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From the very beginning of change in the Soviet Union it was predicted that economic and political reforms would have a significant impact on women.� In particular, along with the expectation that unemployment would be an inevitable consequence of restructuring, went the belief that women would be worst afflicted by such unemployment: ‘that unemployment was primarily a female problem became practically a universally accepted point of view in Russian society from the moment when unemployment was legalised in July 1991’ (Centre for Labour Market Research 1995: 26). With the threat of mass unemployment the negative aspects of women’s work received more and more attention in the media and policy-making circles. This change in emphasis  away from women’s role as workers partly reflected a wish to protect men from unemployment; partly it was seen as socially desirable in itself. The Russian commentator Lissyutkina, for example, argued that, ‘emancipation for Soviet women is not based upon a demand to work. On the contrary, liberation is perceived by many as the right not to work’ (1993: 276). The shift  was also justified by arguments that employers would prefer male to female workers because of the lower social overhead costs. The cost of social provision for women, such as maternity leave and child care, it has been argued, make ‘the female labour force an extremely unattractive proposition for employers’ (Mezentseva 1994a: 77). A logical answer to the great problem of economic reform - mass unemployment - therefore seemed to be that, instead of attempting to combine several roles, women should be allowed to fulfil their biological destiny as wives and mothers.





Early statistics did seem to show that women were indeed the majority of the unemployed. For example, Rimasheveskaya states, without giving her source, that between 1989 and 1991, 60 per cent of those made redundant were women, rising to 80 per cent amongst managerial workers (1992: 16). Mezentseva also argued that during the first stage of restructuring ‘as a result of a drop in production and the closure of a whole range of technically obsolete and uncompetitive sectors, the trend towards shifting women from paid to unpaid domestic labour is likely to intensify’ (1994a: 77). Thus women would ‘have to content themselves with jobs offering few career prospects or chances for job promotion. As a result of these changes women’s part in decision making and management will be reduced to a minimum: women will work outside the home for economic reasons only’ (Mezentseva, 1994a: 83).





This was accompanied by the idea that this was natural: men should be given jobs first and women should return to what Gorbachev called their ‘purely womanly mission’. The implication was that while some women might choose to have a career, the majority of women would prefer to stay at home and look after their children and husbands. Thus Funk (1993: 322) argues that while paid work ‘provides some benefits and satisfactions, such as friendship, solidarity, relief from boredom at home, some economic goods, and a degree of respect and autonomy’ it nevertheless involves ‘“gender alienation,” having to be “like a man” ... is all too often boring and absurd and provides only limited autonomy, given low salaries ... in spite of the benefits, the harm it generates is above any acceptable threshold’. Similarly, Pilkington assumes that their status as ‘second class workers ... encourages women to see work as materially necessary but undesirable, and thus to favour options to “return to their womanly mission” in the home’ (Pilkington, 1992: 200).





In the same vein, Lissyutkina argues that in the past the only possible form of protest was an escape into private life; the house and in particular its kitchen was the only free sphere in society. ‘The Russian kitchen was a front of massive resistance to the totalitarian regime and is perceived with sentimental nostalgia today’. Women ‘by no means perceive their kitchen ... as a narrow corridor cut off from the world ... in the kitchen one is surrounded by intimacy, publicity, and intellectual creativity ... in the kitchen life gushes forth ...(and)... quite a few more women wish to return to the kitchen in order to be relieved of doing road work, boring office jobs, construction jobs, or factory work’ (1993: 276).� For Lissyutkina ‘every experience of life during the Soviet regime made the idea of emancipation unacceptable to women’. Furthermore, ‘if Russian women had something to lose in their communist past, they would undoubtedly have found a way to fight for it. The absence of any fight means no special values were left’ (1993: 277,285). 





The images of ‘happy housewives’ conveyed in this account contrast markedly with economic realities, however. Overcrowding, poor facilities and the claustrophobia of most accommodation mean that workers often see their work as an escape. The kitchen may be an arena of creativity and discussion for the intelligentsia but workers gain more stimulation and companionship from their work collective. As Sergei Alasheev, one of a new generation of sociologists, specialising in the ethnography of the post-Soviet enterprise, argues, ‘workers get more satisfaction from carrying out their work responsibilities, and sometimes much more, than from the time they spend with their families’ (Alasheev 1995: 70). Finally, it is by no means clear that Russian women are as passive as is implied by these arguments, and they are in fact attempting to hold onto their jobs for a number of reasons, something which is reflected in the employment statistics.





