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Abstract

My thesis is a study of what happens to the working class in the context of
postsocialism, neoliberalisation and deindustrialisation. | explore the changing work and lives
of Russian-speaking minersin Estonia, showing what it means to be a miner in asituation in
which the working class has been stripped of its glorified status and stable and affluent
lifestyle, and has been stigmatised and orientalised as Other. | argue that a consequence of
neoliberal economy, entrepreneurialism and individualism is that ethnicity and class become
overlapping categories and being Russian comes to mean being a worker. This has produced
a particular set of practices, moralities and politics characterising the working class in
contemporary Estonia, which is not only a result of its Soviet past and nostalgia, but also
deeply embedded in the global economy following the 2008 economic crisis, and EU and

national economic, security and ethnic policies.

Miners try to maintain their autonomy and dignity. Despite stricter control of miners’
time and speeding up of the labour process, workers exercise control over the rhythm of
work. The ideas of what it means to be aminer and ideals of a good society create a particular
moral economy, demanding money and respect in return for sacrificing health and doing hard
work. Increasing differences in consumption patterns are levelled with leisure activities such
as drinking and sport that are available to all. New management practices such as outsourcing
labour and performance reviews assist class formation processes that increase workers’
precarity and the differentiation between workers and engineers in a previously relatively
equal community. Despite this, management practices often have unexpected outcomes in
everyday situations in which actors with different worldviews and ambitions meet. Miners’
labour politics might not correspond to Western ideas of strong unionism, but show that trade

unions can take different shapes depending on local context.
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Chapter 1. Introduction: Class, postsocialism and the changing
miners

1.1. Changing and remaking the ‘“Two Sober Ones’

In 1996, construction work was started around the monument ‘Glory To Work’ on the
main square of Kohtla-Jarve, a mining town in North-East Estonia. ‘Glory To Work’, or the
“Two Sober Ones’, as it was better known among the locals, was a statue of two miners with
serious faces, standing side by side, holding their pickaxes above their heads. The long
tribune underneath the statue, from which Communist Party members had used to wave to the
crowds during Soviet festivals, was faling apart. The city officials had decided to build a
smaller, less prominent base for the statue, whose own relevance after the collapse of
socialism was heavily debated. During the construction work, a metal cylinder was found
inside the statue, which was due to be opened in 2046, on the 100" anniversary of the city.
Inside the cylinder, there was a letter to the future residents of Kohtla-Jarve. “Dear
comrades,” began the letter. “We turn to you as you are celebrating the 100™ anniversary of
Kohtla-Jarve, our city. In 75 years it will not be like it is today. But we are sure that it is
there, that it will be there, nothing will destroy it. It will be much more beautiful than today.
Also you, the residents will be stronger, more beautiful and wiser. You will be happier,
individually and all together.” The letter, written on the 25" anniversary of the city in 1971,

envisioned a beautiful future of communism lying ahead for future generations.

By 1996, when the cylinder was found, socialism had collapsed and the beauty of the
city and happiness of its residents could be doubted as unemployment, ethnic tensions and the
decline of industry had taken over the crumbling city. In 2011, when | finished my fieldwork,
the surroundings of the statue and the tribune had been dug up again as the city’s roads were
undergoing reconstruction funded by the EU. People still worked in the nearby mines and life
was generally happier and better than in 1996. Nothing had destroyed the city and the new
roads gave back some of its former grace to the wide and pleasant promenades. There seemed
to be some hope that the ‘Two Sober Ones’ would see the 100" anniversary of the city after

al, with communism, or without.

This thesis is about the changing life of miners, the residents of Kohtla-Jarve and
nearby towns who continue their everyday work and struggles despite the vast political and

economic changes around them, and dream about a better future for their children and
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grandchildren in 2046. It is about different temporalities with different ideologies that the

working class, the miners, experience, while still continuing their everyday lives and work.

My thesis started, on the one hand, as an interest in studying the Russian-speaking
population of Estonia as something other than a problem, as they are often depicted by the
media and social scientists. On the other hand, | was interested in the processes of class
formation in an era in which, again according to the media and social scientists, was no
longer arelevant concept in postsocialist Estonia. In this thesis, | argue that the everyday life
of Russian-speaking miners in postsocialist Estonia is a complex mix of past practices and
values and reactions to the changing political and economic situation that is best understood
through the analysis of class relations. The questions that drove my study, and which | will
am to answer in thisthesis, are as follows.

- What does it mean to be a Russian-speaking miner in contemporary Estonia?
What does it mean in terms of shifting gender, class and ethnic identity, and the

changing representation and political and economic importance of mining?

- What does it mean to work as a miner, in terms of physical work underground,
and changing workplace and societal hierarchies?

- How are this experience, consciousness, class relations and worker politics

expressed in everyday situations at work, at home and in the neighbourhood?

In the introduction, | will first present the background of the area to enable a better
understanding of this particular space and experience in the Soviet and post-Soviet context.
This leads to my theoretical framework in postsociaism and class, and at the end of my

introduction, | will talk about my methodol ogy.
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Illustration 1. The ‘Two Sober Ones’ through history.

A parade passing the statue ‘Glory To Work’ in the 1960s, with Party officials standing on the
tribune by the statue, waving. (Photo courtesy of Kohtla-Jarve Museum of Qil Shale) In 2011,
the tribune below the ‘“Two Sober Ones’ is dug up again, due to EU-funded reconstruction of
roadstaking placein the city.

