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Abstract 

The need for employers to adapt to global neoliberal capitalism has led to growing flexibility in employment relations, with more peripheral workers experiencing insecurity. In post-Soviet Russia, adaptation to the global marketplace created insecurity on a massive scale, coinciding as it did with the collapse of state socialism. Enterprises cut workers’ hours and wages in order to survive, and workers were forced to develop their own ‘survival strategies’ through secondary, informal employment. Although the legitimacy of the Putin presidencies has been built on the promise of greater economic stability, recent news reports point to the emergence of significant pay arrears. This article uses employment and income data to establish current trends in income insecurity, and a recent ethnographic study of working-class men to explore experiences of precarity amongst this group.  Both data sources indicate ongoing instability, as many workers  continue to rely on secondary incomes to make ends meet.
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Introduction

A recent article in The Guardian newspaper (Luhn 2015) explored a number of forms of exploitation experienced by labourers working on one of Russia’s venues for the 2018 World Cup. Despite becoming one of the world’s most expensive sports venues, the article reported, the money was not trickling down to construction workers, with many saying that they had not been paid for up to three months. In addition, poor working conditions and inconsistent safety standards were claimed to have been responsible for the deaths of at least five men at the site since 2011. The sheer number of subcontractors involved, however, made it difficult to point the finger at any particular party; general contractor Transstroi said that all of its workers were paid on time and safety regulations were followed. 

Pieces of investigative journalism such as this play a crucial role in exposing exploitative employment practices across the world, and make them comprehensible by presenting them in familiar terms – workers have not been paid, safety standards have not been met, no one can be held to account. However in different parts of the world, forms of worker exploitation have their own specific histories and contexts in different parts of the world that shape both the objective conditions of the insecurity workers are exposed to and the subjective experience of that insecurity in very different ways. In Russia’s case, the experience of the labourers at the stadium is the tip of a very deep iceberg that has formed over the past two and a half decades in the context of a massive economic transformation – or ‘transition’ – that has yet to reach a stable end point and is unlikely ever to do so. Instances of labour exploitation such as these are all the more significant for the fact that they run directly counter to the official rhetoric of the Putin administrations of recent years, which have consistently claimed that they will deliver the economic stability and social security that was so lacking during the early transition period (Makarkin and Oppenheimer 2011: 1459). 

This article undertakes a broader exploration of the changing shape and experience of insecurity amongst labourers in contemporary Russia, and attempts to locate their experiences both historically and in a wider international perspective. As well as drawing on employment and income data to shed light on patterns of wage non-payment and other forms of income insecurity, it draws upon recent ethnographic research with working-class men between the ages of 25 and 40 employed in a range of manual occupations predominantly in the manufacturing and construction sectors. Although male manual labourers are not the only workers to suffer forms of precariousness or insecurity in the Russian labour market, social expectations of men to be providers for their families, and the concentration of income insecurity in ‘blue-collar’ sectors of the economy, make them an important case. The ethnographic data, gathered in the cities of Moscow and Ul’yanovsk between 2012 and 2013, thus allows the article to shed light on the ways in which the insecurities described in the Guardian report impact upon the lives of ordinary working men, and the extent to which they are able to buy into the rhetoric of ‘stability’. 

Labour Flexibility in Post-Soviet Russia

A number of commentators have pointed to the growing flexibility of employment relations in recent decades, as the globalised nature of neoliberal capitalism requires employers to be able to constantly adjust to the volatility of world markets. In most Western economies, flexible forms of employment have increasingly allowed for the transfer of adjustment costs and the risks of operating in the global economy onto employees (Beck 2000), and in doing so, have contributed to the emergence of a variety of forms of precariousness and insecurity (Kalleberg 2009; Standing 2011; Castells 2000). Although, as Standing (2011) argues, such insecurities may characterise the employment of workers across the breadth of the labour market, they are nevertheless concentrated amongst those employed in areas where non-standard contracts and the casualisation of employment are most common. As such, in countries with high levels of labour market deregulation such as the USA, ‘peripheral’ workers such as women, young and older cohorts, migrants and the low-skilled, appear to be far more at risk of being in precarious employment than others (Standing 2011; Grint and Nixon 2015: 350). Reflecting this, Kalleberg (2011: 17) points to the rise of ‘polarised and precarious employment’ in the USA as resulting directly from employers’ responses to the pressure for greater flexibility. 