Does unemployment have a ‘female face’?





Despite the gloomy prognoses of the early 1990s, unemployment in Russia does not seem so far to have afflicted women disproportionately. According to the survey data produced by the state statistical service, Goskomstat, there are fewer women unemployed than men, and the percentage of women among the unemployed population is declining: in October 1992 men accounted for 50.5 per cent of the unemployed and women 49.5 per cent, while by March 1995,  the figures were 55.3 per cent for men and 44.7 per cent for women. The survey figures do differ substantially from those for the registered unemployed, among whom women still constitute a majority, although even here the proportion of women is declining: in December 1992 they made up 72.2 per cent of the registered unemployed, but by March 1995 this figure had declined to 62.3 per cent. (Goskomstat, 1995a). Women accounted for just under half of the workers newly registering as unemployed in the first three quarters of 1995, while making up a substantial majority (71.7  per cent) of white-collar registrations (Goskomstat, 1995b). � The fact that women appear more inclined to register as unemployed may be connected with the fact that men generally receive higher wages than women and see themselves as the primary breadwinners: the paltry levels of benefit on offer are therefore less likely to tempt them into what is still seen as the humiliation of registration, although the figures would suggest that this is gradually changing. It seems that unemployed men also earn significantly more than unemployed women from subsidiary economic activity (VTsIOM, 1995a: 38), and so are less eligible to register for benefit. In any case, of these two sets of statistics, it is the survey data which is considered to be internationally comparable: the unemployment rate found by the survey is five times higher than the level of registered unemployment (Centre for Labour Market Research, 1995: 26).





Other evidence also supports the conclusion that unemployment in Russia is far from being predominantly a ‘woman’s problem’. According to Goskomstat figures for the first three quarters of 1995, for example,  50.5 per cent of those placed in jobs by the Federal Employment Service (hereafter FES) were women. Meanwhile, although women do tend to be unemployed slightly longer than men, the differences are quite marginal: according to the FES figures for 1994 8 per cent of the men registered were unemployed for over a year, while the figure for women was 10 per cent. In that year the average duration of unemployment for women registered with the service was 5.65 months, while for men it was 5.28 months (FES, 1995a). Unemployed men took an average of 7.2 months to find a job, women an average 8.2 months (Goskomstat, 1995a).  In addition to this, in the regions of Russia most severely affected by unemployment, such as Ivanova, men tend to account for a greater proportion of the unemployed than women (Centre for Labour Market Research, 1995: 28).  According to the FES figures for 1st July 1994, women accounted for only 40 per cent of the unemployed in the textile centre of  Ivanovo, often known as the ‘town of single women’ because of its predominantly female workforce (FES, 1994). In other regions, where the industries are more male dominated, women often make up a far greater proportion of the registered unemployed: in Kemerovo oblast’, where the Kuzbass coal basin is located and which has  a low rate of unemployment, they account for 81 per cent of the total, for example.  This underlines the fact that women cannot be assumed to be the primary victims of economic reform: in some regions this is the case, but not in others.





The fact that the much-predicted mass lay-offs of women have not materialised is partly explained by the fact that enterprises have to date generally avoided making large scale compulsory redundancies. Instead, they have attempted to preserve the ‘backbone’ of their labour collectives, and have used strategies such as administrative leave, forced retirement of working pensioners and late payment of wages to reduce labour costs.� This is reflected in the unemployment statistics: according to the Goskomstat survey for March 1995 36 per cent of the unemployed left their jobs voluntarily, as compared with 33 per cent who left because of  redundancy or the liquidation of their enterprise.  What the same set of figures also highlights is that women are less likely than men to leave work voluntarily: only 31 per cent of unemployed women had done so as compared with 40 per cent of unemployed men, with 39 per cent of women as against 29 per cent of men having lost their jobs as a result of redundancy.� Amongst the registered unemployed only 12.8 per cent of those applying to the Employment Service in the first three quarters of 1995 had officially lost their jobs as a result of redundancy, but 73.1 per cent of these were women (Goskomstat, 1995b).� This suggests that, where they can, women are tenaciously hanging on to their jobs, being much more likely than men to hold on until forced to leave.