1.2. History of Kohtla-Jarve and Ida-Virumaa

The city of Kohtla-Jarve is situated in the county of Ida-Virumaa. Kohtla-Jarve
became a city in 1946 because of increasing production of oil shale. Oil shale is a
sedimentary rock that releases oil-like liquid when heated and can be used for making fuel

13



and burning in power plants. Local inhabitants knew about the brown burning stone for
centuries and used it for heating. There is aso a well-known local legend about a farmer who
built a sauna out of the light brown stone, and was very surprised when the sauna caught fire
(Printsmann 2010:240). Towards the end of the 19" century, academics from St Petersburg
made the first attempts to extract oil out of oil shale, and officials in the Russian empire saw
Estonian oil shale as a solution to their fuel shortages. Plans for mining did not start then

because of the First World War and the Russian Revolution.

Estonia became independent from Imperial Russia in 1918 and the government-
owned Estonian State Oil Shale Industry (Riigi Pdlevkivitdostus) took over al the pits that
had been opened by Germans during the war and started producing fuel for big industries.
Besides the state-owned industry, there were smaller pits and fuel-producing factories owned
by British, German and Dutch capital. Accounts from this period show that the area was very
multicultural; engineers were mostly Russian- and German-speaking. Due to the reluctance of
local peasants to work in the oil shale industry, Polish families were also brought in to work
in the mines. According to the 1934 census, the rate of urbanisation was 35%, equal to other
parts of Estonia, and Russians constituted 20% of the population, which was higher than the
Estonian average (Vseviov 2002:9). During the 1930s, local workers tried to organise
themselves into trade unions, and due to low pay and hard working conditions, several strikes

took place. The strikes were suppressed with the help of the corporatist authoritarian state.

The period of Second World War in Estonia can be described as a period of chaos and
destruction. The Soviet occupation was followed by the German occupation, was again
followed by Soviet occupation, and the retreating troops, who had tried to use the mines to
aleviate fuel shortages, destroyed mines and factories, for the next power to build them up
again. Due to war and deportations, Ida-Virumaa lost 40% of its population (Vseviov 2002).
Estonian industry as a whole lost 45% of its pre-war productive capacity. Some branches
such as fuel, textiles, timber, woodworking, pulp and paper suffered losses of 60-90%. After
the war, productivity was low and the enterprises of all-union subordination were not able to
meet the industrial production targets envisaged in the Five-Year Plan for the ESSR
(Pihlamégi 2010). Real investment was low, especiadly in technology, so recovery from the
war took place only in the second half of the 1950s (Cinis, Dréemaité and Kalm 2008).

As Holmberg (2008) notes, the oil shale industry after the war developed on the basis
of two groups with different motivations: the Soviet efforts to harness the oil shale industry

14



for immediate energy needs, and the Estonian academics who sought to develop the industry
in a knowledge-intensive direction. The mines were nationalised and a company, Estoslanets
(‘Estonian oil shale’ in Russian), was established based on the two existing mines subjected
to the People’s Commissariat for Coal Industry of the USSR Western Territories (Pihlaméagi
2010). In the 1950s, more mines were opened in lIda-Virumaa to produce €eectricity for St
Petersburg, the homes and industry of the Estonian Soviet Republic and the Soviet Navy in
the Baltic Sea (Varb and Tambet 2008). In the late 1950s, the emphasis in the oil shale
industry shifted towards production of electricity in large thermal power plants. The fast pace
of development in the oil shale industry demanded large labour inputs from the Russian-
speaking population. Migration from the other Soviet Republics started in the 1950s and
continued throughout the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s (Parming 1980; V etik 2002).

Initially, poor living conditions also caused poor work discipline and high labour
turnover (Mertelsmann 2007). In the mid-1950s, the genera standard of living was
considerably lower than it had been in independent Estonia (Mertelsmann 2005, pp. 31-44,
cited in Klesment 2009). According to Pihlamégi’s (2010) calculations, in 1950, labour
productivity was 1.9 times higher than in 1946 but during the same period the average wages
of industrial employees increased only 1.4 times. Hence, the growth of productivity was not
reflected in workers’ wages and they did not benefit from the growth, while the overall
situation was one of shortage of housing and consumer goods. Poor living conditions were
also one of the main reasons for increased immigration, as workers from the Soviet Union
were invited to build new housing. As new mines were opened, new houses, schools, public
saunas and cinemas emerged together with the city. As Cinis, Dremaité, and Kalm (2008)
suggest, new industrial cities like Kohtla-Jarve served as an important tool for integrating the
Baltic States and their economies into the Soviet space. The purpose of such cities, they

claim, wasto

influence not only industry, but also the everyday life of people, their working and
living conditions, the urban environment and mobility. Deviating from the historic
pattern of settlement, they emerged as and, to a certain extent remained, somehow
heterotopic to the rest of the countries in which they were situated (p. 227).

These towns were similar to company towns in capitalist countries. Kohtla-Jérve,
instead of having one centre, was built as a cluster of villages around particular mines,

reaching 25 km from one end to the other.
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In the 1960s, oil shale started to be used more for electricity production rather than
gas and fuel, and the two large power plants were built, Balti in 1965 and Eesti in 1973.
About 80% of the energy that was produced was exported to other parts of the Soviet Union
(Jarvesoo in Mettam and Williams 1998). As living conditions and salaries improved, mining
became an attractive profession, glorified all over the Soviet Union and respected locally.
40% of the population of Kohtla-Jarve worked in oil shale extraction and processing by 1989
(Vage 2005). The proportion of Russian speakers in the town continually increased and the
proportion of Estonian speakers decreased (see Table 1). In the 1980s, oil shale became less
relevant in the Soviet Union, as new nuclear plants had been built and cheap oil and natural
gas from elsewhere made oil shale unprofitable (Holmberg 2008). Perestroika encouraged the
Estonian national movement, which was often framed as an environmental movement (Auer
1998), portraying mining and lda-Virumaa as an alien polluter. Together with the decline of
the industry, the professions of miner and mining engineer aso started to lose their
popularity. Ethnic tensions arose between Estonian and Russian speakers in the region,

culminating in the 1990s with arestrictive citizenship policy that excluded Russian speakers.