Russia’s movement towards labour flexibility and insecurity has taken a somewhat different form, as the exposure of Russian firms to the world market coincided with the total collapse of its state-led economic system. At the beginning of the 1990s, a series of economic reforms in post-Soviet countries such as Russia was intended to ‘shock’ the supply-driven command economies that had been built around state socialism into responding to market forces, which would in turn involve a reallocation of labour resources. The deregulation of prices and wages, alongside rapid privatisation, would lead to a shedding of labour from the least competitive parts of the command economy, which would then be absorbed into new firms, self-employment and the more profitable surviving enterprises (Grogan 2003: 402). Contrary to expectations, however, many enterprises responded to economic collapse not by shedding labour, but through the adjustment of wage payment and working hours, which allowed them to continue to survive by transferring the costs of adaptation to a market economy disproportionately onto workers themselves. Thus, in contrast to employers in many Western countries, where non-standard contracts have allowed for a high degree of external numerical flexibility or to those in developing countries where the workforce is more heavily casualised, Russian firms illegally used a massive degree of internal numerical flexibility and wage flexibility in order to keep workers on, despite often having no work for them. In this context, real wages declined by over 50% between 1992 and 1997 (Schwartz 2003: 54), workers faced widespread wage non-payment and arrears (Kapel’iushnikov 2001), and the demonetisation of the economy in the early 1990s led wage payment often to be made in the form of in-kind substitutes. In regards to working hours, the practice of placing workers on administrative leave or on short-time working at nominal pay was endemic, such that behind low official unemployment figures as many as 40% of workers were experiencing significant periods of economic inactivity (Standing 1997: 179). 

The fact that such large numbers experienced and endured delayed wage payments and wage reductions at this time shows that income insecurity was a mass phenomenon, not confined to individual companies, branches, or sectors, and as such, many workers simply felt that they had nowhere else to go (Clarke 1999a: 38). In this situation, taking on informal, secondary employment became widespread, as did a wide range of ‘survival strategies’, as people were forced to diversify their incomes in order to get by (Pickup and White 2003). Domestic food production, the use of assets such as cars and property for additional income, and any task to which one’s skills could be applied for money – sewing, decorating, teaching, repairing – became important means of filling the gap left by declining and missing wages. As well as the massive growth of informal employment, mass insecurity told on the health of the Russian population, with psycho-social stress being identified as the root cause of abnormally high mortality and morbidity rates (Pridemore 2002; Pietila and Rytkonen 2008). Working-class, working-age men were especially badly affected by their inability to fulfil cultural expectations of them to act as breadwinners, with life expectancy for this demographic group reaching as low as the mid-fifties by the late 1990s (Bobak et al. 1998).

Russia’s financial crisis and currency devaluation in 1998 are widely regarded as having been a turning point in its economic fortunes, after which domestic production was boosted by the country’s limited capacity to import goods. More significantly, unprecedented growth in the price of oil and gas from the year 2000, which coincided with the presidency of Vladimir Putin, brought a degree of stability not enjoyed for years. As wages recovered, Russia saw a consumer boom of the type experienced in many Western countries during the post-war period, with massive sales of white goods, the growing popularity of holidays abroad, and finance making the purchase of property and foreign cars a possibility not just for the rich. The legitimacy both of Putin and Medvedev’s presidencies has to a large extent been built on the relative material security established during this period.

However, the fragile nature of the Putin-era prosperity was revealed in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, when short-time working and wage arrears all rose sharply, despite having been made illegal in 2001. According to official data from Rosstat (2008), the volume of unpaid wages rose from 3.7 to 7.7 billion roubles in the month of November 2008 alone, with employees in industrial production, transport, construction and agriculture worst affected (Walker 2008). Pay cuts were similarly widespread, although, due to the common practice of paying workers a nominal official wage while topping this up unofficially (the ‘envelope wage’), this barely appeared in official statistics. Similarly underreported in official publications were mass layoffs, which were the subject of websites such as sokratili.ru and krizis.ru, set up by members of the public to draw attention to what was happening (Walker 2008). 

