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Abstract

This thesis presents an analysis of the character and significance of strikes in post-
Soviet Russia on the basis of a series of case studies of strikes in the coal-mining

industry. The central argument of the thesis is that the patterns ot strike activity
have been conditioned by the forms of management and financing of the coal-

mining industry and by the strategy of the mining industry trade unions.

Following a review of the sociological and industrial relations literature on strikes,
the thesis opens with a detailed study of the 1989 miners’ strike in Kuzbass. Here it
1S shown that the original demands of the miners were taken up and generalised by
the structures of branch and local administrative power, and the strike was thereby
assimilated into the traditional structures of branch and regional lobbying for

resources in Moscow. This set the pattern for the subsequent organisation of strikes
In the state and state-subsidised sectors of the economy.

The coincidence of interests of miners with the branch and regional authorities in
1989 was determined by the centralised management and financing of the coal-
mining industry. The system of subsidies to the industry reproduced this structure
even after the ‘transition to a market economy’, although the financial and political
weakening of the state amid intensified competition for resources made it
increasingly difficult for the state to meet all the demands put on it. An analysis of
the 1993 miners’ strike in Ukrainian Donbass shows how these constraints meant
that the miners were used by the directors to achieve their own ends. This is
followed by an account of the relationship between the lobbying activity of the
coal-mining industry, conflicts within the government apparatus, changing forms of

financing of the industry and the organisation of nation-wide miners’ actions,
centred on the 1995 and 1996 miners’ strikes.

The changes in the system of management and financing of the coal-mining
industry meant that the trade unions sought to contain conflict within the enterprise
in the attempt to concentrate their efforts on regional and national campaigns in
collaboration with management. The final three substantive chapters of the thesis
explore the implications of the increasing 1solation and fragmentation of the miners
through a series of case studies of strikes in Kuzbass and Rostov over the period
1997-9. The final chapter draws together the general themes addressed in the thesis.
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1 Introduction

Thus thesis is about strikes in Russia. A strike is a particularly intense but relatively
self-contained expression of social conflict between employers and employees. The
study of strikes is of interest in itself, particularly in a country in which strikes were
banned for more than sixty years, but it is also interesting for the light it throws on

the more regular patterns of labour relations which erupt into strikes in exceptional

circumstances. In fact the focus of the thesis is rather narrower than is indicated in
the title, 1n that all of the strikes studied are in the Russian coal-mining industry.
Thas 1s partly a result of the fact that I have had the opportunity to study such strikes
in the course of my other research and trade union activities, but it is also because
the coal-mining industry is the most fertile ground for the study of strikes: it was the
birthplace of the modern strike movement in Russia and has seen the most extensive
and varied development of strike activity. Thus, although the content of the thesis 1s.
drawn from the coal—mining industry, the thesis is about strikes, not about miners’
strikes: I am not particularly concerned with the traditional questions of why miners
are especially prone to strike, nor with comparing miners’ strikes in Russia With

miners’ strikes in other parts of the world.

[ started research on strikes in Russia in collaboration with Simon Clarke and Peter
Fairbrother, with whom I researched the development of the new workers’
movement and, in particular, the 1989 miners’ strike in Kuzbass, which provides
the focus for Chapter Three of this thesis. During this time I received a British
Council scholarship to study for an MA by research at Warwick University.
According to the terms of my scholarship I could not conduct my fieldwork 1n

Russia, so I decided to study the workers’ movement in the Ukrainian Donbass. |
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happened to arrive in Donetsk at the precise moment at which the 1993 Donbass
strike broke out, and was able to participate in the meetings of the strike committee
and even participate in negotiations with the government as a fraternal Russian
delegate. This research provides the basis for Chapter Four of this thesis (I upgraded

my registration to a PhD, so did not submit an MA thesis, although I have published

the results of this research in Russian in a book (Borisov, 1999)).

I continued my research on the trade union and workers’ movement, and in
particular on strikes, as I continued to work with Simon Clarke and Peter
Fairbrother on their ESRC-funded projects on ‘the restructuring of management and
labour relations 1n Russia’ and, with Huw Beynon as well, on ‘the restructuring of
the Russian coal-mining industry’. Soon after the beginning of the latter research I
was invited to take up a position as consultant to the President of the Independent
Trade Union of Russian Coal Mining Industry Employees (NPRUP, later known as
Rosugleprof). This gave me access to regional and national leaders ot the umon and

allowed me to participate in trade union meetings at all levels. It also enabled me to
travel to the coalfields (on one occasion as a consultant to the World Bank), and
provided a framework for collaborative research with my colleagues in the Institute
for Comparative Labour Relations Research, particularly in Kuzbass and Vorkuta.
This all gave me ample opportunity to observe strikes in the coal-mining industry
(at one point it seemed that every time I visited a town, its coal-mine went on strike)
and also to observe discussions in the trade union at the highest level. These studies
provided the background for this thesis, and the substantive material of the
remaining chapters, Chapter Five, which focuses on national negotiations and All-