1959 | 1970 | 1979 | 1989
Estonians | 25,917 | 27,657 | 25,228 | 21,195
Russians 33,890 | 43,023 | 50,341 | 57,726
Ukrainians -| 2240| 2,770 | 3,493
Belarusians -1 4360 | 4,268 | 4,409
Finns -| 3,484 | 2362 | 2,117
Tatars - - 204 275
Germans 40 - 457 395
Jews 225 219 193 168
Poles - - 490 270
Others 9,042 | 2575| 1,159 | 1,396
Total 69,114 | 82,558 | 87,427 | 91,644

Table 1. Population of Kohtla-Jarve by ethnicity

Data from 1959, 1970, 1979 and 1989 census. Source: Valge (2005).

In 1991, Estonia became independent again and had to adjust to new circumstances
and execute the vision of democracy and liberal economic policy that the local intelligentsia
held, including market reforms and privatisation of state-owned assets. Like many other
Eastern European countries, Estonia chose the economic policy of ‘shock therapy’. The then
30-year-old prime minister Mart Laar, embraced the principles of liberal economics with full
rigour. At that time, the young man, trained as a historian, had read one book on economics.

As he later related in an interview about the beginning of his government in 1992,
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| am not an economist. | am a practical man. | had read only one book on economics.
This was Milton Friedman’s Free To Choose. | must say that to my mind all theideas
which were presented there looked to be very practical. | was not too informed. | did
not know that not many countries or rather no country at all had ever used the same
policies. It looked very logical to me. Hence | introduced these things. They have
worked very well in Estonia and are now being followed in lots of other countries
(Belien 2005).

Among his policies was that of flat tax, an idea that he claimed he got from Margaret
Thatcher, who he admired very much.

In short, Mart Laar was jumping on the bandwagon of neoliberalism, which Harvey
(2005a:2) defines as “in the first instance a theory of political economic practices that
proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial
freedoms and skills within an ingtitutional framework characterized by strong private
property rights, free markets, and free trade.” The neoliberal project of shock therapy
included fast privatisation, liberaisation, flat tax, fast closing of industries that used to
produce for the Soviet market, fiscal austerity and benefit cuts. As Stenning (2011:5) points
out, neoliberalisation in Central and Eastern Europe was one of the most radical projects of
implementing ideas of free market, and these ideas were embedded in the wider notion of the
‘Washington Consensus’ derived from the policies of international financial institutions, such
as the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the European Bank for
Reconstruction and Development (EBRD). This was expressed in increasing socia and
income inequalities, for example, in 1988, the Gini index that shows income inequality was
22.97, reaching 36 in 2004*. According to Eurostat, in 2007, Romania, Portugal, Latvia,
Bulgaria, Greece and Lithuania were leading the table in the EU, followed by Estonia (with
33.4) and the UK. Nevertheless, to the outside world, Estonia was the success story of
Eastern Europe where privatisation had been more transparent than in many other former

socialist countries.

Despite widespread privatisation, the consortium of mines Eesti PGlevkivi and power
plants were left under government control under the national energy monopoly Eesti Energia.
In the second half of the 1990s, plans were made to sell 49% of the shares to a US-based

! The Gini index measures the extent to which the distribution of income (or, in some cases, consumption
expenditure) among individuals or households within an economy deviates from a perfectly equal distribution.
A Lorenz curve plots the cumulative percentages of total income received against the cumulative number of
recipients, starting with the poorest individual or household. The Gini index measures the area between the
Lorenz curve and a hypothetical line of absolute equality, expressed as a percentage of the maximum area under
the line. Thus a Gini index of O represents perfect equality, while an index of 100 implies perfect inequality.
http://www.indexmundi.com
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company NRG Energy. This generated heated debates and opposition among academic
circles (Holmberg 2008) and resistance from certain government parties and the oil shale
company management. As a result of revelations that NRG Energy was not financialy
sufficiently reliable, and in response to strong public opposition, the deal was not realised.
Although nominally part of Eesti Energia, Eesti Pdlevkivi was independent in its

management until centralisation in 2007.

In 1991, Johvi became a separate town from Kohtla-Jarve and is considered the most
‘developed’ of the region and the administrative centre of the county of Ida-Virumaa. The
management of the mining company is also situated in Johvi. Kividli, Pliss and Kohtla,
towns with larger Estonian-speaking populations, also separated, while the townships of
Viivikonna and Sirgala slowly lost their inhabitants and infrastructure as mines were closed
(see Map 1). Ghost buildings with nothing more than a skeleton of the houses they used to be
can be seen in many areas of Kohtla-Jarve. Inhabitants left as the county suffered deeper
socia problems and higher unemployment than other areas of Estonia, due to closing the
former all-Soviet industry.
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Map 3. Composition of Kohtla-Jérve.

The spread-out city, where different parts of the town can be situated tens of kilometres away.
Kividli, Pussi, Kohtla and J6hvi have separated from Kohtla-Jérve. Viivikonna, Sirgala and Oru
are close to dying since the decline of industry, while most of the population lives in Jérve and
Ahtme. People also commute to work in the mines from Sillamée where a chemical plant and a
port issituated. The map was created by Anu Printsmann (2010) and used with her permission.
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Estonia still produces about 90% of its electricity from oil shale and the country is
completely dependent on it. Oil shale mining and power plants are the basis of the regiona
economy in North-East Estonia. Despite acknowledgment of its role as a major employer and
keeper of socia equilibrium in Ida-Virumaa, Eesti Polevkivi had to close mines and lay off
workers. The 10,000 miners of 1999 were reduced to about 3,000 by 2010. Out of ten
underground and open-cast mines, four currently remain open, two of which will be closed
shortly (see Map 2). Production that reached 30 million tonnes in 1980 has dropped to 11-15
tonnes, depending on the year, in the last decade (Holmberg 2008; Varb and Tambet 2008).
At the same time, a private mine has been opened and the opening up of the European
electricity market is slowly changing the monopoly position of Eesti Energia.
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Closed mines
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Road
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Border
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Map 4. Area of ail shale mining in Ida-Virumaa.

