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Introduction: Democracy, Gender
and Citizenship in Post-communist
Russia

One of the great innovations of the twentieth century was the expan-
sion of the modern welfare state. Social welfare policies may include
the provision of old-age pensions, unemployment benefits, universal
education, and child care support. While states varied a great deal in the
kinds of programmes that they established, the notion of the provider
state was associated with the peace and prosperity of the post-World War
II era. Historically, the expansion of the welfare state was closely linked
to the notion of increased democratic participation.! In the West, polit-
ical inclusion of citizens led to demands for state measures to promote
social equality.” In the twenty-first century, citizen groups increasingly
demand not just a ‘safety net’ to tide them over in times of hardship, but
also proactive forms of social inclusion. These supports include assist-
ance for the integration of ethnic and religious minorities, equal access
for gays and lesbians, and accommodation for people with disabilities.?

The legitimacy of a regime, and the survival of leaders, may depend
on the adequacy of the programmes that it provides to serve citizens’
needs. Today, a crisis of social welfare can cause mass social protest, can
destabilize a regime, topple a ruling government, or lead to a constitu-
tional challenge. Following the financial crisis of 2008, countries such as
Ireland and Greece experienced political crises when they adopted strict
financial austerity programs, under pressure from the European Union
and the International Monetary Fund. The protests against the stabiliza-
tion packages focussed primarily on the negative impact that spending
cuts would have on existing welfare state programmes.* In January
2011, the Egyptian president fell when citizens went to the streets to
hold the regime responsible for unchecked inflation. Subsequent to the
Egyptian events, a wave of unrest in the Middle East and North Africa
has renewed the debate, raised by Samuel Huntington in the 1960s,*
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2 Demaocracy, Gender, and Social Policy in Russia

about the political risks that a state incurs when low living standards,
increasing education, and unemployment coincide.® Social welfare
measures sometimes follow outbreaks of riots, when governments seek
to pacify populations by improving living standards.” A major social
policy change (such as U.S. President Barack Obama'’s health care initia-
tive) can evoke discontent in some members of society. In the United
States, backlash against the health care reform arguably contributed to
the growth of the extreme right ‘Tea Party’ movement.® On the other
hand, major expansions of social welfare programs can greatly increase
a government’s popularity. President Lula de Silva in Brazil became
known as one of the most successful politicians in Brazil’s history after
achieving a reform which substantially increased social benefits for low-
income citizens.”

Conversely, the absence of social welfare reform can be politically costly,
if citizens hold governments responsible for a failure to act. In 2003,
China came under international scrutiny when the unusually conta-
gious severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) virus began to spread
around the globe; critics questioned whether China’s closed political
system had affected its ability to share information about the disease in
a timely way.'? In France in 2003, when a large number of senior citizens
died during a summer heat wave, the ensuing public debate prompted
an official inquiry in the French parliament."' Forty years ago, Ted
Robert Gurr argued that when citizens perceive ‘relative deprivation’ — if
they fear that their standard of living is declining while other groups are
doing well — then the likelihood of revolution increases.'? Yet although
considerable research has been done on the impact of democracy on
social welfare systems (as will be discussed below), we still have a great
deal to learn about the impact of social welfare crises on democratic
consolidation.

Russia provides an excellent case for an examination of the causal
links between social welfare, social discontent, and regime change.
Russia was the centre of the twentieth century’s most influential social
revolution, in 1917. V.I. Lenin’s Bolshevik Party rose to power on the
crest of mass discontent with the autocratic Tsarist regime, under which
most Russians lived in dire poverty. Lenin’s new Soviet order promised
a more equitable and humane state social welfare system, although it
took many decades for it to even begin to deliver on its promises. From
1987 to 1999, Russia experienced 12 years of democratization, initiated
by Mikhail Gorbachev, the General Secretary of Communist Party of
the Soviet Union. In the late 1980s, Gorbachev’s perestroika reforms
faltered, in part because of worsening living standards and subnational
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republics’ demands for greater autonomy, including the ability to social
welfare measures suited to their own particular needs.'?