The effects of the crisis of 2008 were much less severe and more short-lived than the economic dislocations of the 1990s, but served as a reminder to workers that genuine stability – stabil’nost’ – was hard to come by, and that the prosperity of the early Putin years was a shallow phenomenon. Russia’s current economic problems, resulting both from a dramatic fall in the price of oil and gas, and its international isolation following its actions in Crimea and eastern Ukraine, point to the same conclusion. Indeed, recent data indicate a dramatically worsening situation with regard to wage arrears, as enterprises struggle to cope with the devalued rouble and rising inflation, with workers in manufacturing and construction owed a total of 1.25 and 1.23 billion roubles respectively (Rosstat 2015a). Correspondingly, the number of people living in poverty has increased significantly, rising from a low of 15.4 million people in 2012 (Rosstat 2015b) to 21.7 million by September 2015, or 15.1% of the population (RIA Novosti 2015). 
This article puts flesh on this picture of fragile stability under Putin by exploring the experiences of young manual workers employed in a range of sectors in the cities of Moscow and Ul’yanovsk, drawing on ongoing ethnographic research carried out since 2012. It is not intended to go any further in measuring the current scale of the forms of precarity already outlined, but rather, to explore the ways in which they are reflected in the livelihood strategies and subjectivities of a small group of working-class men. 

Methods and Data
As mentioned above, working-class, working-age men, although not the most vulnerable demographic group, were nevertheless the primary sufferers of the health and mortality crises of the 1990s due to high levels of psycho-social stress and related health behaviours (Bobak et al. 1998). The root causes of this lay both in the economic dislocations of that decade, which were felt especially strongly in sectors such as manufacturing and heavy industry where blue-collar workers predominate, and in the social construction of masculinity in Russia, which places particular emphasis on men’s responsibility to provide for their families (Walker 2016). In an earlier study, in which I explored transitions to adulthood amongst young people studying in vocational training colleges attached to manufacturing enterprises, it was therefore not surprising that the young men in the study, aged 18-25, were highly ambivalent about the prospect of taking jobs in sectors that were known to be characterised by low pay and income insecurity (Walker 2007; 2009; 2011; 2015). Nevertheless, as that study found, social mobility in Russia is very low and few of those young men will have found attractive employment opportunities outside of the sectors of the economy they were training for. 

Given the ambivalence of young working-class men to enter forms of manual labour and the experiences of this demographic group during the 1990s, I wanted to explore the experiences of older working-class men during what appeared to be a period of relative ‘stability’. Thus, the project reported on here set out to examine the experiences of working-class men from the age of 25 to 40, with the aim of shedding light on sources of and barriers to their subjective, physical and material wellbeing. As such, the project aimed to explore the men’s experiences across a range of life domains, addressing not only their working lives, but also the ways in which their employment shaped wider components of their biographies such as housing, family transitions and leisure. In total, sixty men participated in the research, all of whom worked in blue-collar forms of employment predominantly in the manufacturing and construction industries and had taken forms of vocational training rather than higher education when they were younger. The research consisted of in-depth, biographical interviews in and around the men’s workplaces and homes, as well as participant observation amongst some key informants during leisure activities such as fishing. The respondents were split equally between Ul’yanovsk – a mature but decaying industrial city in the Volga region – and the capital city of Moscow, an increasingly cosmopolitan metropolis that nevertheless still has a sizeable number of factories and offers plentiful employment opportunities in construction and other forms of manual labour.

From Precarity to Stability

Both in Ul’yanovsk and in Moscow the decade of the 1990s appeared as a leitmotif of instability in the men’s narratives. The nineties were referred to as a chaotic period in which men, and the country at large, had been at a loss as to what to do to move forwards and had felt forced to experiment with a range of livelihood strategies that ranged from the insecure to the hazardous. The experiences of Erik, a 39 year-old window factory worker in Ul’yanovsk, are illustrative of those of many respondents. Erik had started work at the Ul’yanovsk Automotive Factory in the mid-1990s upon returning from military service at the age of 19, just before wage arrears at the factory became chronic. While older workers had been in a better position to be able to bear the long-term income insecurity this brought, having already acquired life possessions and places to live, younger men like Erik had to look elsewhere if they were to build a life for themselves. Having done ‘literally anything’ for a few years, including setting up a shuttle-trading business with his cousin that ended in a serious car accident on Russia’s dangerous roads, Erik moved to Moscow, rented ‘a corner’ in a room, and worked on a series of building sites, always sending cash home to his parents. Periods of homelessness in Moscow led Erik to develop permanent back injuries that forced him to come home, and prevented him from doing any heavy work. However, his current job at the window factory was ideal as it allowed him to work while sitting down, and, earning just enough to provide for his family, he reflected on the economic situation of the day positively and on the future with guarded optimism: 