The map shows functioning mines as well as the earlier mines that have now been closed. The
‘Estonia’ mine, directly south of Kohta-Jérve, iswhere | did my fieldwork. The map shows the
large number of mines that have been closed. The closed mines, marked in grey, were mostly
situated close to the different suburbsthat made up Kohtla-Jarve. The map was created by Eesti
Energia Kaevandused and used with permission.

Unemployment figures have been significantly higher in Ida-Virumaa since 1991 than
in the rest of Estonia. Unemployment fell significantly during the years of economic growth
of the early 2000s and the construction boom in Estonia, but rose to 25% during the
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economic crisis that started in 2008 (see Table 2). The average income in lda-Virumaa stayed
significantly lower than the Estonian average (see Table 3). Unemployment of the 1990s
coupled with alienation from the Estonian state which required a language exam in order for
Russian speakers to be granted citizenship. Socia problems like drug addiction, high levels
of HIV/AIDS and a high crime rate are all till significant. News related to socia problems
was the main information to reach the Estonian mainstream media, further deepening the
negative stereotype about the Russian-speaking former industrial area. Russian-speaking
miners had symbolicaly and materially moved from the top of the social hierarchy to the
bottom, despite their role of supplying all of Estoniawith electricity.
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1.3. Theoretical framework

1.3.1. What is postsocialism and what comes next?

As more than two decades have passed since the fal of the Berlin Wall,
anthropol ogists question whether using the term postsocialism is still useful. It is commonly
agreed that postsocialism refers to the areas of the former Soviet Union and its Eastern
European satellites where socialist rule disintegrated in the years 1989-91 (Hann 2005).
Despite regiona differences, anthropologists agree that these countries shared a common
experience of planned economy and Marxist-Leninist ideology, implemented by a very
powerful bureaucracy (Bridger and Pine 1998:5). As Caroline Humphrey (2002:12) puts it,
“even if the shared features of actually existing socialism were very unevenly distributed and
moulded in diverging ways in different countries, those structures still had more in common
than actually existing capitalisms—and ‘capitalism’ is a category that people go on using
profitably, without qualms.”

After the collapse of the socidlist system, again, despite the growth of even bigger
divergences, postsocialist countries experienced certain common processes. For example, the
withdrawal of state surveillance, collapse of long-established social and economic institutions
and confrontation with the market (Mandel and Humphrey 2002), often accompanied by the
economic policy of shock therapy prescribed by global economic institutions, gave the 1990s
a certain unity. Thus, postsocialism as aregion, or as a period, seems to be an umbrella term
for the common policies and experiences of al the postsocialist Eurasian countries. At the
same time, anthropologists have also been careful to point out the regional differences and
criticise the model of transition that assumes a linear teleologica journey from socialism to
Western neoliberal capitalism (Bridger and Pine 1998; Burawoy and Verdery 1998; Verdery
1996). Nevertheless, ‘postsocidist’ as an adjective has often been used rather carelessly,
meaning everything and nothing. As ‘postsocialist’ pressures contribute to problems in
people’s lives, there are ‘postsocialist’ forces and constraints, and people practice
‘postsocialist’ complaining (Kideckel 2008). In an imprecise use, postsocialism starts to
resemble a very powerful monster or a force that has worsened peoples’ lives and is the sole

agent to blame for it.
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Postsocialism as an approach, however, is useful for two reasons. Firstly, studying the
postsocialist period or region, anthropologists have emphasised that old institutions and
practices cannot immediately be replaced by new ones. Studies of privatisation and
marketisation have shown how people’s existing moral economies are incompatible with the
new ways of doing things (Mandel and Humphrey 2002; Pine 2002b). At the same time, what
might look like remnants of old mentality can be a direct response to the new market
situation, while people may employ old familiar language and symbols to new configurations
in politics and economics. Knowledge of what socialism meant and how it worked is crucial
for understanding how some institutions and values change very quickly while others hardly
a all, and whether these ingtitutions are part of a socialist legacy or a completely new
transformation. As a new generation of anthropologists like myself, who have had very little
direct experience of socialism, are starting to study the region, the approach of postsocialism,
as something that considers the sociaist past (and the pre-socialist past) important, cals for
new historically informed ethnographies to help to capture change.

Secondly, the approach of postsocialism is useful because it reminds us of an
economic aternative. Today, as David Harvey (2005a:3) states, “neoliberalism has [...]
become hegemonic as a mode of discourse. It has pervasive effects on ways of thought to the
point where it has become incorporated into the common-sense way many of us interpret, live
in and understand the world.” The discourse of shock therapists in the early 1990s, preaching
that to get the economy on track, some people just have to suffer, cuts have to be made, belts
have to be tightened, and that austerity is necessary and inevitable, is still so prevalent in
discussing austerity in Europe today in 2012. As Don Kab (2002:321) points out, the fall of
the Berlin Wall has given power to Western monetarists globally and

fostered a triumphant neo-liberalism as the single source for any agenda for social
change and development, now vacuously dubbed as ‘reform’. This agenda trumpets
the triplet of liberaization, stabilization and privatization, and sells this policy
package in the name of civil society and development (the ‘Washington consensus’).