After the collapse of Soviet Union in 1991, Russia’s post-communist
market reform process proved to be shaky, but the basic principles of
liberal democracy were generally upheld during President Boris Yeltsin's
presidency. The country’s social welfare system, already weakened
in the Soviet Union’s final years, emerged as a casualty of the coun-
try’s economic crisis and the intensifying political polarization of the
1990s. Yet few experts have pointed to social welfare as an issue directly
contributing to Russia’s democratic reversal. In 2000, Vladimir Putin
coasted to victory as post-communist Russia’s second elected presi-
dent, owing his electoral success in part to the claim to have restored
the predictable delivery and regular indexation of social benefits and
pensions. The political system became more restrictive under Putin'’s
presidency (2000-2008). However, in 200§, Putin found confidence in
his own regime shaken when thousands of Russians took to the streets
to protest an unpopular ‘monetization’ reform, which replaced many
service-based social benefits with cash payments. In 2006, Putin intro-
duced a costly pronatalist policy reform, which shifted the emphasis of
social policy from individualism to promoting a patriotic ideal of moth-
erhood, a policy innovation which had profound implications for the
politics of gender relations.

Why did democracy falter in Russia from 2000 onwards after over ten
years of pluralism? Why did Russia’s social welfare reforms veer abruptly
from neo-liberalism to state-imposed nationalism? How did these shifts
affect the gender equality once claimed by socialism? These three ques-
tions are intricately related: the question of post-communist social
welfare is at the forefront of our understanding of democracy. This study
examines the role of social welfare in the Russian political discourse on
democratization, from 1990 to the present. Social welfare and democ-
ratization are sequentially linked; the social welfare crisis preceded the
decline of liberal, electoral democracy. It will be hypothesized that debate
on social welfare actually contributed to the unravelling of democracy,
revealing the limitations of liberalism and the failures of the state.

Russian democratization

Western scholars have pondered the setbacks that have occurred in
Russian democracy since the accession of Vladimir Putin to power in
1999-2000. Experts present various reasons for the democratic reversal,
among them Putin’s personal lack of sympathy for liberalism;'* a natural
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resource-based economy with a narrow economic elite;'® and a broad-
based disenchantment with the West.! Some analysts have pointed
to the mistakes and divisions in the democratic camp as forces frag-
menting democracy.!” Others argue that democracy is poorly suited to
a weak state under conditions of economic decline; Vladimir Popov, for
example, argued that a strengthened Russian state enabled a degree of
economic recovery to take place.'® One prominent argument posited
that Putin, and the political party United Russia, sought to legitimize
increased authoritarianism by claiming that a more controlled state
would improve living standards.' Did Putin’s methods create a stronger
state, better able to rule in the interests of citizens? The question
provoked a strong debate.

Russia can be described as a ‘hybrid regime’, somewhere between democ-
racy and authoritarianism. Hybrid regimes have recently been recognized
as a political category in their own right.?” These hybrid regimes may
be described as sites of incomplete democratization.?' Yet we still have
much to learn about why hybrid regimes are so varied, and why an indi-
vidual hybrid regime adopts the particular configuration that it does.
Furthermore, although it is quite widely accepted that Putin successfully
harnessed popular disillusionment with the post-communist transition,*
we still know very little about how this process unfolded over time.

This study will examine political discourse on social welfare in order
to reveal the way in which the post-communist political arena gradually
came to downplay liberal ideals and embrace nationalist ones. Social
welfare policies, insofar as they redistribute resources and provide basic
services to all citizens, require a strong state. Therefore, social welfare
can reveal a great deal about a state’s ability to respond to change.
Although a substantial body of scholarly work has pointed to the insti-
tutional weaknesses of the Russian post-communist state,> democrati-
zation and state failure tend to be examined as separate subjects. As
Martin Horak argued, the literature on democratic transition has not
sufficiently linked democratization with the quality of post-communist
reforms. Horak asserted that we should include effective and inclusive
policymaking among our criteria for successful democratic consolida-
tion. >* Social welfare is an appropriate choice of focus for examining the
relationship between these variables, because social welfare connects
notions of citizenship and policy outcomes.