Russian strikes, and Chapters Six to Eight which provide case studies of five strikes

in Kuzbass and two strikes in Russian Donbass.
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The thesis has three principal objectives. First, to describe the specific
characteristics of a series of strikes in post-Soviet Russia (and Ukraine) on the basis
of ethnographic case study research. A strike represents a specific course of events
undertaken by specific individuals and social groups, the understanding of which
lies in the detail. Respondents will frequently describe a strike in the most general
terms: the strike broke out spontaneously, the strikers put forward some demands, a
meeting decided to do something, the strikers went somewhere, the strikers returned
to work. But none of these events happen on their own: people have to be gathered,

somebody has to make a proposal, the proposal has to be discussed, a decision has

to be taken, people have to decide to act upon it, and it is in these detailed events
that the real social processes unfold. In my ethnographic research I have always
been concerned above all to investigate these details, either by participating in the
events myselt or by finding informants who can provide the detailed information
required. This 1s a laborious and time-consuming process, and in most of the case
studies I have been fortunate enough to have had colleagues from ISITO working
alongside me, observing and interviewing and writing up their observations in their
field notes. The accounts presented in what 1s still an excessively long thesis are
necessarily much abbreviated and truncated reports of the events which they

describe, but I hope that they provide food for thought and material which other

researchers can use for comparative or theoretical purposes.

The second purpose of the thesis is to provide some explanation for the typical
forms of strikes found in post-soviet Russia by relating the strikes reported in the
case studies to the theoretical (sociological and industrial relations) literature on
strikes which I review in Chapter Two. It is impossible to explore all of the issues

that arise in this literature, but I try to use the theoretical literature as a point of
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reference for my studies and at times use my studies to evaluate some propositions

1n the theoretical literature.

The third purpose of the thesis is to provide an account and explanation for the
patterns of development of strike activity in Russia, which are shown in their most
accentuated form by strikes in the coal-mining industry, but which have followed a
very similar course in other branches, such as transport, health and education. The
coal-miners’ strike of 1989 contributed in no small part to the collapse of the soviet
system, while the 1991 strikes provided the last nails in its coffin. From 1993 to
1996 the coal-miners proved the most powerful and effective opponents of the
liberal reformist course of the Moscow government, the short strike of February
1995 extracting more than half a billion dollars from the government. However, the
national miners’ strikes of 1996 collapsed ignominiously, and the miners have been
increasingly divided from the rest of the population, between the coal mining
regions, between different coal-mining enterprises, within mines between
underground and surface workers, and even between sections and brigades, so that

the miners acclaimed solidarity has become an increasingly scarce commodity.

In the second chapter I review the sociological and industrial relations literature on

strikes, in order to provide a theoretical framework and point of reterence for the

!

thesis as a whole.

In the third chapter I present a detailed account of the 1989 miners’ strike in
Kuzbass, the purpose of which is to show how the strike arose and spread
spontaneously across the south of the _region, but that the miners demands were

soon harnessed by the leaders of the coal mining associations and by the local

administration in the towns and cities across the region to press their own demands
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on Moscow. The 1989 strike in Kuzbass therefore set the precedent of integrating

strike action into the traditional system of lobbying the government in Moscow, a

precedent which would be taken up by other branches and regions.

The fourth chapter analyses the 1993 miners’ strike in Ukrainian Donbass. This
strike 1s interesting in that it established a pattern which would only manifest itself
later in Russia, in which the government was able effectively to isolate the striking
miners by exacerbating political and sectional divisions, between Western and
Eastern Ukraine, between coal miners and other sections of the population, between
different towns and cities and, finally, between the workers and the management of
the industry. In the dire economic circumstances of Ukraine the mine directors were
able to get some useful concessions out of the government on the backs of the
workers, but the workers got nothing, being driven back to work by threats and
promises. No small part in this outcome was played by the commitment of the
leaders of the miners’ unions and workers’ committees to pressing the workers’
interests through collaboration with industrial management and local administration

in the traditional structures for the lobbying of branch and regional interests.

The fifth chapter provides an overview of the development of the trade union
movement from 1989 to 1996, focusing on the role of the dominant union,
Rosugleprof, and the two largest All-Russian strikes, in 1995 and 1996. As in
Donbass, and building on the achievements of 1989, both trade unions sought to
achieve their ends by lobbying through political and bureaucratic structures, NPG
exploiting its connections in the government, Rosugleprof collaborating closely
with the management body of the indlistry, Rosugol’, in pressing the government
for the funds with which to pay the miners’. wages. This collaboration was

reinforced by the character of the subsidy to the coal-mining industry between 1992
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and 1995, which took the form of a wage subsidy, originally introduced to provide
the industry with the money to pay wages 1n a situation in which the price of coal
was tixed. Once fuel prices were freed in 1993 the subsidy system was gradually
changed, increasingly being oriented to promoting the restructuring of the industry
by funding the closure of unprofitable mines and providing some investment funds
for the most promising, with the determinant of the scale of subsidy being shifted
from employment to production in 1995. The freeing of the price of coal and the
change in the subsidy system had two effects. First, the subsidy became less
relevant to the level of wages and the ability of the mine to pay wages, both of
which came to depend primarily on the productivity and the commercial success of
the mine. Second, it introduced sharp divisions between the interests of miners in
different regions and in different types of coal-mine. This meant that the
participation of the trade union in the system of ‘social partnership’, lobbying in
collaboration with and on behalf of the management of the industry, had less and
less relevance to the living standards of the mass of miners, while 1t became more
and more difficult for the union to unify different mines and different coalfields

around a common set of demands, except for the universally popular demand of the

resignation of the government and the president.