This interpretation is also supported by statistics on employment. These show that men have been leaving industry in greater numbers than women: the percentages of women working in nearly all branches of industry, with the exception of engineering, have increased since 1991 and the trend is most marked in those industries, such as metallurgy and wood processing, where overall employment has been most sharply reduced. In metallurgy the percentage of female employees has increased from 36.9 per cent in 1991 to 40.9 per cent in 1994, while in wood processing the percentage increased from 39.4 to 46.2 over the same period (Centre for Labour Market Research 1995: 8). It may be that many men are leaving industry to find better paid work in the private sector�, while women are too scared to leave their traditional employment because of their more insecure labour market prospects.  But this in no way contradicts the other implication of these figures: that women are not succumbing to the call of the home in the face of late payment of wages, compulsory unpaid leave, deteriorating wages and working conditions, but are doing their best to remain in paid employment.





Survey data has long supported the conclusion that women are by no means eager to leave the labour market. Both Shapiro (1992: 277) and Rimashevskaia (1992: 15) cite evidence from surveys which show that, even if men’s wages were sufficient to support the family, the majority of women would want to keep on working. Mezentseva (1994b: 121) points to survey data which shows that while 81 per cent of those surveyed wanted to work a shorter day (119) only 4 per cent of engineers and technical staff, and 3 per cent of shop floor workers, said they would stop working altogether. Even given the often appalling conditions that women work under there is enough evidence to show that women will not willingly give up the economic independence that work affords them. These attitudes have not changed as the economic climate has deteriorated. The July 1995 survey conducted by the Russian Centre for Public Opinion Research (VTsIOM) indicates that women show similar levels of commitment to work as men, and no particular hankering for the comfort of home and hearth. Similar numbers of men and women opted for the statement ‘work is important and interesting to me irrespective of pay’ (14.0 per cent and 14.7 per cent, respectively), as they did for its opposite, ‘work is an unpleasant occupation. If I could I wouldn’t work at all’ (3.9 per cent and 5.3 per cent respectively). There was slightly more variation in the responses of men and women to the more moderate statements ‘work is important but there are other things more important to me’ (15.8 per cent for men and 23.3 per cent for women), and ‘work is a means to earn a living; the better they pay the more I work’ (62.4 per cent for men and 52 per cent for women), but, if anything, these figures suggest that women are less likely than men to have a purely instrumental attitude to their work (VTsIOM, 1995b: 85).� It is true that, despite the high participation rate of women in the Russian labour market, twice as many women as men are economically inactive, but only 11.7 per cent of these women are ‘people running a household’: 65.4 per cent are retired and 17.1 per cent are students. The main reason why there are so many more inactive women than men is because Russian women now expect to live more than ten years longer than men – the inactive men are dead. Thus the Russian women who are at home are predominantly not housewives, but grandmothers. The average age of economically inactive women in 49.6 years, that of economically inactive men is 44.8 (Goskomstat, 1995a).








Women and work





The survey and statistical data can only tell us so much, however. Unemployment levels, for example, are not necessarily an accurate reflection of who is hardest hit economically by restructuring. Unemployment itself is not a particularly useful indicator of welfare in Russia, as is underlined by the fact that, according to an analysis of the eight VTsIOM surveys carried out between January 1994 and March 1995, 30 per cent of those calling themselves unemployed in these surveys were actually working more than 28 hours a week, and many of the unemployed earned considerably more from subsidiary activity alone than those in full-time work earned from all sources (VTsIOM, 1995a: 38). The survey data on women’s desire or otherwise to stay in paid employment is, as argued above, quite consistent. But surveys which ask women to choose between a series of predetermined statements on their attitude to work can only provide a very limited idea of the meaning of work in women’s lives. The following section aims to increase understanding of the significance of paid work for Russian women workers by presenting the results of qualitative research  carried out in three contrasting regions and industries. In-depth interviews were conducted with women working in engineering and manufacturing enterprises in Samara; a coal mine in the Kuzbass coal basin of Western Siberia and a printing enterprise in Syktyvkar in the Komi Republic.� The women interviewed ranged from ITR to unskilled manual workers, although the section below mainly focuses on the experience of workers, both skilled and unskilled.





