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to become slavish appendices and sexual adornments (Posadskaya,
1994).14

Involution is driving Russian society into two mutually repelling poles —
a male-dominated pole of wealth, integrated into the hypermodern flow of
finance and commodities, and a female-dominated underworld, retreating
into subsistence and kinship networks. Involution has brought into exist-
ence a class of men — the so-called New Russians, descendants of the old
nomenclatura and their hangers-on, merchants and speculators who rose
with organized crime, opportunistic adventurers who work the networks
inherited from the Komsomol (the communist youth league) — who domi-
nate the world of market transactions. At the same time involution has
created a class of women who dominate the world of primitive production.
Between the two classes are the entrepreneurs of the underworld, women
reaching into trade and petty commodity production and men who super-
vise it through bribery and violence.

In the enormous, resilient underclass that stretches across the Russian
hinterland, women represent continuity with the Soviet order while men
suffer dislocation, marked by early death and demoralization. In the profli-
gate overclass — a comprador, commercial, parasitic bourgeoisie - it is the
men who represent continuity with the party state and women who find
themselves trapped in new relations of subordination. Continuity and
rupture indeed coexist but within and through the gendering of class.

Notes

1 We have borrowed the concept of household involution, with a number of
qualifications, from Clifford Geertz (1963) who describes the Javanese
peasant’s response to the expansion of the Dutch sugar, agro-export indus-
try. Agricultural involution has three features. First, as indigenous peasants
are forced into wage labor or have their land expropriated, they survive by
intensifying their own rice production. Second, faced with increased
poverty, they redistribute what they have in an egalitarian fashion as a
collective defense against agro-capitalism. Third, rather than introduce
new techniques, peasants tend to elaborate old forms of production.
Where Geertz had only a single involutionary strategy we will identify two
— defensive and entrepreneurial — and where he saw a more static balance
we see the transition to a market economy in more dynamic terms. Else-
where we have applied the concept of involution to industry (Burawoy,
1996).

2 Thus, we disagree with Simon Clarke (1999) who writes, ‘. . . the concept
of the household survival strategy is triply inappropriate: the unit of
decision-making is not the household, decisions are not made strategically
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and the objective is not survival’(p.14). His conclusions reflect the poverty
of the method he and his teams deployed, viz. statistical analysis of large
scale surveys administered at one point in time. Strategies are negotiated
social processes, which evolve over time, are unique to each household, can
be singular but are more often multiple, and are sensitive to political and
economic context. Their investigation, therefore, requires a very different
technique than survey research which homogenizes the heterogeneous, vio-
lates the integrity of cases by slicing them into variables, reduces complex
process to singular correlation coefficients, and standardizes or ignores
context.

Simon Clarke’s (1999: chapter 7) surveys show that the dacha is not necess-
arily a resource that can be mobilized either by those who most need it and
or by those who have greatest free time since it is so costly to maintain, and
transportation to and from the dacha can render production uneconomic.
His data also suggest that the colder the climate the more reliant are house-
holds on the dacha economy, because, he argues, regional commercial agri-
culture cannot guarantee food supplies. Even though the growing season
lasts only 4 months, approximately half the households in Syktyvkar have
dachas.

Interviews: 9 July 1995, 1 April 1999.

All ruble figures are in the new denomination that was introduced 1 January
1998 (1 new ruble equals 1000 old rubles). As a rule of thumb, for the time
period considered in this article, one can say that before the crash of 17
August 1998 there were 5 rubles to the dollar and after 1 January 1999
there were 25 rubles to the dollar. Prices for consumer goods approximate
to international prices, except for the most basic items such as bread, milk
and sugar that are still subsidized.

This is calculated on the basis of the minimum necessary for a single person
to survive plus 50 percent for each child. Of course no one can actually
survive on 87 rubles (about $3.50) a month. In 1998, to meet the official
minimum standard of living an individual required 480 rubles a month, and
22.7 percent of Komi’s population fell below this poverty line.

About 10 percent of the population live in such timber cottages but most
are in much better condition than Marina’s. For details on housing con-
ditions in Syktyvkar see Michael Burawoy, Pavel Krotov and Tatyana
Lytkina (1999).

Interviews: 29 June 1995, 2 July 1997, 11 May 1999.

There is no space to enter into the fascinating role of grandparents in house-
hold survival. Suffice to say the conventional wisdom that they are needy
dependents is grossly misleading. In our sample ‘retirees’ — and in northern
Russia men normally become pensioners at 55 and women normally at 50
— are often a major economic support to the family budgets of their chil-
dren, if only because, at least in Komi, old-age pensions are paid in cash
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and on time. On average they correspond to the minimal level of survival
but many pensioners continue to work as cleaners or security guards.
Others will migrate permanently to the village or even to the dacha, leaving
their town apartment to their children. If the state wanted to distribute
income to the needy, perhaps one of the most rational ways of doing this is
indeed to use pensioners as their agents!

10 Interviews: 8 July 1994, 15 July 1997, 24 June 1999.

11 Each market stall, each kiosk or retail store, like private enterprises in most
sectors, has to have its own mafia protection known as a krisha (‘roof’) to
which the owner pays regular installments. In return the roof can be called
upon to defend the owner against depredations of other roofs and to
enforce obligations of delinquent clients. Where recourse to the legal system
is of no use, the mafia has a critical role to play in making commerce poss-
ible — albeit at quite a price!

12 Interviews: 5 July 1994, 20 August 1996, 18 July 1997, 27 June 1999.

13 Peggy Watson’s (1995) explanation of the higher mortality of adult men
than women under state socialism stresses the meaningful role that women
performed in the family while men could find no such role either in their
wage labor or in the public sphere. In other words, women found their niche
in what Watson calls ‘neotraditionalism,” while men experienced ‘social
exclusion’. In accord with her theory, divorced men were especially vulner-
able to high rates of mortality. If this analysis was true for state socialism
it is even more true for postsocialist Russian society.

14 In emphasizing the rise of postsocialist ‘masculinism’ feminist writings have
too easily overlooked its class character. In Russia, at least, involution has
left working-class men ever more marginalized in the household because
they have lost access to meaningful employment and political participation,
while the men of the New Russian Bourgeoisie reign in both private and
public spheres. Even here in the middle classes, as Temkina and Rotkirch
(1997) have underlined, we should beware of false homogenization. There
are successful career women, numerically few but symbolically important,
as well as working mothers, housewives and ‘sponsored women’.
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