The following chapters foll‘ow through the implications of the strategy conducted by
the trade union at national level for the activity of workers in individual enterprises
by looking at strikes, most of which emerge spontaneously, from below. Apart from
their spontaneity, these strikes tend to have a number of other features in common.
First, they tend to develop without the participation of the trade union and receive
little or no support from regional or national trade union bodies. Trade unions have

been primarily concerned with co-ordinating grass roots action with their lobbying
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activities in Moscow, and so often try to persuade strikers to postpone their actions
so that they will coincide with regional or national days of action or, when no such
actions are impending, show no interest in or seek positively to dissuade a strike
which may be damaging to the interests of management and so to the unions’
collaborative relationship with management. lrade union leaders may become
members of the strike committees, which are usually set up to co-ordinate strike
action, in which case they may play an ambivalent role. Second, strikes are often

precipitated by the frustration that results from participation in national days of
action, in which workers’ emotions are aroused but which produce no tangible
results. However, strikes which take place before such days of action, against the
advice of trade union leaders, tend to be more successful because the regional
authorities and security services are more anxious in the run-up to mass actions.
Third, the supposed 1nability of mine management to meet the workers’ demands,
because of financial constraints ultimately determined by government policy, means
that the strikers’ demands rapidly extend beyond the enterprise and take on a
political complexion, from appeals to higher authorities to demands for the
resignation of the government. This tendency 1s encouraged by mine management,
which does not want to be the target of contlict, and by the trade unions’ orientation
to seeking to resolve the problems of the industry th‘ro‘_%ugh lobbying. On the other
hand, mine directors are vulnerable to dismissal if they allow the situation in their
mine to get out of hand. Fourth, the ineffectiveness of strike action in loss-making
mines in a situation of general overproduction and the lack of support from the trade
union or from other authorities, means that the strikers are soon driven to take more
militant action — blocking railroads, taking hostages, hunger strikes, underground

strikes — and to look for support to regional and national political forces. Miners’
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strikes, by contrast to those of teachers, have generally taken place outside the
framework laid down by the law for the regulation of cc:llective labour disputes.
Fifth, attempts to extend the strike beyond the mine carry threats of provoking
social disorder and so bring the intervention of the local security forces. However,
such intervention is motivated by public order considerations, not by any industrial
relations expertise. Sixth, the predominant reason for strikes since 1994 has been
the non-payment of wages. However much the strikers might put forward broad

political demands, managers soon found that strikers could be induced to return to
work by the payment of at least some of the wage debt. The money to contain a
strike might come from the federal government, from the coal industry, by
borrowing from financial structures or from regional or local authorities (which
may be at the expense of the payment of wages to municipal and public employees)
or by diversion of funds at the expense of non-striking workers in the same
enterprise. Such diversions of resources potentially exacerbate the isolation of the

strikers from their fellow workers and undermine any solidarity that may be

achieved by the workers’ movement.

There is also some development over time. First, strikes have tended to take place
on an increasingly narrow basis. The 1989 and 1991 strikes swept across all the
coal-mining regions of the country and even attracted the support of workers from
other branches. From 1992 it became increasingly rare for a strike to extend beyond
a single mine, and even when a number of neighbouring mines were on strike there
would be little or no co-ordination between them. Underground miners had always
played a much more active role than surface workers, and had benefited much more
from strike actions, but the divisions were further exacerbated by management

strategies through the 1990s as managers learned to extinguish strikes by
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assiduously handing out small sums of money to selected groups of workers. More
and more strikes involved only one shop or section, or even just a handful of
workers, and such strikes would be settled by paying off just those workers. The
Increasingly narrow basis of workers’ solidarity is not a result of the deterioration in
the organisation or morality of the workers, but of the fact that solidarity was
established in the earlier periods on the basis of the subordination of the workers’
actions to the common interests of management and local authorities, common
interests which have been eroded by the move from state to market regulation of the
economy, changes in the system of state support and political pressures imposed by
central and regional government. Second, as a result of declining solidarity among
the miners, management has been increasingly willing to resort to forceful means of
defeating strikes, threatening workers with fines and dismissal and using physical
force to intimidate strikers. This tendency has been reinforced as mine directors
have come under increasing pressure from above (pressure on Rosugol’ from the
government, on associations from Rosugol’ and on mines from the association and
local and regional authorities) to contain conflict within the limits of the mine.
Third, during the mid-1990s strikes came to be used as a pretext for closing mines
and, as the more active miners left and prospects of getting another job for those
who remained deteriorated, this proved a powerful faqtor inhibiting strikes in the
less prosperous mines. However, the managers of the more prosperous mines had
learned the lessons of their colleagues and have proved well able to fragment and

isolate their workers so as to neutralise the strike threat.