What is most striking about the data is the similarity between the attitudes of women working in different industries and regions. All of them talked in very similar terms about the place of work in their lives; all of them saw their status as workers and members of ‘labour collectives’ as crucial to their sense of identity. Work provided a release from the monotony of home life, was a source of companionship and support, and participation in social production was seen as inherently valuable.





The idea of home as a refuge had very little resonance among the women workers that we interviewed. First of all, living conditions for many of the workers hardly corresponded to the cosy kitchen of the Lissyutkina imagination. The case of the following print worker from Syktyvkar is by no means exceptional:





We live in a hostel obtained from my husband’s work. We have 12 square meters for four people ... and there are no prospects to get a flat ... we’ve lived there for 12 years ... it’s very difficult to live there ; there is no place to rest after I’ve finished work for the day ... there are 17 rooms sharing one kitchen with an average of four in each room ... there are only two cookers with four rings each.





Moreover, women workers often consider their domestic burden to be at least as onerous as their duties at work. However difficult work could be, as one of the workers from the lamp room at a Kuzbass mine argued, the problem with housework was that it was never-ending and thankless: ‘You cook a meal, it gets eaten, and then what have you got to show for it?’ This view was widely held and not only by women. The following married couple, workers from an aviation enterprise in Samara, claimed:





Viktor: In some cases it’s better for women to work than to stay at home because it’s too difficult at home ... contacts are too restricted and it’s boring. Everyday life is so complex that sometimes it’s harder than work.





Olga: Sometimes when women go to work they say they have come for a rest ... home is very tiring and it’s difficult to be satisfied with the results of work at home ... there is no end to it and you can’t see the results.





Viktor: We just exchange two types of tiring work ... at work we have a rest from a boring home life and at home we have a rest from badly organised work.





In addition to escaping from their home lives, many workers, contrary to what has often been argued,� actually enjoyed the content of their work. This was most marked in the printing works, where jobs, although they were dirty and heavy, required a certain level of skill and creativity. In contrast to the widely held idea that women are technologically illiterate, many of the women displayed as much attachment to ‘their’ machines as any of the men. This, for example, was a printer, talking about her relationship with her machine:





As a printer I could repair my machine and I loved my machine. Everyday I stayed behind after work to clean it and do small repairs and even when we had Subbotniks [unpaid extra work on Saturdays] I still tried to clean my machine even when I wasn’t supposed to.





Even in industrial enterprises where the work was apparently less creative women often displayed the same attachment to their machines and their work.� The work of recharging and checking the miners’ lamps in the lamp room of the mine, for example, is quite routine, but it is taken very seriously by the women who do it, as is made clear by the following comments of the forewoman on the qualities required to be a labour brigadier in the collective:





There is someone who’s been working in the collective for about four years and she knows everything, understands everything, is keen and asks questions and so on — well, I could appoint her. I tried to recently but the person concerned said ‘Oh no I couldn’t, I don’t know the work well enough yet’. She does, she’s just nervous ... There are those ... who want to know everything — how this works, how that works, what to do in this situation, that situation, and so on. You have to choose people who are interested in the work because they have to set an example to the others.





Where work was not inherently rewarding, workers valued the fact that they felt needed within their labour collectives. As the following printer argued:





I’d go mad staring at four walls all day ...  we work at home as well but without any thanks ...  not that we’re thanked here either but at least here we feel needed but not at home.





Feeling needed was intrinsically linked to the feeling of companionship that most women gained within their collectives. This print worker’s enthusiasm for the social life of her enterprise was typical:





If you love your job you can’t stay at home and two days on the weekend is enough for a rest ... I probably wouldn’t give up work even if I could ... it’s my character ... I can’t live without people ... I was home for 18 months with both the children ... 18 months is not so long ... it just flew by and I was soon back at work ... Most women want to work ... although the conditions are not so good ... you need something else ... and if all women stayed at home who would work? ... I can’t even take a holiday.