He adds that societies are just as much defined by what they were as by what current elites
dream they can turn them into. Neolibera policies cannot simply be implemented in the same
way everywhere, as economies are embedded in the local societies”. This means that besides

2 Anthropologists keep debating about what neoliberalism is and how to study this. Going into theories of
neoliberalism in great detail is beyond the scope of this thesis, so | will stick with Harvey’s definition and
particular labour management practices that could be called neoliberal and that are further discussed in Chapters
2 and 6. Anthropologists have however agreed that the theory and implementation of neoliberalism tend to be
messy, contradictory and heterogeneous processes that play out differently in different locations Goldstein,
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looking at the socialist past, postsociaist ethnographies can look at the reactions to current
neoliberal projects and show how the hegemonic ideology is not shared by all, and other
moral systems are also till in operation. What has changed since the postsocialist writings of
the 1990s is that on the political level, the uncertainty, the ever-shifting parameters that
Burawoy and Verdery (1998) talk about are gone. On the surface, in Estonia it has felt for a
long time that the End of History (Fukuyama 1992) has been reached — there were never any
reversals, unlike in many other postsocialist countries in which former communists were
completely wiped out of the picture and the only visible aternative was neoliberal capitalism.
But on the everyday level, the uncertainty and negotiations of institutions and moralities
continue, as was particularly visible during the economic crisis that coincided with my
fieldwork. Thus, ethnographic studies in a postsocialist framework can lead to thinking about
alternative social and economic arrangements. As Michael Burawoy putsit (2001),

Postsocialist theory could follow postcolonia theory. Just as disilluson with
"national independence” led postcolonial theory to reject the very goals of liberation
as themselves too tainted by the oppressor's ideology, so disillusion could lead
postsocialist intellectuals to contemplate alternatives to the imported Western
models. Just as postcolonial theory turned to subaltern studies and the search for
opportunities and visions eclipsed in the colonial or even precolonia world, so
postsocialist theory will perhaps exhume alternatives that were rapidly closed off
when communism began to teeter (p. 1118).

Due to the nature of socialism, and particular approaches that anthropologists
implemented in the 1990s, Thelen (2011) blames anthropologists of postsocialism for
atypical emphasis on economy and rational actors, due to Verdery’s use of the
neoinstitutionalist framework of Hungarian economist Janos Kornai. This perspective,
common to al postsocialist anthropology according to Thelen, underwent a shift from
“focusing on inefficient institutions prior to the change to focusing on inefficient actors after
the change” (p. 54). This excessive focussing on economy, and hence issues such as
privatisation, labour and informal economic relations, created an institutionalist normative
analysis that hindered the development of real anthropological concepts that would make
postsocialist anthropology more significant in the general debates of anthropological theory. |
think Thelen is not doing justice to alot of postsocialist ethnography, although it indeed often

Daniel. 2012. "Decoloniaising 'actually existing neoliberalism'." Social Anthropology 20:304-08.. It is also
noted that neoliberalism’s relationship with capitalism has to be further studied Kalb, Don. 2012. "Thinkig about
neoliberalism as if the crisis was actually happening.” Social Anthropology 20(3):318-30, Kalb, Don, and Gabor
Halmai. 2011. Headlines of Nation, Subtexts of Class: Working-Class Populism and the Return of the Repressed
in Neoliberal Europe: Berghahn Books.. | agree with these ideas and my modest aim here is to avoid talking
about neoliberalism as a vague all-powerful monster, but rather to talk about specific practices that can be called
neoliberal.
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focussed on the difference between economic institutions in socialism and capitalism. In a

response to Thelen, Verdery and Dunn state:

It was not Verdery or Dunn who initiated the focus on property rights or labor and
industrial management: these topics were set by Marx in the first instance, and then
made the subject of profound and often violent debate in Eastern Europe during
collectivization, industrialization and the rise of dissident movements, particularly
Poland’s Solidarity. Issues of planning, property and labor were equally at the heart
of postsocidist transformations in the early 1990s. shock therapy in Poland, for
example, was premised on the need to dismantle the architecture of state planning
rapidly (Sachs, 1993), while decollectivization was seen as a necessary step to
transforming the system of property rights. Why wouldn’t Western anthropologists
study these things? Since the goal was to study socialism and postsocialism, it made
sense to study those elements that defined the parts of socid life Eastern and Central
Europeans had decided were at the heart of the problem. (Dunn and Verdery
2011:252)

| agree that studying postsocialism calls for study of these aspects that were
fundamentally different in socialist and capitalist societies, at least in discourse, and to trace
the changes in these ingtitutions. Furthermore, issues like labour and private property are key
topics in economic anthropology, and postsocialist experiences can contribute to wider
theoretical debates on these topics.

| can place my ethnography in the corpus of postsociadist studies because Estonia
shares sociadlist and postsociaist commonalities with other countries in the region.
Throughout my study | have strived for a better understanding of socialism and to make
history an integral part of my analysis. For me, postsocialism first and foremost means doing
historically informed analysis that is aware of the past, not only in the sense of economic
factors but aso, for example, of ideology, ethnic relations, and glorifying labour. | have tried
to follow Chris Hann’s (2007) call for studying multiple temporalities of postsocialism and
paying attention to the past as “some things change much more slowly than others. more
precisely, [...] norms, values, mentalities etc. have a force capable of defying the intended
logic of legislative or economic changes” (Hann 2007 :6). Axel (2002: 3) believes that
“Rather than the study of a people in a particular place and at a certain time, what is at stake
in historical anthropology, is explaining the production of a people, and the production of
space and time. This orientation engenders a critical interest in seeking to understand the
politics of living the ongoing connections or disunctures of futures and pasts in
heterogeneous presents”. My work has been inspired by that of Sidney Minz and Eric Wolf
(Mintz 1985; Wolf 1982), which focussed on the development of globa capitalism and the
changes it brought about to colonial locations in the global economy. Thus, postsocialism for
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me does not mean simply studying the chaos and hangover after the collapse of socialism, but
rather historically informed research in which particular topics such as different modes of
production and organisation of labour can contribute to larger debates in anthropology. This
is dso why the title of my thesis is Mining Postsocialism — it refers on one hand to the
profession of mining, but on the other hand, to the multiple temporalities or multiple layers,

just as can be found in the mine as one seam replaces another, needing careful inspection.