Chapter Six 1s a case study of a militant strike at Sudzhenskaya mine in Kuzbass in
the autumn of 1994. This was one of the first strikes to arise over the issue of the

non-payment of wages, in which the miners’ blocked the Trans-Siberian railway



and linked up with outside political forces, in this case Zhirinovskii’s LDPR,; for the
first time. At the time there seemed a serious danger that economic crisis was

leading to a lumpenisation of the miners and providing fertile ground for fascist

demagogues.

Chapter Seven presents four case studies of strikes over the non-payment of wages

which took place in four different towns in Kemerovo region during 1997, with the
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All-Russian day of action called by the Federation of Independent Trade Unions of

Russia (FNPR) for March 27 providing a point of reference for all four strikes. The
first case again involved the blockade of the Trans-Siberian Railway and the
Intervention of the security forces. In the second case the workers took the general
director of the coal association hostage and threatened to block the railway before
achieving their demands, but at the expense of payments to the Pension Fund and
the city budget. The third case is unique in that the strike was led by female
auxiliary workers and came to focus on the resistance to mine closures, but was met
with brutal repression as the strikers were i1solated from their fellow workers in the
mine. The fourth case is of a hunger strike in which social conflicts were

intertwined with personal animosities, but in which the strikers were successfully

1solated and defeated by management.

Chapter Eight presents case studies of strikes in two relatively prosperous mines in
the Rostov coal basin in 1999, the context of which is provided by very active

lobbying to represent the branch interests of the region in Moscow. One case 1s of a

new mine, in which the labour force has not developed traditions of collectivism
and solidarity and in which management was able to exploit this to turn the strike
into a lock-out. The other is of a mine which has been acquired by a private owner,

so has left the coal association and the system of state subsidies, but in which the
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owner has sought systematically to reduce labour costs and has successfully divided

and fragmented the labour force.

The concluding chapter draws together the findings of the thesis as a whole.
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2 Theoretical approaches to strikes

2.1 Strikes at industrial enterprises and their significance in Russian

conditions

Strikes have always had great significance in all countries in terms of changing

existing 1ndustrial relations and the establishment of new forms of relations between
employees and employers. The special feature of Russian strikes lies in the fact that
the overwhelming majority of them have occurred at state enterprises and in the public
sector and also 1n sectors of the economy, particularly coal-mining, which receive state
subsidies. As the main employer at most such enterprises was and remains the state,
almost any open conflict with economic demands is inevitably directed against the
government, which acts not as an arbitrator but an active party in the industrial
conflict. Moreover, in such circumstances, enterprise directors respond to all of the
workers’ demands with the traditional Soviet phrase, ‘But what can I do about 1t?’,
convincing the workers that everything depends on higher bodies and not on the
directors at all. They thus take immanent conflicts beyond the confines of their
enterprises, involving opposing political forces in their resolution (or rekindling). This
results in the politicisation of industrial conflicts. In the wider sense, strikes can create
the threat of change not only to the system of industriai relations but also to society’s

political system. This was the case with the well-known miners’ strike of 1989, which

opened a new stage in Russian history.

During the Soviet period, strikes were nipped in the bud. In accordance with
communist ideology, there was no place for social conflict in conditions of common

property, meaning that there was no reason for such conflict. Although industrial
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conflicts nevertheless did occur, they were not class conflicts. Any open display of
dissatisfaction was perceived as an attack on the ideology of the ruling party,
undermining the basis of the ‘most just system’, and was severely brought to an end

with the use of the forces of initially the NKVD and later the KGB and army units.

Unlike most of the strikes that happen around the world, strikes in Soviet Russia could

hardly count on the support of public opinion (except for that of the international
community, whose opinions mattered little to the leaders of the Soviet regime).
Information about strikes circulated only in secret KGB documents, which were
intended for the eyes of only a narrow circle of party leaders. Strikes were 1gnored,
while those who participated in them were subject to severe punishment. There were,
nevertheless, many cases of conflict between workers and employers, including work
stoppages, although none of the parties involved used the term °‘strike’ to describe
what was happening. The workers nonetheless understood perfectly that not a single
employer was interested in ‘airing their grievances publicly’ as this could provoke the
wrath of the party and lead to managers being sacked. Contlicts were therefore largely

personal in nature and did not threaten the existence of the Soviet regime.