Indeed, the women mine workers had re-appropriated the Soviet era expression ‘Off to work, like to a holiday’ (na rabotu kak na prazdnik), which made joking reference to the supposedly endemic slacking among Soviet workers. This expression cropped up several times in interviews with women workers from a variety of collectives, but it was not employed ironically. Instead it was both posited as an ideal and used descriptively. One worker from the lamp room, for example, talking about what she felt was the wonderful atmosphere that had prevailed in her collective before the forewoman had decided to break up established shift teams, claimed:





I used to look forward to going to work - I went to work kak na prazdnik. If I had any problems I used to get to work and tell the girls about it and they’d say, ‘Don’t worry Lyuda it’ll all work out’ and I already used to feel better. We all used to help each other. For example, we used to fight over the floor cloth: I’d say, ‘look you have a rest I’ll do the floor today’ and they’d say, ‘No Lyuda, you’re always doing it, let us do it’.





Not only did women value the companionship offered by their collectives, they also felt that membership of the labour collective was something valuable in itself. Workers did not experience the Communist Party’s emphasis on collectivism as an inauthentic imposition. They have, however, adapted such ideas in the light of their own experience. This woman mine worker treated the idea of the collective with a reverence that the communist authorities would have found very pleasing, although for her the collective was not a cell in the construction of the communist future but a vital support network: 





We all know each others’ problems here. The collective is your second family. You come to work and you can express (vyskazat’) your feelings, talk about your problems and then you’ll feel better. That is how it should be.





Contrary to Lissyutkina’s argument that there were no values from the past that were worth preserving, the idea of the collective as a family constantly recurred in interviews. Where workers felt that collectivism had waned during the transition period, as a significant proportion of them claimed it had, they were disturbed and saddened by this. As one forewoman from the print works commented:





We had a very good collective and it was as a family; it was very good and small and we were all together ... now people are more separated and there are not such good relations, not such a close collective ... maybe it’s because of the situation in the country as a whole ... because of the changes.


 


Given this attachment to the collective it seems that women workers will, as the statistics suggest they are doing, retain their work within enterprises for as long as it is possible for them to do so. Seventy years of propaganda telling women that work was a path to freedom and the most worthy of endeavours has certainly left its mark: women will not withdraw from the labour market in the near future unless they are forced to do so.





Will women be forced out of work in the future?





As has already been discussed, policy makers tend to be ideologically sympathetic to the idea that the reduction in the labour force necessitated by restructuring could be achieved through a reduction in female labour participation rates. And this view is by no means confined to politicians: it is also common among male managers and workers. Within an ideological climate in which essentialist conceptions of sexual difference prevail, there will be strong moral pressure on women to leave the jobs for the boys. It is quite clear from interviews with male workers and managers that, while they accept the necessity for women to work when there are no men available, the same would not be true in a situation of high male unemployment. Most discussion of female employment has assumed that the economic imperatives also dictate that women will be excluded from work because they are more expensive to employ. Women are, however, notoriously ready to accept lower wages and work in worse conditions than men — in fact bad working conditions are often actively sought by women since ‘danger money’ is a welcome supplement to low wages. The following section explores whether economic imperatives and ideology do in fact tend in the same direction.





Despite the fact that, according to communist ideology, women belonged in the workplace, the traditional gender division of labour was rarely challenged, either at home or in the workplace. For this reason, the majority of men have an ambiguous attitude to women’s work: they accept women’s presence within the workplace on a daily basis, but retain the idea that in a ‘civilised’ world women would either stay at home or do clean, light work.� This, for example, was the view of a young male printer:





Men and women should do different work, and heavy work is men’s work ... and work which has long hours and night shifts and harmful conditions because women must be beautiful and weak and must not look like horses ... for example bus drivers. Bus no 4 has a woman driver, but imagine her in dirty overalls under the bus, covered in oil and then preparing to go to the theatre. She would smell. On the other hand, a man must be proud of his position and profession and that he earns the money for them to go to the theatre.





His view was echoed by the following miner (who is married to the enthusiastic worker referred to by the forewoman of the lamp room quoted above):





My wife gets very tired, she only goes to work for the money. All women only work at the mine for the money.  [For] very, very low wages. At other enterprises the pay is even lower. What else is there to say? Here all women work, regardless of whether it’s clean or dirty work. They only work for the money. They can work up to their waists in dirt, as long as they get paid.