But besides being postsocidist, Estoniais part of Europe and the EU, meaning | must
also take account of certain economic ideologies that affect its foreign policy, energy security
and the European common and open energy market, as well as understandings of ethnicity
and citizenship. Anthropologists have started to focus on Europe as a research area fairly
recently. The first collections on anthropology of Europe, such as Anthropology of Europe
edited by Victoria Goddard and her colleagues (Goddard, Llobera and Shore 1994), focus
mostly on Western Europe and the Mediterranean as a distinct culture area. They suggest that
Europe should be treated as a unit of research because of increased economic
interdependence and information exchange between the different European states. After the
collapse of Eastern European socialism, they note, the principles of libera democracy and
market economy have become dominant, but they note that there is still a large economic
differentiation between Eastern and Western Europe. Besides the economic difference,
cultural prgudice about Eastern Europe as backward and barbaric persisted even after the
iron curtain was gone, because the idea of Eastern Europe as the imagined Orient dated back
much longer than the Cold War, to the era of enlightenment (Wolff 1994). The collapse of
socialism further reinforced the idea of Eastern Europe as the backward Other, while the
West has promoted the values of free market through institutions such as the European Bank
of Reconstruction and Development. Adrian Smith has pointed out a sort of neocolonialism

in which the European enlargement processes

bring with them a set of contradictory and problematic assumptions about the
pathway that the countries of East-Central Europe should be ‘encouraged’ to take and
the role that ‘the West’ should play. A clear set of agendas is at work, which revolves
around an attempt to foster market-led capitalist transitions. The consequence of
these moves is that East-Central Europe has found itself discursively situated in
relation to perceived endpoints and outcomes that are theoretically expected to accrue
from the ‘correct” implementation of capitalist transitions (Smith 2002: 666).

He further argues that there is a monitoring and surveillance of progress towards
achieving these defined endpoints, resulting in geographical imaginations of ‘success’ and

‘failure’ of the capitalist transition (Smith 2002). It is worth keeping in mind that the
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hierarchies of ‘developed’ and ‘backward’ countries in Europe have also reached academia —
Western anthropologists reproduce stereotypes about the ‘Wild East” (Kurti 1996). They are
sceptical about local ethnology which is considered nationalistic, infused with Soviet
Marxism and uninformed about theories in the West, and while this is not true, native
ethnology remains at the bottom of the disciplinary hierarchy of knowledge (Buchowski
2012). This picture has been further complicated with the increasing number of Western-
trained ‘native’ anthropologists like myself.

The European Union has been studied by anthropologists in the context of imagining,
building and experiencing it by its different citizens, treating the EU not as an institutional
object but rather an incomplete project (Bellier and Wilson 2000; Shore 2000).
Anthropologists have also strongly criticised the European Union, describing it as an agent of
congtitutionalisation of neoliberalism in Europe (Kab 2012). Gavin Smith (2006) sees the
EU as the creator of a particular category of regional economies as it attempts to build up

flexible capitalism.

The establishing of regions as targeted sites where dispersed capitalist institutions
become “flexible” in the form they take, the activities they engage in, and the way in
which they use labour is especially well-suited to this programme. It is here that the
“freedoms” of the so-called civil society combine with the notion of human capital to
provide just the hegemonic leverage necessary for the regulation of people’s labours
(p. 628).

Looking at workers in Europe in particular, Procoli (2004) confirms that the recent
years have seen greater precariousness in Europe. New forms of work have appeared, such as
part-time, limited in time, interim and subcontracting, in order for firms to meet the demands

of free trade and the logic of competitiveness, cutting down on labour costs.

The statue of the ‘Two Sober Ones’ which | introduced at the beginning of the chapter
is a great metaphor for postsocialism as well as Estonia in the EU. The glorification of work
and miners is clearly a socialist legacy of the centrality of industrial labour, and the message
for future residents shows the vision of the future that socialists had. Despite the change of
the regime and the destruction of the large tribune, certain values like the importance of the
work of miners have remained central to people who made sure that the statue remained in its
place even when Lenin was removed in 1990. Life around the statue changes and new
structures and institutions such as the EU, which paid for the reconstruction of the square,
penetrate its surroundings. These changes shake the very basis of the statue, as society is

shaken by the fast changes, but some ideas and values change more slowly than others, and to
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understand this, it is important to know the history of the statue and the vision of the future,
now in the past that was hidden inside the statue.