Although it would appear that the Stalin regime ruled out any possibility of strikes,
towards the end of the 1940s and early 1950s there was a wave of strikes in the
enterprises that belonged to the various camps of the Gulag, in particular the coal-
producing enterprises of the Vorkuta and Kara camps and the Kuzbass coal basin. All
these strikes were suppressed by force with many of those who took part being shot or

sent to other camps with longer prison sentences.
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The most well-known strike of the 1960s was held by workers in Novocherkassk
(1962).! Army units were used to quell this protest, resulting in dozens of people being
shot on the spot, and hundreds of participants being sentenced to varying prison terms

In the Soviet penitentiary system and forced to sign documents to the effect that they

would never divulge information about what had occurred.

The Brezhnev years came to be known as the ‘years of stagnation’, during which the
authorities did not take such overt punitive action against those who expressed their

dissatisfaction. It was during this period, however, that the sending of so-called

‘troublemakers’ to psychiatric hospitals was widespread.

Despite such repression, worker dissatisfaction continued to grow. While it may have
seemed unexpected at the time, the 1989 miners’ strike was the product of all that had
happened before. Even before the miners’ strike, which assumed the character of a
national protest, took place, the spring of 1989 had witnessed many local strikes
throughout Russia, including the coal-producing enterprises of the Kuznetsk and
Pechora coal basins.” The workers of one section at the Severnaya mine in Vorkuta
had held a sit-in strike down the mine at the beginning of March in protest at arbitrary
fluctuations in their wages, which had developed into a short underground hunger
strike with demands for no Sunday working, a six-hour working day, cuts in the
management apparatus, the sacking of the director, and enhanced pay for night work,
announcing the formation of an independent trade union, ominously called

Solidarnost’. Support meetings were held in the city, but the strike was resolved with

I Mandel, 1992 (Based on eye-witness accounts and an interview with P. Siuda).

2 A detailed list of strikes that occurred from 1987 with the name of the enterprise, category of worker

involved and the demands made 1s contained in Institute of Employment (RAN), 1992.
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the usual influx of Party officials and rapid concession of the bulk of the workers’
demands (Rutland, 1990, 353: T rud, 10 March 1989, and our interviews: [lyin, 1998).

Following this strike the Vorkuta miners met to establish a City Workers’ Committee

on 10 June.

In Kuzbass there had been a strike over wages in one section in the Lenin pit in
Mezhdurechensk in February, and another in the neighbouring Usinskaya mine, in
which one shift refused to start work over a demand for higher piece rates, as well as
strikes over wages at the Severnaya mine in Kemerovo and Kapital’naya in Osinniki.
The same month there was a sit-down strike in the small Kuznetskaya mine in
Leninsk-Kuznetsk when the night shift refused to come to the surface in protest at the
shortage of cigarettes. The Party secretary of the coal association arrived with two
boxes of cigarettes in his car. These stoppages were all settled rapidly with the
acceptance of all the workers’ demands. There was nothing unusual in these strikes

except for their frequency (interviews; Kostyukovskii, 1990; Lopatin, 1998).

The tempo of strikes increased through March and April, and they were not contined
to the coal-mining industry. One brigade of workers in the Western Siberian
Metallurgical Complex refused to work for three hours as a result of the failure of the
director to meet their demands for increased pay, night-shift payments and various

other matters. A similar strike by another brigade occurred at the end of the month.

On 24 March members of the Komsomol-youth construction detachment of

Raspadskaya mine in Mezhdurechensk went on to the roof of the drying building and

declared that they would not leave until their demand for the immediate construction

of the building in which they had been promised separate apartments by the
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management of the South Kuzbass Coal Production Association was met.’ It was only

at 10 p.m. the following day, after the regional administration of the Coal Ministry,

Kuzbassugol’, and the Kuzbass Mine Construction Kombinat had passed a resolution

to include the immediate construction of the building in the plan that the members of

the detachment went home.

On 2 April there was a strike in the 60th Anniversary of the USSR mine in the small
town of Malinovka when 33 workers from the eighth section (including three
Communists) stopped work and refused to come ui) to the surface, demanding an
Increase in the piece-rates for cutting coal, full payment for evening and night work,
increased bonuses and a 40 per cent cut in the size of the managerial staff, together
with various claims concerning living conditions: complaints about the failure to
supply water to a miners’ settlement, about interruptions in the electricity supply, and

inadequate maintenance of communal buildings and roads. The immediate cause of the
strike was, according to the obkom (Regional Party Committee ), ‘the irresponsible
attitude of the mine management to the elementary needs of the workers: they were
not conveyed in good time to their Work places, before their descent into the mine
there turned out to be no respirators, drinking water or tea’. However, according to
Aleksandr Aslanidi, a leader of the miners and later one of the leaders of the regional
workers’ committee, the immediate reason for the strike was the fact that the workers
did not receive towels, and had no soap with which to wash after the shift. As a result
of this stoppage the local administration organized a large meeting in the Malinovka

Palace of culture, attended by Anatolii Lyutenko, the chairman of Kemerovo regional

3 This and the next two examples are taken from the Resolution of the Bureau of the Kemerovo obkom

(Regional Party Committee ) of the CPSU, ‘On facts concerning the refusal of workers to work 1n
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executive committee (oblispolkom). Grandiose promises were made to the workers at
this meeting and they started to work again, but according to Aslanidi ‘nobody was
satistied’ (interview). After the strike the mine administration introduced a new set of
rules to prevent a recurrence, according to which no more than two shifts were allowed
to be in the shaft at once. Other strikes took place or were threatened in various

transport enterprises and in Azot, a large chemical plant in Kemerovo.

