.  Strikingly, in 34 of the 39 

districts, or uezdy, “The number of sadovody (garden plot cultivators) exceeded that of 
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the local rural population.”
61

  Lastly, the number of owners of garden plots in Russia in 

1991 was 8.5 million, and that number increased to 15.1 million by the year 1997.
62

 

 However, the owners of these garden plots and garden plot dachas discovered in 

the early 1990s how difficult it was to build or even simply improve upon a dacha.  

Building materials were scarce.  Roads to many dachas were still unpaved and easily 

flooded in the wet months.  Little to no security or authority existed in the countryside 

where crime was a common occurrence.  Nevertheless Russians flocked to these usually 

primitive residences to engage in “active leisure” such as gardening, or just to spend 

some time away from the dirty and stressful cities.  As Andreas Schönle argued in The 

Ruler in the Garden, dachas during the 1990s were often the destination of Russians that 

served as “retreats for quick weekends, rather than for idle drawn-out summer months.”
 63

 

 In contrast to this hurried weekend-excursion type of dacha owner, there were 

also families who lived in dachas through all the summer months and did so in dacha 

communities.  In her anthropological work Dacha Idylls, Melissa Caldwell described the 

times she visited and lived in the Nadezhda community, starting in the mid-1990s and 

into the 2000s.  These communities were carry-overs from the garden settlements of the 

Soviet era and thus, for the most part, shared certain ideals of communal living, such as 

the close-knit friendships that developed between neighbors and the sharing of material 

resources for dacha repairs or gardening. Caldwell noted, however, that new technology 

and practices in the form of lawn mowers and fences, were, in the view of some long 

term residences, undermining the community and the organic way of life.  Subsequently, 
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certain dacha owners in the community came to think of the authentic Russian culture of 

the garden settlements as a nostalgic- belonging to the “there and then” of Soviet times 

rather than the “here and now” of the present moment.
64

 

 In addition, further changes that the original dacha owners viewed as destructive 

were the intrusion of a new type of resident into the garden settlement.  Caldwell noted 

that the new type of resident, known by the long term residents as “Muscovites,” had 

made serious inroads into the dacha garden cooperative.  By 2005 these “Muscovites” 

consisted of “several families who had bought dacha properties in the community, 

replaced the older cottages with elaborate brick houses, and erected tall metal fences 

around their grounds” which symbolized the different attitude of individuality held by 

these new residents compared to the communal lifestyle of the older residents.
65

  

Caldwell emphasized that the traditional members of the cooperative continually viewed 

the Muscovites as antisocial (except towards other Muscovites who visited on the 

weekends).  One young couple in particular was held in a negative light for owning a 

dwelling with “aesthetic flaws” and never interacting with their neighbors.  Even more 

shocking for the long term residents was the birthday party the young couple threw for 

their child, which included scores of visiting friends and a famous pop singer from 

Moscow.  According to Caldwell, “Residents complained loudly about the noise and how 

the cars of visiting guests had disrupted the peace and quiet of the community.”
66
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A Russian Middle Class? 

 With the increase in the use of items such as lawn mowers and laptop computers 

and the occasional birthday party for children made possible by automobiles, one might 

ask whether this indicated, by the 2000s, the emergence in Russia of a developing middle 

class similar to the ones that were already present in Western countries such as the United 

States or the United Kingdom.  The middle class was a key element in the 

suburbanization processes of the West, and a discussion about the possible existence of a 

middle class in post-Soviet Russia is necessary to determine the status of suburbanization 

in Russia in the 2000s.  Following the collapse of the communist system in 1991, and the 

introduction of private property into Russian society, questions about the existence of a 

middle class have been the source of much debate.  Some like Vladimir Shlapentokh 

have argued that Russia in the 1990s actually has a much smaller middle class than it did 

when it was the Soviet Union.  On the surface that claim seems nonsensical as there were 

no official classes in the Soviet Union.  However, as Shlapentokh points out, in the Soviet 