The object of the statue, miners, also deserves a brief explanation. Sociologists have
paid special attention to miners as a single occupational community, whose militancy is
explained by their dependency on one resource and fluctuations of the world market (Knapp
and Pigott 1997; Lockwood 1966), or the origina and quintessential proletarians (Harrison
1978; Orwell 1986). Metcalfe (1990) shows that throughout history, a dual picture of the
miner has been painted. On the one hand, the miner is something less than human: “bestial,
immoral, immature or sick. The language used to describe them would be called racist if their
skin was black by nature rather than occupation” (p. 46). On the other hand, they are heroes,
the vanguard of the proletariat who are expected to develop militancy and strong unionism.
Metcalfe suggests that miners were vilified by the bourgeoisie through offering a mord
worldview that legitimised capitalism and themselves as capitaists; miners’ savagery was
celebrated as part of the story of capitalism as progress. This was aso a tool for preventing
miners from revolutionary action — if they took up a common cause based on their proletarian
identity, this identity would already be deemed shameful and savage by the bourgeoisie,
making miners a cautionary tale for the whole proletariat. In the Soviet Union, miners were
officialy depicted as heroes; the Stakhanovite shock work movement was initiated by a
miner. It was accompanied by the ideology of progress, technological modernisation and
increasing productivity, placing miners in the vanguard of the society, in contrast with
Metcalfe’s description of English and Australian miners who were envisioned as backward.
One of the principa goals of the Stakhanovite movement was the creation of a new image of
Soviet workers, who, while not indifferent to material rewards, were largely motivated to
work by ideological factors, by the desire to serve the cause of socialism and the motherland
(Shlapentokh 1988). In the postsocialist and post-Soviet period, miners have lost their
political and economic significance, and the heroes have become villains. To continue my
project of historically informed study of workers and class relations, | will next turn to studies
of workersin the socialist period.

1.3.2. Workers in socialism and postsocialism

Socialist societies were supposed to be classless, comprised of two non-antagonistic
classes of rura proletariat and workers. In reality, social scientists have offered different

explanations, not always agreeing with each other and causing difficulty as the Western basis

27



of class analysis is not always helpful in the socialist context. As Hamilton and Hirszowicz
put it,
A discussion of inequality and class under Communism poses a serious theoretical
problem. None of the many class theories developed with reference to capitalist
societies can be applied to Communist systems based on new socia divisions and
new forms of socia inequality [...] In communist societies in Eastern European
equalities associated with the capitalist economy largely disappeared while the new

ones related to state socialism emerged (Hamilton and Hirszowicz 1993:236 quoted
in Evans and Mills 1999)

Mostly it is agreed that classes in socialist societies were not necessarily based on the
same principles as those in capitalist countries. Sociologists in Eastern Europe show that class
antagonism existed between the two classes of the working class and the bureaucracy, or the
working class and the intelligentsia (Szelenyi 1982). The intellectuals, as Konrad and
Szenelyi argued based on Hungary, were a class in formation who were ruling the workers
and organising the extraction of surplus (Konrad and Szelényi 1979). Simon Clarke (1993)
claims that “the Soviet Union was, like capitalism, a system based on the exploitation of one
class by another, and one in which the direct producers were divorced from the immediate
ownership of the means of production, and were therefore compelled to work as wage
labourers” (p. 12). However, socialist societies were based on ‘rank’ rather than ‘class’, and
power and privilege were grounded in the possession of ‘political capital’ rather than
economic wealth. David Lane distinguishes between the administrative class that had the
executive control of the means of production and the institutions of reproduction (such as
education and science), and an ‘acquisition class’ distinguished by itsinterest in enhancing its
position through the exploitation of individual skills like education and qualifications through
amarket system. These classes, he claimed, played a major role in the collapse of the Soviet
Union. A third class was the mass of the population engaged in manua and unskilled non-
manual occupations (Lane 2005). Some scholars go as far as pointing out that due to Stalinist
reforms and repressions, the working class as such seized existing altogether, changing “from
working class to urban labouring mass” (Rittersporn 1994) or lost their language and spaces
for political activity because the state had monopolised these (Siegelbaum and Suny 1994).
Moshe Lewin (1994), however, vouches for the processuality of class formation and the need
to look at particular circumstances and relationships between capital, workers and the state
when studying the formation of the Soviet working class. | agree with his suggestion that
rather than claiming that there was no class, we need to look at it asit is formed in particular

places.
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For the €elite, be they the ruling class, the intelligentsia or the administrative class, to
maintain power it was important to prevent working-class mobilisation in what was supposed
to be a workers’ state. Different explanations have been given to account for the worker
compliance and quiescence. Ashwin (1999) has differentiated the three most common
explanations, a division that | follow here. One of the most common explanations was that a
socia contract existed between the working class and the regime — the workers complied with
the regime and the genera rules of the game in exchange for labour security, social benefits
and relative individual freedom as consumers (Cook 1993). For example, Zaslavski (1982)
talks about ‘organised consensus’ whereby workers accept the existing power hierarchy in
exchange for socia mobility, some workers’ rights, and a slow but steady rise in living

standards (see also Pittaway 2005 for Hungary).

Other authors emphasise that the Stalinist regime in the Soviet Union promoted
worker atomisation. For example, Don Filtzer (1992; 2002) believes that the workers were
unable to organise because of the atomisation of the labour process and repressive organs.
According to Filtzer, the individualisation of incentives and the labour process prevented the
emergence of workers’ solidarity, which left workers only with individual forms of resistance
like absenteeism or drunkenness. Additionally, Zaslavsky (1982) emphasises the Party’s
strategy of creating intra-class differences by employing skilled workers for better wages and
social mobility but less freedom in “closed enterprises’ (involved in state or military secrets).
At the same time, less skilled workers in traditional enterprises had to accept lower
mechanisation and wages and their discontent was suppressed by state-encouraged
alcoholism. Furthermore, studies like Baron’s (2001) analysis of the ‘Bloody Saturday’ in
Novocherkassk in 1962 show how workers’ mobilisation was violently suppressed and
activists executed, confirming the existence of terror and surveillance even during
Khrushchev’s thaw. A third explanation, used mostly by poststructuralist social histories of
the Stalinist era (Kotkin 1997; Siegelbaum and Suny 1994), has focussed on the discursive
role of class language in formation of class consciousness. As the state had monopolised the
language of class, they claim, the workers could not express their interests in class terms and

could therefore not form an effective opposition to the regime.

