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Paul Christensen’s heart is in the right place, but unfortunately his heart rules his head: his analysis of the role of the working class in ‘transition’ is based more on wishful thinking than on a rigorous review of the evidence.


Christensen develops his analysis within the framework of a critique of ‘democratisation theory’ in which he emphasises the importance of looking not only at formal institutional change, but also at the development of social relations and, in particular, at the impact of economic and political changes on the political participation of the working class. On this basis, he argues that under Gorbachev new possibilities for the democratic participation of workers were opened up and, against democratisation theory, insists that the workers’ movement, far from being a barrier to democratisation, was a powerful democratising force. Under Yeltsin, by contrast, economic, political and legal developments have marginalised the workers and excluded them from political participation. Nevertheless, he sees in the ‘rail wars’ of 1998 the nucleus of a reborn workers’ movement which underpins the potential emergence of a social democratic regime.


The analysis of the democratic potential of the Gorbachev era is based primarily on the industrial democracy which was an alleged feature of the 1987 Law on State Enterprise, which established the Labour Collective Council (STK) and briefly gave workers the right to elect their managers. However, Christensen considerably exaggerates the democratic potential of the STK, whose role was not to provide representation for workers but for the ‘labour collective’, by-passing the trade unions which were seen as a barrier to perestroika. Thus the STK movement, far from being a force for democracy, was used as a means of marginalising militant workers and bringing the workers’ movement back under management control (e.g. Clarke, S., Borisov, V. and Fairbrother, P. The Workers' Movement in Russia, Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 1995, n. 15, p. 121). Christensen is right to lament Gorbachev’s failure to take democratisation far enough, but as far as workers were concerned it is doubtful that democratisation was ever the name of the game.


Christensen attributes the failure of democracy in the Yeltsin era primarily to the impact of shock therapy, the disenfranchisement of the labour movement (through labour legislation and the sham of social partnership) and divisions within the labour movement. However, it was Gorbachev who introduced draconian anti-strike legislation and resisted all forms of worker representation, while it was Yeltsin who offered at least a facade of social partnership, which was one reason why FNPR supported Yeltsin against Gorbachev. Moreover, the labour and trade union legislation of the Yeltsin era, for all its imperfections, was largely written by the trade unions. Trade union and labour organisations were able fully to participate in political life under Yeltsin, and their candidates were routinely slaughtered in elections. The weakness of the labour movement under Yeltsin can hardly be put down to an unfavourable legal and political environment. 


The fundamental weakness of Christensen’s analysis is that he does not problematise his concept of the ‘workers’. ‘The workers’ are a constant presence in his account as a collective subject which is enfranchised under Gorbachev and disenfranchised under Yeltsin, but there is no recognition that the workers can only be a collective subject on the basis of the development of collective organisation. The principal barrier to workers’ representation in both the Soviet and post-Soviet eras has been the difficulty faced by workers in developing effective collective organisation, a difficulty that, as Sarah Ashwin (The Anatomy of Patience, Manchester University Press, 1999) has shown, is rooted in the social relations of the workplace. The enfranchisement of the working class will not be achieved by decree from above, nor by a succession of spontaneous outbursts such as the 1989 strikes or the 1998 rail wars, but by building democratic workers’ organisation in the workplace, a task which has become the focus of both wings of the trade union movement. 
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