Union there was “Social stratification in every aspect of life, from education and medical 

services to funerals…and an impoverished class, comprising particularly those who lived 

in the countryside, and an upper class which included the nomenklatura and the directors 

of enterprises.”
67

   

The Soviet middle class itself included a broad range of individuals including 

white-collar workers as well as engineers, doctors, cultural workers and lastly teachers, 
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who enjoyed a small flat or apartment to live in with furnishings and items such as 

televisions and refrigerators.
68

  In support of this contention, Jennifer Patico in 

Consumption and Social Change in a Post-Soviet Middle Class noted that “professional 

and educational status no longer ensured a respectable standard of ‘middle-class’ living,” 

especially for the Russian teachers she interviewed in the late 1990s who noted they no 

longer made as much money as they used to in comparison to the cost of food and 

durable goods.
69

  Thus, for the segments of society the West would consider as middle 

class (engineers, white-collar businessmen), the end of the Soviet Union in Russia 

actually meant lower incomes and higher costs of living. 

Other scholars such as Thomas Remington believed that a group of Russians in 

the first decade of the new millennium emerged which should be termed middle class.  

They share the three characteristics that define a middle class: income, housing, and self-

identification.  Remington admits that the “[Russian] middle class is an elusive target; its 

size and shape shift depending on how it is conceptualized and measured” as evidenced 

by the multiple sets of data he presented to identify a middle class: only 5% in 2008 

according to the Independent Institute for Social Policy in Moscow; no more than 20% in 

2008 reported by the Institute of Sociology of the Academy of Sciences; sociologist 

Shkaratan gave a value of 22% of the Russian population qualifying as middle class in 

2006, and the list goes on.  Nevertheless, the majority of these sources, according to 
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Remington, stated that there was an increase in the number of Russians who could be 

considered middle class during the course of the 2000s.
70

 

Moreover, the statistics may not reveal the true income of every Russian.  As 

Patico discovered from her interactions with some Russian educators, by the late 1990s it 

seemed that business and even criminal activity “had become viable, apparently 

permissible paths to prosperity, inasmuch as they yielded the newest and most visible 

kinds of success and security available in post-Soviet society,” and the income from this 

criminal activity would not have shown up in official income data.
71

  The trend of shady 

or unofficial income methods continued into the 2000s and was prevalent in the recession 

of 2008-2010.  Remington stated that official figures may not have captured the true 

income of some Russians since they engaged in various forms of informal payment 

practices such as “paying a portion of the earnings ‘under the table’ (‘v konverte’) or in 

other forms, such as special bonuses.”
72

  Consequently, it is difficult to identify a true 

middle class in post-Soviet Russia.  While statistics show the middle class grew during 

the 2000s, these statistics may not be entirely accurate.  However suburbanization, an 

element in Western society closely tied to the middle class, is another helpful indication 

of whether a middle class exists in Russia and if it will stabilize or even grow in the 

future. 
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III 

Suburbanization in Post-Soviet Russia 

 

 In Summerfolk, Lovell inquired “Has suburbanization, with all it implies 

anthropologically as well as geographically, finally made significant inroads into 

Russia’s urban fabric?”
73

  When Lovell posed this question in 2003 he was referring to 

the change he had observed in Russia’s urban and exurban housing landscape in the 

1990s in the wake of the collapse of the Soviet Union.  As noted above, the dacha gained 

new prominence in Russian society in the early 1990s as thousands sought to obtain a 

piece of newly privatized land on which to build a small structure, and use it as an escape 

from the city for the summer months or the weekend.  However, coinciding with this 

dacha plot (read garden plot) phenomenon was another much less common and oft 

criticized segment of the exurban housing situation: the “new rich” Russians and their 

large homes outside of the major cities. 