I’m not really very knowledgeable about politics, but, like, Putin, I like the way he’s leading things at the moment … there is [still] instability, and difficulties … but it’s mostly financial. And gradually, gradually … you want to hope. You know, that, even like it is at the moment in Russia, that it’ll be like this. I really want that, for it not to change. I mean, at least it’s better than it was in the 90s (Erik, 39). 

Perhaps the clearest manifestation of the apparent stability of the Putin period was the experience of several respondents returning to the same factories that they had left a decade or so earlier. Mikhail, for example, had left the Moskvich car factory in Moscow in the late 1990s once orders for the Soviet era car had completely dried up and wage non-payment had set in. After a few years working in a range of jobs such as security guard and driver’s mate, he was pleased to go back to his former employer, which had been bought out by Ford:

It wasn’t closed, but there were no wages, they weren’t paying anything. Everything was delayed, so, it was practically bankrupt … But now, yes, everything is developing, like, the economy, like, everything in Russia … It’s a stable situation now. Wages are always paid on time, there’s no delays, it’s all been re-established. There’s stability (stabil’nost’) … The way I understand it … stability has begun to appear everywhere in the country… many enterprises are reopening. (Mikhail, 38). 

This narrative of ‘stability’ was used by respondents not only in relation to the regularity of work and wages and the reemergence of previously unviable factories. It was also apparent in descriptions of relations with employers, which were regarded in some cases as becoming more paternalistic and even akin to those prevalent in the Soviet period, when the provision of healthcare, leisure facilities and even housing led workers to see their enterprise as a ‘second home’ (Clarke 1999b: 1). Sergey, for instance, describes some of the leisure activities laid on for staff at the service centre where he worked as a mechanic:

The management, every year, or even a few times a year, the company’s birthday for example, holidays like that, pays for us all to go off somewhere, to a holiday camp, the whole company, to the countryside somewhere … (Sergey, 28).
A growing feeling of stability was also underpinned by a sense that, again in contrast to the 1990s, there was more ‘order’ (poryadok) in the country. Sergey, for example, was disconcerted by the litter he came across on fishing trips in the countryside and in public areas near his flat, which seemed to symbolise ongoing problems in his country, but the fact that his employer paid him his entire salary formally, listing tax deductions and pension contributions on his payslip, gave him confidence that those in charge might actually know what they were doing. Such examples mirrored the state’s attempts to deal with some of the most visible symbols of the chaos of the early post-Soviet period, such as the decaying roads and public buildings and the kiosks that had emerged on every street corner selling cigarettes and vodka through the night. As such, the growing sense of stability in some of the men’s personal lives was echoed in the wider public arena.

Stability in the Context of the Housing Question

While the themes of stability and order ran through many of the young men’s narratives, very few of the men felt that they had truly achieved a position of stability in their own lives and many were very far from this. Although most of the men had been receiving stable incomes from their primary employers for the past few years, income insecurity can also take the form of low pay which is inadequate to cover one’s primary expenses (Standing 2011: 10), and in this respect, practically all of the men remained in a position of precariousness. This was most obvious in relation to the ‘housing question’ (kvartirnii vopros) – establishing an independent home – which has been a highly problematic life-stage transition throughout Russia’s modern history and has arguably become even more difficult in the market context (Zavisca 2012). Although mortgage finance has been widely available in Russia for some time, inflated interest rates make mortgage payments prohibitively expensive, especially for ordinary workers. Thus, not surprisingly, the most optimistic accounts of Russia’s new found stability came from those respondents who had experienced the good fortune to inherit or marry into either an apartment or land on which to build, usually passed down from grandparents. Indeed, of the forms of welfare previously provided by enterprises, unsurprisingly it was accommodation that was highlighted by many respondents as the most important and the most sorely missed. Egor, a 38 year-old foreman at a railway depot in Moscow, for example, argued that: 

So much stems from the uncertainty surrounding the housing question … the government pays so much attention to the army, so that when a soldier retires they’re given a flat. If there was something similar … some privileges for getting a flat, connected with the fact that you work at such-and-such factory … Earlier we had this, it was a very positive system. (Egor, 38). 