Citizens, social welfare, and the state

States vary substantially in the degree and type of welfare programs
that they provide.?® Welfare states have been a key subject of feminist
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research. Policies that take women’s needs into account, such as afford-
able day care and generous maternity leaves, enable women to partici-
pate in society as full citizens. On the other hand, when policies are
oriented towards a single full-time wage earner (who is assumed to be a
male supporting his family), women can be left at a disadvantage.?® As
Mary Daly and Katherine Rake argue, when evaluating social welfare
systems, we should look for not just how reforms have affected women,
but whether reforms change relationships between men and women,
and the degree of leverage that women have in spousal relationships.?’
Despite the variation in states’ abilities to realize gender equality, the
postwar order in the West enabled the formation of a rough consensus
that universal social welfare benefits can promote equal opportunity,
can provide security in hard times, and can create a more productive
workforce.

Yet just as the welfare state gained legitimacy in the West, capitalism
undermined its assumptions. Globalization, and the influence of free-
market liberal ideas, have created strong pressures on states to limit
spending, including on social welfare. Recent social welfare reforms
may involve spending cuts designed to enhance international competi-
tiveness and to promote a neo-conservative ideological agenda.?® In the
1990s, the International Monetary Fund and World Bank promoted
the ‘Washington consensus’ model of a state with fewer commitments
to social welfare.?” However, neo-liberal reforms cannot be reduced to
simple economics; their success depends on consensus-building and
inclusive processes.?® As Paul Pierson argues, historically the expansion
of social welfare programs were presented as advances in human rights.
Therefore, social welfare cutbacks tend to provoke a strong backlash
from civil society.*!

As post-communist countries embraced liberal market reforms and
gained funding from international institutions, they faced the pressure
to cut back communist-era programs that were considered excessively
costly.?2 As early as 1991, Adam Przeworski argued that social welfare
was a potential stumbling block for transitional regimes, as the hard-
ships associated with market reform could provoke discontent with
democratic leadership.** There was a move to reduce universal, inclu-
sive programs and replace them with means-tested programmes avail-
able only to the poorest people. Cutbacks in parental leave benefits and
child care support often particularly affected working women.** Socially
conservative governments, in countries such as Poland and Hungary,
pursued policies based on a traditional view of the family, where men
would earn income and women stay at home. In some countries, the
renewed authority of religious institutions (such as the Catholic Church
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in Poland) contributed to dramatic reversals of abortion rights.®
Reformers’ policies were not necessarily well received by the popula-
tion. Some scholars argued that citizen discontent with declining living
standards contributed to the electoral decline of market reformers in
some countries.’®

Like the East European countries, Russia inherited a cumbersome and
strained social welfare system, and faced financial pressures to cut social
welfare spending.’’” Linda Cook’s 2007 study of Russian social welfare
reform argued that contending political interests inhibited the adoption
of cohesive reforms. Another scholar, Michele Rivkin-Fish, explored the
way in which politics have affected reproductive rights in Russia.*® But
relatively little scholarly work has examined how the details of particular
social welfare situations influenced the content of ideas about democracy
as a whole. Mitchell Orenstein’s work on comparative pension reform
posited that the global diffusion of ideas had an impact on social welfare
reform outcomes. His study was innovative in linking social welfare to
norms and principles.*? Still, much of the literature treats social welfare as
a dependent variable influenced by institutional processes. By contrast,
this study argues that social welfare policies can serve as an independent
variable that influences not just electoral outcomes or institutions, but
the very ways in which democracy is perceived and discussed. Russia’s
post-communist welfare state did not show a clear pattern of contrac-
tion. It embraced some aspects of international social welfare reform
models, but has overall asserted the need for a uniquely Russian social
safety net.* This search for authenticity rejects Western influences on
policy, and assigns a key role to women and the family in restoring the
power of the Russian nation.

Gender and social welfare under capitalism and socialism

As feminist international relations scholars have documented, globaliza-
tion is a double-edged sword for women. On the one hand, it can enable
women’s movements to form supportive networks of activists and can
provide opportunities to participate in international institutions that
promote gender equality. On the other hand, the increased competitive-
ness of capitalism can create pressures to cut social spending, and the
opening of borders can facilitate forms of exploitation such as human
trafficking.*' For post-communist countries, the tensions between these
opposing forces can be particularly acute. Communist systems insulated
themselves from Western influences, but with the collapse of commu-
nism, these societies suddenly were opened to international contact at a
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time of severe economic crisis. As Jacqui True argues, women’s interests
in some post-communist states were adversely affected when the expan-
sion of global capitalism occurred simultaneously with a conservative
backlash against the gender equality of the communist period.*?