 

The New Russians 

 Commonly known as the novye russkii, this small sector near the top of Russia’s 

social and economic structure made their millions after the collapse of the communist 

system and during the economic crisis of the new Federation in the early 1990s.  With the 

relaxation of restrictions on housing following the collapse of the Soviet Union, these 

New Russians sought to live the way they never could under the socialist regime.  

Outside of Moscow and St. Petersburg, large residential structures took shape along the 
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various highways spreading out from the cities.  Starkly contrasted to the large uniform 

apartment buildings that dominated Russia’s urban landscape, these new mansions of the 

nouveaux riche were of the two and three story brick variety “complete with porches, 

garages, and driveways and arranged around meandering streets and cul-de-sacs lined 

with light poles.”
74

  At a time when a typical middle class Russian worked for ten years 

on the construction of his or her own dacha, the time frame for the completion of a New 

Russian house was less than half that of a regular dacha, and construction crews did the 

work.  The materials for homes that were so difficult to obtain for the vast majority of the 

post-Soviet population were much more readily available to the construction crews 

employed by the up and coming segment of Russian society, especially for those new 

elites who were well placed in the 1990s systems of power and contacts. 

 Inevitably, conflicts arose as the novye russkii expanded their mansion 

communities out of the city and encountered the dacha communities that had formed in 

the latter years of the Soviet Union.  As James Gallagher noted in a 1992 article of the 

Chicago Tribune, the Sunrise cooperative, a dacha community created around 1980, was 

under the threat of destruction by bulldozers that were clearing ground for new 

“McMansion”
75

 neighborhoods.  As part of a housing program in the Kurkino district 

outside of Moscow, the garden plot community was removed so that “private companies 

[could] build up to 5,000 new living units” whose prices ranged anywhere from 2.5 

million to 20 million rubles (when the average monthly wage in Russia was said to be 
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about 5,500 rubles).
76

  Although the Sunrise cooperative members vowed to use force to 

fend off the new development, their efforts were of little use since the people behind the 

suburban program were “much more powerful than the aging gardeners.”
77

 

 Nevertheless, the fate of the Sunrise cooperative was increasingly common in 

Russia in the late 1990s and continuing into the 2000s as more people from the cities 

sought to live in their own solidly built single-family residence that could accommodate a 

family year round instead of just during the summer time or over the weekend.  While 

older dacha owners argued that the new housing communities were still, as the abodes of 

the novye russkii, the exception to the norm, such residences rapidly grew in number as 

Russia moved into the new millennium.  Caldwell noticed this expansion of the housing 

developments on her visits to Russia: 

When I returned to Moscow in fall 1997, I was intrigued to see that there were 

many more such housing developments (single-family, two- and three-story brick 

residences) both under construction and already completed in the Moscow 

suburbs.  Glossy advertisements for these new subdivisions boasted about their 

lavish recreation facilities, security gates, food stores, and branches of local 

banks, among other amenities.  By 2005 these communities had become 

ubiquitous throughout the Moscow and Tver regions and were spreading to 

regions farther away.
78

 

 

In addition, where these suburban neighborhoods had in the mid to late- 1990s remained 

autonomous entities spreading into the Moscow greenbelt, by the early 2000s they ran up 

against the ramshackle wooden dachas of the older generation.  Large brick mansions 

with their barbeque grills and swimming pools stood in stark contrast next to small home 
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built garden residences with livestock in the yard and rows of potatoes taking up the 

green space. 

 Even some traditional dacha owners could not resist the advancing wave of 

modernity that accompanied the expanding suburban neighborhoods.  The middle-aged, 

middle-class couple Evgenii and Olga purchased a plot of land during the liberal land 

policy period in the early 1990s.  They quickly cleared the plot to construct a modest 

dacha house and plant a number of fruit trees and a vegetable garden.  The couple pointed 

out to Caldwell that, although they had busy work schedules in the city, they still 

managed to visit their dacha frequently to perform maintenance on the building and 

cultivate the garden; in essence, they worked hard to live a satisfying dacha life.  