On 3 April there was a second strike at the Lenin mine in Mezhdurechensk when one
brigade of miners stopped work and refused to come to the surface, demanding
increased bonuses and a reduction in the number of engineering-technical staff (ITR)
In the mine. The same demand was made at a similar sit-down strike at the Volkov
mine just outside Kemerovo, the regional capital, in which the workers of two sections
retfused to come to the surface. The mine director, B. Konyukhov, lost his temper and
promised to get them up with the help of the mine safety service and the police, a
threat which merely aggravated the situation. The precipitant of this strike was the
poor organisation of work. The face-workers had been complaining that they were
expected to carry logs hundreds of metres by themselves. They complained to the
chief engineer, who told them to get on with it. The director was no better — ‘a
horseradish is no sweeter than a black radish’. They did not expect any help from the
president of the Labour Collective Council, who was also head of the Department of
Labour and Wages — in the words of the miners, quoted by Kostyukovskii, ‘nobody
knows who voted for him’. The workers demanded that all three should be sacked, that

the size of the management apparatus should be reduced, that norms and wage-rates

should be reviewed, and added as a footnote the demand that Party and trade union

various enterprises in the region’, 5 April 1989 reproduced in Lopatin, 1993, 39.
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organisations should be more active. They concluded their demands thus: ‘Not one of
the participants in this statement will come to the surface without having received a

positive answer to all the points of our demands. There will be no negotiations with

the administration of the mine’ (Kostyukovskii, 1990, 8-9).

Neither these nor any other strikes were reported at the time, but they were the subject
of a resolution of the bureau of the obkom on 5 April, which identified the causes of
the strikes as ‘violations of social justice, levelling, dependence, inadequacies in the
organisation, norming and payment of labour, errors connected with the transfer of

enterprises to new economic conditions, distortions in the development of the social

sphere’ (Lopatin, 1993, 39—-40).

Enterprise management did not adequately judge the collective display of worker
dissatisfaction, characterising the strikes as ‘the forced stoppage of production’. The
fact that the Central Committee of the Union of Coal Industry Workers of the USSR
had prepared an official document in which were listed the demands that had to be met
by a certain date in order to avoid a mass protest indicates that a social explosion was
expected in the coal regions. This document was published by the national newspaper,
Izvestiya, on the second day of the strike. The demands contained in the document
coincided to a great extent with those made by the miners during their protest. The
preparation of this document by the trade union 1eadérship, which was fully under
Party control, making overt demands to the Soviet government is proof of the extent to

which trade union officials had weighed up the possibility of a protest by the miners.

1989 can be said to have marked the beginning of the strike movement in Russia. 1990
was a relatively quiet year, but there was a renewed outburst of strike action, again led

by the miners, in 1991 which was exploited by Yeltsin in his struggle with Gorbachev
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and so played a significant role in the collapse of the Soviet Union. The erosion of real

wages 1n the face of the inflation unleashed by the freeing of prices in 1992 led to an
even larger number of strikes in that year. Following a relative lull in 1993, strikes

became a permanent backdrop to industrial relations in Russia during the 1990s (Table

2.1).

Most strikes have occurred in the coal sector, the other most strike-prone branches
since 1992 being health and education. Moreover, public sector employees have been
most active in the coal regions, doubtless influenced by the initial miners’ protests. As
the pioneers of the strike movement, the miners long maintained their vanguard
position in the strike struggle, and this is one of the reasons why this thesis
concentrates on the analysis of case studies of miners’ strikes, the other main reason
being that I have had more opportunities to research strikes in the coal-mining industry
than in other branches. In this thesis I would like to look at two main questions.
Firstly, how do strikes begin and proceed, to include an investigation of how the
direction and form of strikes alters with time. Secondly, how do rank and file members
of the trade unions interact with trade union leaders, and how do the latter interact with
enterprise management and representatives of the authorities and branch structures
during strikes? Russian reality during the 1990s provides a rich seam of material for an
analysis of open forms of industrial conflict. The coal-mining industry in particular
provides very rich material through which to research the relationship between
spontaneous strikes which erupt on the basis of the conflicts ot everyday working life,
the organisation and institutionalisation of strikes by trade unions within the
framework of industrial relations, and the incorporation of strike activity into the

political system. In this chapter I will review the western literature on strikes to
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provide a theoretical framework for the subsequent analysis of the case studies of

Russian strikes.