Given the unlikelihood of a reversion to the Soviet welfare system, those who were not provided for (obespechennie) by their families had to tackle the housing question in other ways. One notable strategy was to deal with the risk and uncertainties of taking on a mortgage at the level of the extended family, with not only married couples, but also their siblings and parents often on both sides of the family, being responsible for the repayments. This strategy was reminiscent of the ways in which people were able to cope with the chronic social and economic dislocations of the 1990s, which forced people to embed themselves in dense, horizontal networks of family, friends and kinship in order to get by (Pickup and White 2003; Walker 2010). Anton, for example, lived in his father’s flat with his wife and child, while his brother lived with his in-laws in a family that also had siblings, so both families were preparing for the future:

It’s the most difficult thing. Everything else in our country is probably basically okay, you can live, but the housing question, it’s just a dead end, a total dead end … We’re saving gradually, slowly … and as long as nothing happens like in the 1990s, a default, as long as nothing like that happens, then we have the chance of slowly saving up, and not just me, I mean, my brother, all the parents. Gradually, sometime, we’ll get the deposit together. (Anton, 36).
While some respondents dealt with the housing question at the family level, more often than not they approached it individually. However, as Anton’s example suggests, repaying a mortgage on the salary earned at one’s primary employer was hopelessly unrealistic – none of the respondents were able to do this – and instead required the men to work additional jobs in the evenings and weekends to generate the necessary income. This was commonly referred to through the term krutitsya, to spin around, constantly looking for new sources of informal, secondary employment (shabashki, podrabotki, khaltury), which again were reminiscent of the ‘survival strategies’ that predominated in the 1990s: using one’s car as a taxi; fixing up a neighbour’s flat; shuttling goods over borders. Men in certain professions were well placed to obtain regular secondary employment. Artem, for example, was a 26 year-old welder who regularly had three or four week breaks from working on building sites in Moscow and St. Petersburg and was able to top up his salary by taxi-driving on his stints back home in Ul’yanovsk. Similarly, those who were employed to perform maintenance work on housing blocks were in a position to offer a wide range of cash-in-hand repair services to the residents in their buildings. Indeed, in such cases, a job with a low official salary might be taken precisely because of the secondary employment opportunities it provided access to. At the same, so widespread were informal employment opportunities that even those who were not well placed or well connected could find them easily – one-off (razovie), cash-in-hand jobs were even advertised in the newspapers: 

R: I do taxi-ing. Obviously without a licence … 

I: Often? In the evenings? 

R: Well, Friday, Saturday, Sunday of course. When people are going out, relaxing, on days off… and on the internet, there are loads of sites where you find jobs, carrying things around, getting rid of building waste … 

Although many of the men were thus resourceful enough to overcome the problems posed by the housing question and insufficient primary wages, this strategy was not without risk. There was a tendency amongst the men to see their youth and their health as resources with exchange value, working sometimes ten or twenty additional hours per week on evenings and weekends in physically demanding and sometimes clearly harmful activities. Vlad, for example, sustained a serious back injury while doing some heavy lifting work out-of-hours at his primary workplace, citing the forthcoming arrival of his first child as the reason for doing so. Despite having undergone a serious operation, he stated that since his main job only ran from eight until five and he was still prepared to work in an evening job from six until twelve, thus making a fourteen-hour day.  Similarly, Egor worked a sixty-hour week (thus twelve hour days) on the railways and regularly worked the entire weekend in secondary employment, but was disinclined to consider the effect of this on his physical wellbeing:

I: So how many hours do you work a week?

R: 70, 80? 

I: That seems a lot to me. Does it seem a lot to you?

R: I open my wallet, if I’ve worked well, it’s full. I open my wallet and there’s nothing there, I haven’t worked well. That’s how I measure it. 