However, by 2004 Evgenii and Olga had completed renovations on the dacha and as 

Caldwell observed, the new home was a “three-story plank and beam wooden structure 

that boasted three separate bedrooms, a kitchen, living room, and family room, as well as 

porches on the front and back of the house.”
79

  Also, the couple wanted to move into the 

home permanently to avoid the frequent trips they had to make to and from Moscow 

when they maintained the old, cottage-like dacha.  For Evgenii and Olga as well as 

millions of others in and around the major cities, by the early 2000s suburbanization had 

in fact made significant inroads into Russia’s urban fabric. 

  

Russian Suburbanization 

 For many the idea of suburbanization in Russia is a novelty especially since the 

country that embodies suburbia the most is the United States; the country that was 
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diametrically opposed to Russia for nearly the entire 20
th

 century.  Suburbanization was 

attempted in late imperial Russia in the 1890s but it faltered quickly without the support 

of adequate transportation technology and the continued central urban authority.  

Subsequently any thought of suburban housing developments were dashed at the behest 

of the Soviet Union which sought to encourage the growth of its cities as well as to 

distance itself from anything resembling the West.  However, after the fall of the Soviet 

Union, and especially since the early 2000s, suburbanization emerged as a prominent 

feature of Russian urban outskirts.  As the primary city in Russia and also the one with 

the largest population in all of Europe, Moscow will be the focus of this section of the 

paper.  As Robert J. Mason and Liliya Nigmatullina noted, Moscow is where most of 

Russia’s new phenomena seem to occur.
80

 

 

The First Suburbanites 

 As noted above, the new post-Soviet class of extremely wealthy Russians was the 

first to venture out of the city with its relatively uniform apartment complexes and seek 

detached single family homes.  Many of these New Russians bought up adjoining plots of 

land with their contacts in the local governments and subsequently commissioned work 

crews to construct large houses in the countryside.  By the mid to late 1990s, though, 

private companies began to establish suburban communities along the roads leading out 

from Moscow’s outer ring highway, or MKAD.  Initially, these new developments were 

often designed by American engineers and architects, who flooded into Russia following 
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the collapse of the Soviet Union.  In many instances even the materials used in the 

construction of the homes were from the United States: bricks, lumber, plumbing and 

even American furnishings, such as Frigidaire refrigerators, were imported into the 

developments around Moscow.  This trend was true for the Rosinka subdivision located 

northwest of the capital city which, according to Greg Myre in a 1998 Los Angeles Times 

article, consisted of 200 townhouses that included “five bedrooms and wall-to-wall 

carpeting.”  Outside, “Polished station wagons fill two car garages” and “kids roam 

manicured lawns dotted with picnic tables and barbeque grills.”
81

  The Rosinka 

subdivision was just one type of housing development that broke ground in the mid-

1990s; the Pine Forest community located to the South of Moscow had 90 detached 

homes, while a Houston based company, Hines, began construction of 260 American 

styled homes Northwest of Moscow that would be served by its own supermarket and 

school.  Myre pointed out that early residents in these subdivisions were businessmen 

from Western Europe and the United States but some wealthy “new Russians” were 

purchasing the properties as well because the communities offered security in the form of 

perimeter fences and guards.
82

  The extra security offered by new American-style 

housing developments was a considerable benefit compared to the little or non-existent 

security or police protection offered to New Russians, who sometimes erected imposing 

individual mansions in the heart of dacha country. 