2.2

Approaches to defining strikes

The Concise Oxford Dictionary of Sociology defines a strike as, ‘a form of industrial
action involving the withdrawal of labour so as to constitute 2 temporary breach of the
employment contract. Effective strike action means preventing the use of an
alternative labour-force, usually through picketing the workplace, so causing the
partial or total loss or cessation of production until the matter in dispute is favourably
resolved. Strikes are the characteristic sanction of trade unions and in this form are
often characterised as official. Local or wildcat strikes arise from spontaneous, even
unorganised walkout or action, by unrecognised rank-and-file leaders’ (Marshall,
1994, 514). In spite of the length of this definition, it does not provide a clear and
precise understanding of the phenomenon of a strike. In literature devoted to research
on strikes, the authors often avoid defining strikes, preferring instead to list the main
characteristics which determine a strike or to use the definitions previously offered by
other academic researchers, most notably Knowles (1952: 1): ‘Strikes in the broad
sense — collective stoppages of work undertaken 1n order to bring pressure to bear on
those who depend on the sale or use of products of that work’. According to Hyman
(1984: 17), ‘a strike has been defined as "a temporarf stoppage of work by a group of
employees in order to express a grievance or enforce a demand"’. This 1s one of the
briefest but most successful definitions of a strike, every word of which notes a very

significant aspect of the phenomenon of a strike.

Gouldner (1965) avoids giving a precise definition of a strike by saying that many

definitions may be attached to the phenomenon, depending on the aims of the
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researcher in question. In place of a definition, he offers a list of features which any

strike should include:

‘the technological consequences are placed foremost. It is spoken of as a

cessation of "work", that is, as a breakdown in the flow of materials within

the factory and of the flow of commodities to the community’ (66);

‘strike as a refusal to obey’. That is ‘focus on matters of specific sociological

Interest, the breakdown in the flow of consent, we address ourselves to the

disruption of a social system, particularly in its authority relations’ (66);

‘strike 1s... an open expression of aggression’ (66).

Citing aggression as an obligatory element of a strike is perhaps not entirely valid, as,
In my opinion, this oﬁly applies to spontaneous strikes. In the case of organised
strikes, on the other hand, it is possible for aggression to be replaced by a form of
organisation of collective action. An example of this which is characteristic of Russia
1s the development of industrial conflict in one of the coal towns beyond the Arctic
Circle. Having been on hunger strike for several days, the leaders of the miners’
unions explained their actions as not only expressing protest against many months of
wage delays, but also as preventing the miners from beginning an imminent

spontaneous strike.” By beginning their hunger strike, the trade union leaders lowered

X

the pressure that was ready to explode into a spontaneous stoppage of work and

instead channelled events in a more organised manner. The hunger strike 1s an active

* The hunger strike by the trade union committee members of the mines of Vorkuta (March 1995)
forced the Russian government to hold a meeting of the Inter-departmental Commission (MVK) on the

issues of the socio-economic development of the coal regions in Vorkuta earlier than the one planned

for Moscow.
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form of influencing the employers, in this case — the government. The important factor

for the workers was that something was being done to try to resolve their problems,

which meant they were ready to wait to see what the outcome would be.

In defining what constitutes a strike, Kornhauser (1954: 8) uses such characteristics as
Viéibility and maturity: ‘Strikes are not the only expression of industrial
dissatisfaction, and probably not the most dangerous, but they are the most
spectacular. They are not the only form of economic conflict but merely the most

conspicuous. They involved face-to-face primary relations between mutually identified

antagonists, whereas some forms of conflict (e.g. competition in the market place) are

so impersonal that the antagonists may not even be known to each other’. In other
words, unlike many other forms of conflict, a strike is first of all an open; secondly, a

personified; and thirdly, a mass form of contlict.

The perception of conflict as destructive in its very nature 1s rather widespread both at
the levei of common sense and in sociology. Hyman (1984: 77) identified several

approaches to conflict that exist in sociological literature:

‘Sociological orthodoxy has something of a fixation about "order", and tends to treat

any threat to the stability of the status quo as a "problem" to be deplored and if

possible eliminated’.

\

‘ Another sociological tradition, very much in a minority, has tended to define the
status quo as the "problem" and to welcome conflict as a possible precursor of an

alternative form of social order’.

‘There is... an increasingly influential approach which insists that, paradoxically, the

expression of conflict can act as a means of reinforcing the status quo "
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Gouldner is one of the academic researchers who perceives strikes not as a
continuation of industrial relations, but as a disruption, interruption, or violation of
such relations, to the extent that this threatens the very social system with
disintegration (the system of social relations which exists within a given enterprise or

coinmunity). According to Gouldner (1965: 83), the result of all transformations has
been pressure which has ‘disrupted the worker-management relationship’. In my
opinion, these relations have only changed to some extent: the emotional background
being replaced and hierarchical relations being transformed into more reciprocal

relations does not signify their repudiation.