As the traditional caregivers of the family, women faced particular
challenges and obstacles. Soon after the collapse of communism, a
growing literature began to document a decline in the status of women
in East European and former Soviet countries. Authors variously pointed
to declines in female representation, difficulties faced by women in
the labour market, and moves away from social supports for working
mothers.* In varying degrees, since communism collapsed, some of
the East European countries have adopted social welfare reforms that
have particularly affected women, such as means-tested social assistance
programs, changes to maternity and parental leave, and higher pension
ages. Institutions such as the World Bank have encouraged post-commu-
nist countries to reform their social welfare systems, in ways that affect
access to daycares, single mothers’ benefits, and parental leaves.** In
short, neo-liberal economic reforms, crumbling social welfare systems,
and the unequal access to new opportunities often left women with
more responsibilities at the same time that their access to resources and
employment became more precarious.

Experts on post-communist Russia charted similar trends in the early
stages of the transition from communism.*> Within Russia, political
leaders and analysts have often noted a correlation between declining
women’s participation and a deteriorating social safety net.*® In employ-
ment, evidence suggested that women as a whole were facing lower
employment and pay rates than men, and that pregnant women and
mothers were becoming more vulnerable to job discrimination.*’ At the
same time, women’s non-governmental organizations (NGOs) became
very active in Russia after the USSR’s collapse, particularly in the arena
of self-help and charitable organizations that filled a need because of
the deteriorating social safety net.*® Women’s movements and NGOs
provide an avenue for women to improve their position. Some scholars
posit that these organizations have helped to advance the position of
women, in gradual and modest ways.** Other scholars consider them
too weak and isolated to be able to challenge prevailing trends. Julie
Hemment argued that Russian women’s NGOs have focused primarily
on self-improvement, rather than on making demands on the state.®”
Similarly, Lisa McIntosh Sundstrom argued that women’s NGOs in
Russia, while they are in sync with the Western funding organizations
on which they depend, have minimal influence on society.’!
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While all of these literatures are valuable in explaining the impact
of the transition on women, they have focussed primarily on either
political actors or on state policies. In a different tradition, scholars
such as Peggy Watson, Jacqui True, and Daina Stukuls attempted to
link changing political discourses with negative outcomes for women.*?
One of the most relevant works of scholarly literature on the subject is
Susan Gal and Gail Kligman’s 2000 monograph, The Politics of Gender
after Socialism. Gal and Kligman’s work played an extremely impor-
tant role in influencing subsequent scholarly endeavours in two ways:
first, their work called for the importance of political factors in deter-
mining the influence of policy changes that affected women. Women
in post-communist countries did not become disadvantaged simply
because of economic changes, but also because of conservative politics.
Moreover, the authors pointed out, post-communist countries experi-
ences showed marked diversity and variation of experience.’* Second,
their work opened up debate on the causal roles that gender politics
played in influencing the political arena as a whole. Significantly, they
observed that discussions about family policies and abortion were often
metaphors that politicians used to depict their visions of the future of
the nation.> This grasp of the significance of temporality is key to the
understanding of gendered discourse. In Russia, for example, pronatalist
policies were aimed at strengthening and sustaining the nation through
increasing the population.

Gal and Kligman'’s greatest contribution was as a call for a holistic
research agenda, calling for empirically based studies which engaged the
concept of discourse. In this light they opened the door to allow for
an understanding of unique or contrasting cases. This study provides a
detailed examination of the case of Russia, but it departs from Gal and
Kligman’s analysis in a number of ways. In the first place, this mono-
graph outlines a systematic methodology to link discourse programmat-
ically with political outcomes. In the second place, it asserts that while
social welfare was related to the political arena in a general sense, it also
had a direct impact on the very path of democratization itself. Where
Gal and Kligman's work focussed on those Central European states that
had a generally Western-oriented gaze, in Russia gender was a promi-
nent theme of an attempt to return to a more autarkic, inward-looking
form of politics. Finally, because of this study’s significant attention to
the evolution of politics after 2000, we have the opportunity to examine
how the intersection of gender, welfare, and democracy responded to
events in the international environment (such as Ukraine’s ‘Orange
Revolution’ of 2004, or the global recession of 2008).