 In the early 2000s the trend towards suburbanization among the wealthiest 

Russians continued and even gained momentum.  Concentrated along three major 
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highways, Rublevo-Uspenskoe (west), Novorizhskoe (northwest), and Dmitrovskoe 

(north), some of the wealthiest and most up-scale communities catered to a growing 

number of Russian elites.  Most well-known are the suburbs along Rublevo-Uspenskoe as 

they are the closest to the top government officials including President Putin.  Mason and 

Nigmatullina revealed that Rublevo-Uspenskoe is “one of the shortest federal highways 

radiating from the Moscow Circular Motorway” but the developments adjacent to it 

“form a residential area 18 miles long and about 4 miles wide” that became synonymous 

with wealth and prestige in the mid-2000s.
83

  Evidence of that concentration of wealth is 

apparent in the price of housing along the highway in 2004: 1 m
2
 of housing cost $2,450 

per m
2
 and most homes were priced well over $1 million.  Considering that the average 

family income in Moscow in July 2004 was $24,000 per year, it is clear that only the 

upper echelons of society could afford to live near the President along Rublevo highway.  

Russians seeking more affordable options could look into the developments along the 

Novorizhskoe and Dmitrovskoe highways, but the housing there as of 2004 was $1,640 

and $1,550 per m
2
 respectively.

 84
   Thus communities like Benelux, near the 

Novorizhskoe highway, were still out of reach for the average family from Moscow. 

 

Suburbanization Expands 

 However, by the mid-2000s suburban households were available to a wider 

segment of the Russian population rather than just an oasis for the wealthy elite.  

Ekaterina Korobtsova became a member of this expanding home owner section of society 
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when she and her husband purchased an all-pine 2,700 ft
2
 house in the Peredelkino 

settlement just a few kilometers outside of the Moscow city limits.  Peter Finn, of the 

Vancouver Sun, noted in a 2007 article how Korobtsova was “part of a wave of 

homesteaders transforming the forested environs of Moscow into the beginnings of 

suburbia” as new communities with names such as Navaho, Monaco, Chelsea and 

Sherwood were advertised on billboards around the capital city.
85

  In addition, home 

landscape and flower gardening magazines that cater to single–family home owners were 

ubiquitous in Russia by 2005.  In Moscow, homeowners fought through crowded 

bookstores to purchase a copy of Sad svoimi rukami (Handmade Garden) or Landshaftnyi 

dizain (Landscape Design). Meanwhile, websites such as www.landshaft.ru, which had 

640,586 hits by November 2005, and Sunday morning gardening shows on the television 

reached an even further suburban audience.
 86

 

 Although still in its infancy, the middle-class suburban market continued to 

expand in the mid to late-2000s and further integrate into Russian society.  Finn noted 

that “In 2004, for the first time, construction of new residences, including apartments, in 

the region that rings Moscow exceeded the amount of new building in the city”
87

 as more 

Muscovites sought to leave the crowded and polluted inner-city for the clean air 

developments on the outer rim of the capital.  Moreover, the number of cottage 

settlements, or single family homes, in 2006 passed the 500 mark while high-rise 

apartment settlements only numbered about 100, indicating that Russians had begun to 
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favor single-family residences.
88

  The increase in quantity of single-family home 

ownership in Russia, especially around Moscow, was fueled by the introduction of a true 

home mortgage system around the year 2000.  Erin Arvedlund pointed out in a 2003 New 

York Times article that the system was “over a decade in coming” and still relatively few 

Russians had taken out home loans by the time of the article.  He suggested however that 

home loans were slowly catching on, especially in Moscow.
89

  Peter Finn corroborated 

the growth in the home loan system when he remarked that lending had grown to $6 

billion annually in 2007 compared to just $1 billion in 2003.
90

 

 In addition to the mortgage system, the economic crisis of 2008-09 also opened 

up the suburban housing market to more Russians.  Using the benchmark of $1,170-

$2,330 per month as the income range of the Moscow middle class, Mason and 

Nigmatullina argued that the economic crisis halted the sale of high-end residences and 

forced developers to focus more on “economy-class” housing communities.  