Considering a strike as a change of organisation, Nicholson and Kelly (1980: 275-284)

note the following:

the transformation of issues (during the strike relations between opposing sides
continue to develop, which may also lead to a change of emphasis towards issues

which were previously considered minor) (Marsh, 1967);

effect of consciousness (during the short period of a strike, old experiences may be

reviewed and new values adopted (Brogden and Wright, 1979));

the effect of the strike on the climate, particularly its results and how 1t influences the
quality of relations between opposing sides. The side which loses usually

undertakes significant informal activity — compared with the normal state of affairs

— in order to reassert themselves;

effect on the industrial relations system (new rules and procedures appear to regulate

aspects which were previously ignored);
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eftect on external relations (strikes have varying effects on the reputations of the trade

unions that organise them and on the enterprise, the management apparatus of

which is unable to fulfil contracts with its customers as a result of the strike).

Using this approach, a strike is perceived as a process of modification of the
traditional relations between workers and employers, which results in the
establishment of new forms, and in some cases new systems of industrial relations,

thereby changing the basis on which subsequent strikes may take place.

I think that the issue of defining and understanding strikes may be approached from
the position of Clausewitz: in the same way that war is only the continuation of
politics by other methods, strikes are only a particular form of industrial relations
(primarily relations between the workers and the employers) concerning traditional
1ssues such as wages, health and safety at work etc., which are used to restore a
balance between the interests of labour and capital either by means of a return to the
former system of mutual relations which were disrupted (which more than likely led to
the strike) or to the creation of a new system. Although work is at a standstill, relations
between the workers and the employers continue (in the form of opposition or
negotiations). Relations are thus maintained and, despite the tact that production is at a
standstill, these relations nevertheless concern production. A strike 1s thus a special
form of industrial relations between workers and efnployers In conditions of a
stoppage of production on the initiative of the employees, a view which 1s shared by
Hiller (1969: 11) and Lane and Roberts (1971: 16). As a rule, workers usually put
forward a number of demands during a strike aimed at changing certain aspects of
labour relations (working conditions and wage levels, for example). Using the
example of the case studies used here, we can follow the consequences of strikes for

the form and character of industrial relations.
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2.3 Strike parameters and statistics

As a rule, researchers who conduct comparative analyses of strike movements in
various countries focus their attention on the parameters of strikes. Ingham (1974: 28)
id§ntiﬁes the following measures of strike activity as the most wide-spread: the
duration of strikes — i.e. days lost per strike; the size of strikes — i.e. strikers per strike;
frequency of strikes — i.e. strikes per 100,000 workers; and total man days lost through
strikes. Hyman (1984) notes that British statistics take into account three main

measures: the number of stoppages of production, the number of participants, and the

number of work days lost as a result of the strike, a view which is shared by
Kornhauser (1954: 7) who developed a more precise definition of the factors

measured: ‘There are three standard measurements of strike activity: the number of

strikes (defined as stoppages involving at least six workers for a period of at least one

working shift); the number of workers directly involved; and the number of man-days
of idleness on the part of the workers directly involved’. Having undertaken many
research projects comparing strike statistics in different countries, Kerr and Siegel
(1954) concluded that the official statistical bodies of various countries measure

different indices which are frequently incomparable.

British statistics also used to distinguish between strikes and lockouts, considering the
latter as a work stoppage on the initiative of the employers. Since this is very difficult
to do, official statistics no longer make this distinction. According to Ross (1948: 106-

7), ‘the dnly essential difference between a strike and a lockout is that the union takes

the first overt step in one case and the employer in the other’.

Comparative studies of the incidence of strikes on the basis of statistical records date

back to the beginning of the study of industrial relations. British strike statistics are
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provided by Knowles (1952), while Ross and Hartman (1960) and Kerr and Siegel
(1954) conducted comparative analyses of strike statistics in various countries and
various branches of industry. Ross and Hartman believed that strikes should be
considered as a function of the various types of systems of industrial relations: ‘In
particular, the nature of industrial relations institutions could help to explain the

variations in strike records of different countries’ (Ross and Hartman, 1960: 205).

It 1s also interesting to consider what is taken into account when including a stoppage
In production in strike statistics, since not all work stoppages are strikes. As noted by

Turner et al. (1967: 53), a stoppage may be defined as ‘a pause for discussion’ rather

than an actual stoppage.

Batstone et al. (1980: 20) note two main factors in defining work stoppages as a strike:
‘The first 1s that strikes are defined as such primarily by the managerial act of taking
men off the clock; this is virtually automatic if the men leave the plant’. The second is,
‘Management often have the power to define a situation as a strike or not. We have
seen that often a stoppage is not defined as a strike because management in the
interests of co-operation, production, and their assessment by their superiors, choose

not to define it as such’. This approach is shared by Eldridge and Ingham (1974 27-

28)

5

Stoppages on the initiative of workers happen much more often than is reflected in
official statistics. The main reason for this is that strikes which are considered legal by
management are often not such in reality. According to Batstone et al. (1980: 20),
‘The process of defining an act as a Istrike is a social process. It involves, first,

particular acts or statements of intent on the part of the workers, and it requires,
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secondly, the managerial actions of taking men off the clock and defining the

grievance of the workers as legitimate’.

The authors of ‘Social Organisation of Strikes’ focus on the existence of variations

between the strike statistics of managers and of trade unions. It is not surprising to find
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