Given such views, it is quite clear how most male workers would react if there was a choice between the loss of male or female jobs at a given enterprise. Certainly there is little ambiguity in the position of this fitter at the printing enterprise in Syktyvkar:





Printing is men’s work and I don’t understand why it’s women here. Women must be women and you can’t be or feel yourself as a woman working here.





As argued above, some commentators have assumed that as well as facing discrimination in the labour market of the future women will also be disadvantaged by the fact that they are ‘expensive’. This is a view which is shared by many enterprise managers. As one Samara personnel manager put it: ‘work in an engineering enterprise is not for women; they’re either on maternity leave, or on sick leave, or on some other type of leave’ (Kozina and Borisov 1996: 157). The following lament of a director of a small wood processing and paper producing enterprise about the cost of employing women is also characteristic:





Discrimination against women is not allowed. But women have a right to a shorter working day and that means that it’s better to employ men than women because women disrupt production. You can’t interrupt production or allow women to stop work earlier than men ... there is an All Russian Law for women in the north ... if you have men and women working on one operation ... it means you are paying women more because they work less hours ... and enterprises need workers who will work longer and are cheaper ... I don’t have this problem in my enterprise because women and men have equal pay and no one disagrees ... if the state wants to support women they should pay this money from the budget and not force entrepreneurs to pay it ... we pay high taxes.. and this all leads to an increase in the cost of production ... the state made this provision but we are paying for it.





In spite of these considerable disadvantages, 50 per cent of the workforce of this director’s enterprise were still women. Furthermore, he also conceded in the interview that: ‘There are several types of work where women work better than men ... and the quality of their work is higher’.





While many managers would concur with these comments about the expense of employing women, the fact is that women continue to be employed by the very same managers and for good reason. They do jobs that men would refuse to do for the pay on offer, and they are also seen as well disciplined and easy to control. The gendering of jobs in Russia is a complex issue (Bowers, 1996), but there is one iron law – almost regardless of the physical strength required for a job, if it is low paid and low status it will become a ‘woman’s job’. This is understood and accepted by both men and women in industry. This shop chief certainly knew why the workers in her shop were women:





It’s heavy work and I don’t like to see women working here especially the linotype which is very harmful ... the printers should be men as well ... really it just turned out long ago that it was low paid and not very important perhaps. They pay us, but only enough not to let us die.





The forewoman from the central kotel’naya (boiler house) at the mine was similarly clear about the reason why women were doing the heavy work in her collective: ‘Yes, it’s hard work for women but men would not do it for the pay that we get’. The fact that women are prepared to accept lower pay than men is reflected in the fact that men are leaving industrial employment in greater numbers than women (Centre for Labour Market Research, 1995: 8). 





While women are often characterised as unreliable because of pregnancy, child care and other ‘women’s problems’, they are also paradoxically regarded as more reliable than men. As Alasheev argues ‘women are the most categorical exponents of the norms of a conscientious attitude to work’ (Alasheev 1995: 78). This comes across strongly in the following quote from the director of the printing enterprise: 





We have no problems with women ... they work like bees and with men every day there are problems. They deviate from the timetable, there are problems with labour discipline and we have wonderful women. We have problems with the kindergarten, but very rarely with the women themselves.





Similarly, the forewoman of the lamp room at the mine was categorical in her assessment of the qualities of her all-female collective. Asked if there was any absenteeism in her collective, she replied:





Of course not. Why of course? Because women are serious. Once they’ve got work they try very hard to keep it. ... this work is hard and dirty but we are still very scared to lose it.





While we would argue that women are by no means as passive as these quotations would imply�, the perception of them as quiescent and responsible workers increases their employability in a period in which managers are supposed to be breaking away from the old discredited Soviet industrial culture.





Conclusion.





The discussion above makes it clear that while there are strong ideological and some economic reasons why women may be gradually pushed out of the labour market, there are also reasons why they may be able to remain within the industrial workforce. The question, however, is what sort of work they will be doing. What is likely to happen is that the majority of women will become even more ghettoised than they were in the past, in low paid undesirable employment, while a small minority might be able to take advantage of the changes. As Monousova argues, currently there is ‘a marked tendency for men to take over the better paid occupations and to move into the more prosperous enterprises, while women have been left behind, or have moved in the opposite direction’ (Monousova, 1996: 157). Precisely this process could be observed in the printing enterprise in Syktyvkar where, as soon as new technology was introduced which involved more complex but physically lighter and cleaner work, men were brought in to ‘man’ the new machines at much higher pay rates than the women were receiving on the old machines.