Concentrated in areas more than 20 miles from the capital city, “economy-class” 

residences utilized cheaper building materials and ranged from 1,180-1,620 ft
2 

as opposed 

to the 3000-4200 ft
2
 average of the elite suburban dwelling.  The quantity of “economy-

class” settlements increased during the economic crisis from around 70 outside of 

Moscow in 2007 to well over 140 in 2010.
91

  Combined with the new home loan system, 

the economic crisis provided another catalyst for the expansion of suburbanization 

around Moscow.  Wendell Cox wrote in 2012 that the city of Moscow was 
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decentralizing, largely due to the move of inner-city families to the suburbs.  From 2002 

to 2010, the urban population of the capital increased by 1.5 million people, and the 

suburban population accounted for 27% of that growth compared to merely 2.7% for 

inner Moscow.
92

 

 Thus statistically it appears as though Moscow, beginning in the mid-1990s and 

then accelerating in the 2000s, is experiencing a shift in the housing of its urban 

population.  Furthermore, one could argue that this shift is an Americanized form of 

suburbanization complete with cul-de-sacs, nicely manicured lawns and two car garages.  

As illustrated above, some suburban neighborhoods were designed by American 

architects using 100% imported American construction materials.  Aesthetically, then, the 

new suburbanization in post-Soviet Russia resembles the American variety.  But 

underneath has Americanized suburbia really made inroads into Russia’s urban fabric?  

Will shopping malls and low-density cookie cutter housing come to dominate the Russian 

heartland? 

The typical American landscape is already a reality in parts of Moscow.  

Justification for that claim is supported by a comparison of post-Soviet Moscow with the 

four characteristics that define American suburbanization according to Kenneth T. 

Jackson in Crabgrass Frontier.
93

  First, Jackson argued that the “United States residential 

experience” is defined by the average length of the journey to work.  In the 1980s, when 

Jackson published Crabgrass Frontier the typical American traveled 9.2 miles or about 
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22 minutes to work each way.
94

  By 2010, the average commute time had increased to 26 

minutes each way in the United States, although the drive was much longer for those 

living around the largest metropolitan areas such as Chicago or Los Angeles.
95

  However, 

the typical Moscow worker quickly caught up and surpassed the average commute time 

of the American.  In 2010, 40% of Muscovites spent over an hour each way commuting 

to and from the city; 27% spent anywhere between a half hour and an hour and only 4% 

reach their destination in less than half an hour.
96

  The automobile figures greatly into 

such a lengthy commute time.  Owning an automobile in the Soviet Union was a luxury 

usually only reserved for members in the upper echelon of the government, but the 

collapse of the communist State in 1991 opened up automobile ownership to a much 

larger segment of Russian society.  One survey pointed out that car ownership in Moscow 

rose from 60 per 1000 residents in 1991 to 350 per 1000 residents in 2009 resulting in 

major traffic congestion in the city.
 97

  It is one of the likely causes for the long commute 

time, even though most Muscovites still use public transportation.  Two mainstays of 

American suburbia, car ownership and long commutes, are readily apparent in 

contemporary Moscow. 

Secondly, Jackson claimed that a quintessential aspect of American suburban 

culture is a “strong penchant for homeownership,”
98

 another element that increasingly 

defines Russian urban culture in and around Moscow in the post-Soviet era. Ekaterina 

Korobtsova and her husband who, as illustrated above, specifically sought out a home 
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loan so they could purchase their new home is a telling example of the increasing desire 

Russians have for owning their own homes.  Statistics also show that more Russians are 

choosing to own instead of rent their dwellings.  In 2003 homeownership was at 70 

percent,
99

 but by 2011 that value had risen to nearly 80 percent.
100

  By comparison, the 

United States’ homeownership rate in summer of 2011 was 65.9 percent.
101

  Closer to 

Russia, the homeownership rate in the United Kingdom in 2011 was 70 percent, and in 

Germany the rate was 45% (one of the lowest in Europe).
102

  This indicates that Russians 

are adopting similar home ownership values to those in Western European countries and 

the United States as opposed to the nearer model of Germany.  Admittedly the majority 

of properties owned by Russians are still apartments in the high-rise structures left over 

from the Soviet period, but as noted in this paper that trend in housing growth shifted 

towards the suburbs in the 2000s. 