Clearly this way of working is unsustainable, as Valera’s case shows. As a 27 year-old foreman at the Ul’yanovsk Automotive Factory, Valera had worked sixteen hours a day, six days a week, for two years, before he had been able to buy a flat on credit for himself, his wife and their new-born baby. However, shortly before I interviewed him he had quit his second job – selling insurance policies to his colleagues at the factory – and subsequently split from his wife. He said he was physically incapable of carrying on with it, but that his wife had become used to the money: 

When a person gets used to eating, they develop a strong appetite right? (Valera, 27).
For many, then, the contradiction between the unaffordable cost of living and low-paid work was resolved at the individual level through resorting to the same informal employment strategies that were widespread in the 1990s, but as the demographic data from that decade show, men’s minds and bodies have their limits. It was cognisance of this that underpinned a final strategy of meeting the impossible demand to provide for young families on workers’ salaries, which was to ignore it. A number of respondents were critical of the practice of krutitsya, and made a virtue of not recognising the market’s demands for them to commit to unpayable mortgages, or indeed the wider consumerism that had emerged in recent years. Needless to say, given the expectation of men to act as providers, these respondents were not positioning themselves as attractive marital partners. The sample contained a number of men in their late thirties who had never married, were living with parents or siblings, and had given up on the idea of ever having a family, largely because they did not have the right conditions in which to do so. The following group of younger men appeared to be heading for the same fate, their genuine scepticism about the notion of stability paralysing them from making any future plans: 

I: What about taking a mortgage?

R3: Mortgage? No way, it’s unrealistic.

I: Why is it unrealistic?

R3: Because you’ll never pay it off.

R1: Today you work, tomorrow you don’t work …

R2: There still isn’t any stability at factories like ours. So you might not be working, they could make you redundant. Like at our place now, they’ve just started at the factory. They’re making redundancies (sokrashenie idet).

R1: If you’re taking a mortgage, you need to do it with 100% certainty that you’ll be working, that you can pay it.

R2: But they could close the factory tomorrow, and you’ll have nothing to pay your mortgage with.

I: So probably they wouldn’t even give you the credit then?

R: No, why? Course they’ll give it!

R2: They’ll give it, just not everyone can pay it back. 

I: So, are you planning to get married sometime?

R1: No. Well, not at the moment.

R2: We’re waiting for stability! [laughs]

R3: You should wait for your pension! [laughs]. (Sasha, 26; Dima, 28; Oleg, 39)

As this last group indicates in their comments on the situation emerging in their factory, by the time the field research was ending in 2013, the insecurity described in the employment data cited above was already being felt. In 2015, shortly before the time of writing, one of these three men contacted me by email about the pay cuts being inflicted at the factory, stating simply: 

It’s like the 1990s … soon we’ll be in poverty. (Oleg, 39)

Conclusion

Drawing on Polanyi’s notion of the ‘double movement’, Kalleberg (2009: 15) reminds us that all industrial nations are faced with the same basic problem of balancing flexibility – the need to be competitive – and security – the need to establish protections against the precarity that results from flexibility. Although different countries have adopted a wide range of different institutional arrangements in attempting to find an acceptable solution to this problem, an emerging pattern in many Western countries has been to deal with the risks of the global marketplace by passing them onto employees, with more ‘peripheral’ workers most often on the receiving end of non-standard contracts and other forms of labour flexibility, and in turn, of the insecurities accompanying them. 

Russia’s experience follows a similar pattern of risk being transferred downwards, although there, the forms of insecurity experienced at the periphery of Western labour markets took on a mass character in the 1990s. This was due not to the  not because of the wholesale adoption of new forms of labour contract, but to the informal strategies of wage reduction and short-time working that enterprises developed in order to survive. As Kapel’iushnikov (2001) argues, this approach allowed a form of ‘adaptation without restructuring’ across large swathes of the industrial sector. In this way, the costs of adaptation were transferred onto workers themselves, who looked to the informal sector for their own survival. 

The period of economic prosperity enjoyed by Russia for much of the period after the year 2000 has often been used by Putin’s administrations as a source of legitimacy (Makarkin and Oppenheimer 2011), and could potentially have provided the basis for a long-lasting form of stability that made the 1990s a distant memory. However, as both the employment data and ethnographic evidence in this article show, the stability established under Putin has been shallow and short-lived. Workers continue disproportionately to bear the costs of adjustment – literally, on their bodies and their minds – as they are forced back to the same strategies they had used during the chaotic years of the early post-Soviet period. That they do so is an indictment of the country’s ability to reform its economy, enforce labour legislation, and distribute the benefits of its short-lived stability more equitably.
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