What is clear is that the vast majority of women want to remain in work, and at present will put up with terrible working conditions and extremely low wages rather than give up their jobs. So the real question is not whether they are going to work or not, but whether they will be able to organise in defence of their rights and to improve their wages and working conditions. This raises the important question of the relationship between women’s consciousness of themselves as women and as workers: at present women have shown their readiness to defend their rights as workers, often playing a leading role in the workers’ movement, but until they do so specifically as women they will remain in a subordinate position at work. 
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�  Elain Bowers and Sarah Ashwin are both completing their PhDs in the Department of Sociology, University of Warwick. They have been working within the collaborative research programme involving the Centre for Comparative Labour Studies, University of Warwick and the Institute for Comparative Labour Relations Research, Moscow. They would like to thank all their Russian colleagues, and particularly Galya Monousova for providing them with the most recent statistical data on women’s employment.


�  Posadskaya warned at the time that ‘the programme of women’s removal from hazardous working conditions … might turn into the programme of the removal of women from production’ (Posadskaya, 1993: 168).


�  Nevertheless, the view that unemployment is a female problem persists. Sue Bridger and her colleagues assert, without giving any reference, that ‘At least 70 per cent of Russia’s unemployed are women and this was already very much the case as early as 1992’ (Bridger, Kay and Pinnick, 1996: 51). In July 1994 women still amounted to 77 per cent of the 12,245 registered unemployed in Moscow city and 68 per cent in Moscow region (Federal Employment Service, 1994), where Bridger and her colleagues did their research and where unemployment is particularly a female white-collar problem (46 per cent of Moscow’s unemployed women had higher education, against the national average of 12 per cent), but Moscow is hardly Russia.  


�  For a detailed example of the type of strategies employed by enterprises see, Metalina, 1996.  


�  Employers have many ways of persuading people to leave voluntarily, so a significant proportion of those made redundant are officially recorded as voluntary severances. Women are also much less likely than men to lose their jobs for disciplinary reasons.


�  Since manual workers tend to leave voluntarily, white-collar workers are much more likely to be made redundant compulsorily, and this may be one reason for the disproportionate number of women among those sacked. Bridger, Kay and Pinnick assert, without citing any evidence, that ‘Reports were coming in from regions all across the Russian Federation, and from both industrial and agricultural centres, of a bias twards female redundancy of up to 80 per cent’ (1996: 51). The Federal Employment Service survey of industrial enterprises in September 1995 reported that 49 per cent of the 410 enterprises surveyed which had laid off employees had laid off more women than men, 30 per cent men and women in equal numbers, and 14 per cent had laid off more men than women (Federal Employment Service, 1995b: 43).


�  There has been no systematic research on the destinations of men leaving industrial employment.


�  A survey in 1990, at the height of the ‘back to the home’ campaign, found that 55 per cent of women believed that women should work outside the home if they wished, while 30 per cent believed that it was time to make women return home to the family (Bodrova, 1993:185).


�  Women make up 15 - 20 per cent of those employed in the average mine. They are employed in the mine administration, mainly in low grade clerical work; in auxiliary collectives such as the lampovaya (lamp room), kotel’naya (boiler house), the coal improvement facilities, building brigades, the ventilation and lift operating workshops; in mine services such as the canteens, laundries,  hairdressers, kindergartens and prophylactic health centres. Although printing is considered to be men’s work in Russia, the majority of the workers in the enterprise studied were women.


�  Filtzer (1994), for example, argues that women workers ‘gain little intrinsic fulfillment from the content of ... work itself’ (pp.171 -2)


�  For further examples of this from enterprises in Samara see Alasheev, 1995, pp. 72–3.


�  Notwithstanding their positive assessments of work, many women also hold contradictory views about the suitability of different types of work for women in general (as opposed to themselves). For more details see Bowers, 1996.


�  For examples of women’s activism, see Monousova,1996.