The third characteristic of suburbia in the United States that Jackson alludes to is 

its low residential density.  Jackson depicted how urban areas increased in size which led 

to the dispersion of more Americans over a greater amount of land.  As an example, 

Jackson noted that Washington D.C., from 1950 to 1970, went from an urbanized area of 

181 to 523 square miles.
103

  In Russia, the city of Moscow also increased in size, 

although not nearly as drastically as the Washington D.C. example.  From 1985 to 2010 

the urban area of Moscow increased from 994 square kilometers to 1070 square 
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kilometers (383.8 square miles to 413.2 square miles).  Similar to many cities in the 

United States, Moscow is spread over a fairly large geographical area and the result is a 

fairly low level of residential density beyond its ring of high-rise apartment buildings. 

Certain disparities continue to exist between Moscow suburbanization and the 

American version, but these disparities simply add a Russian twist to the exurban housing 

process pioneered by the United States.  An example of a Russianized form of 

suburbanization coincides with Jackson’s fourth and final characteristic of American 

housing development: the socioeconomic disparity between the inner city and the 

periphery.  Jackson claimed that low-income housing is pushed into the center of 

American cities while more affluent communities extend towards the outer edges.
104

  The 

vestiges of the Soviet Union’s housing policies remain in 2012 to distinguish the Russian 

urban residential situation from the counterparts in the United States.  The innermost 

sector of Moscow includes extremely expensive properties, while the cheaper Soviet era 

apartment buildings stand farther out towards the Outer Ring Highway of the city.  

Nevertheless, during the 2000s the Russian capital did in fact follow the Jackson model, 

since suburban areas developed beyond the apartment buildings and the MKAD highway.  

In effect, Moscow represents a three tier urbanized area (commonly found in major 

European cities) compared to the two tiered cities that exist in America. 

 

The New “Russian Dream” 

Pushing into the future, Moscow is set to continue a Russianized form of 

suburbanization most notably in the area of further land development.  Whereas the low 
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density urban sprawl Jackson argued was the norm in the United States due to urban 

areas that organically increased in size, in Moscow that low-density will be achieved 

from a top-down approach.  In 2010 Russian President Dmitry Medvedev and his 

government acquired 2.5 million acres to the south of Moscow in which to expand the 

city and promote the ownership of single-family homes as the new “Russian Dream.”
105

  

On this newly purchased land the Federal Fund for the Promotion of Housing 

Construction Development began construction of 14 million square meters of housing 

and planned to increase that number to 20 million square meters in 2012.  According to 

Wendell Cox, “The plan is to create a much larger, automobile-oriented municipality” 

where families, depending on size, will be offered homes to purchase.
106

  If the plan 

succeeds, the future of Moscow may very well be one with more citizens living in 

economy class, low-density suburban homes. 

Although the state-driven suburbanization in Moscow and its three- as opposed to 

two-tiered status differentiate it from the American cities, it is still at its base a Western 

process with some Russianized elements.  In addition, the suburbia developing in Russia 

since the mid-1990s shares the penchant for home ownership and the long automobile 

fueled daily commute that Jackson claimed is a key aspect of suburbia in the United 

States.  Thus, suburbanization entered into the urban fabric of Russia in the mid-1990s 

and subsequently grew during the first decade of the 2000s.  This increasing trend in 

suburban development should continue in Russia into the near future, evidenced by the 

state-support for suburbanization.  The Russian government’s program to double the land 
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area of Moscow, and establish millions of new suburban homes, indicates that the 

Russian leadership believes that there exists a class of Russians, likely a middle class, 

who the government can cater to with the idea of the Russian Dream, complete with a 

single-family home located in commuter’s paradise. 
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