Ashwin (1999) and Clarke (1993) have both emphasised the simultaneous
incorporation into the system and atomisation of Soviet workers. On the one hand, workers
were incorporated into the system through the workplace and the labour collective which
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offering loving and supporting relationships, while at the same time aso being the
mechanism for distributing benefits and goods like apartments. On the other hand, workers
had to nourish individual patronage relationships with their managers to benefit from the
distribution of goods. This made workers compete with each other, while the system’s ability
to maintain control over the distribution of resources helped the elite to maintain a position of
power. Due to the constant shortage of resources in production, workers had to be inventive,
and skilled male workers in particular could exercise autonomy on the shop floor and had
more bargaining power in the labour process than their colleagues in the West (Burawoy
1988; Verdery 1996). Nevertheless, they were left to practise only individua forms of
resistance and had little control over what they were paid or what they produced (Clarke
1993; Filtzer 2002).

Western anthropologists have traditionally studied rural areas of Eastern Europe and
agricultural labour and the results of changing property relations after decollectivisation and
privatisation (Annist 2011; Creed 1998; Lampland 1995; Rausing 2004). Postsocialist
ethnographies of workers of the 1990s have dealt with people’s strategies of coping with
uncertainty and economic constraints both in the city and in the countryside (Bridger and
Pine 1998; Bridger, Pinnick and Kay 1995; Pine 1998; Pine 2002b). Studies of postsocialist
informal economies have focussed on various aspects of economic livelihoods, including
domestic food production, self-provisioning and DIY (Ashwin 1999; Cadwell 2011; Clarke
2002; Pine 2002b), different ways of starting a business (Burawoy, Krotov and Lytkina
2000), state benefits as a source of income (Meurs 2002), foreign aid (Annist 2011), various
forms of care work, and forms of black and grey economies (Burawoy, Krotov and Lytkina
2000; Humphrey 2002). The persistence of informal ties despite new economic relations has
encouraged work on persona networks (Ledeneva 1998; Lonkila 2011), patron-client
relationships and forms of bribery and corruption (Ledeneva, Lovell and Rogachevskii 2000;
Ledeneva and Centre for European Reform 2001), and the impact of migration (Kideckel
2007). In more recent studies, cultural geographer Alison Stenning (2011) looks at the
impacts of neoliberalisation of labour markets in Poland in the former steel town of Nowa
Huta. She maps the trgjectories of casualisation of labour and reskilling and migration that fit
the general pattern of neoliberalisation of labour markets characterised by the demand for
flexible entrepreneurial selves and precarious market conditions.
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Regarding industrial labour, relatively few studies have been done on the area. Birgit
Miller’s (2007) and Elizabeth Dunn’s (2004) studies have focussed on privatisation of
former socialist factories by Western owners. Both of these ethnographies, in Poland and East
Germany, study the different understandings of work, productivity, and personhood by
Eastern workers and Western managers. Miller and Dunn study how in the new situation of
market economy, new types of persons are being produced, hence mostly focussing on the

managerial discourse of shaping workers, but not so much on workers’ reactions.

The two studies that focus more on workers’ reactions to postsocialism are,
interestingly, both about miners. Miners have not been a special subject only in postsocialist
studies, however. David Kideckel’s (2008) study of Romanian minersin Jiu Valley presents a
story of loss, of decline in miners’ living conditions, health and changing expectations of
gender roles. Miners have taken voluntary redundancy or hold on to their badly paid and
dangerous jobs. Their wives work for a pittance to make ends meet and although families in
which wives work are better off financially, miners believe that really the wives should be at
home and they should be able to fulfil their role as the provider for the family. The socia
world has shrunk, as people cannot afford social occasions anymore, as has the physical
space when trips to the Black Sea are out of the question and the rest of Romania regards
miners as greedy, lazy, violent and backward obstacles to the progress to capitalism. Since
the miners’ marches to Bucharest in the late 1990s that ended in violence and the

imprisonment of their union leader Cozma, miners are deprived of a political voice.

Kideckel’s ethnography carries a deep political mission of showing the misery and
decay of the former aristocracy of labour and politica vanguard. He demonstrates his
commitment to listening to miners and giving their grievances a voice in his ethnography.
This interview-based approach, though, often does not go deeper than echoing the voices of
miners, and besides misery, the reader sees very little of everyday life and the power relations
in the community. Despite having done fieldwork during socialism, he seems to idedise it.
His main trope is that workers have lost control over their own and their families’ lives,
which begs the question of how much control workers really had under Ceausescu. Sure,
miners had jobs, but it seems biased to talk about losing control over their own bodies,
compared to Ceausescu’s time when pronatalist policy meant that women had very little

control over their own bodies. Kideckel aso seems to downplay communist repression of
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workers who only had individual forms of resistance, and no opportunities to collectively

resist.

Sarah Ashwin’s Russian Workers. Anatomy of Patience (1999), focussing on miners
in Siberia, is much more workplace-based. While Kideckel focusses on showing how miners
have lost their political voice and ability to mobilise, Ashwin’s whole book is built on the
puzzle of why, despite appalling conditions and a revolutionary spark in the early 1990s,
miners do not organise collective action. She paints a very detailed picture of the functioning
of the mine, the village and trade union, showing the structural and personal problems of
Russia in the 1990s that stop workers from mobilising. She explains that workers do not
mobilise due to structural constraints in postsocialist Russia, where unions have to represent
the interests of the enterprise to survive, rather than specifically workers’ interests, and even
if the structure would change, people are used to a particular way of doing things. People
seek an individua rather than collective solution to their problems and do not mobilise
outside the union either, rather hoping for a father figure to solve their problems.
Nevertheless, Ashwin’s otherwise detailed and sensitive ethnography defines miners and
their organisations in terms of lack and deficiency, in their inability to mobilise. Although |
very much appreciate her historically informed study that considers the past institutions as
well as contemporary structural constraints, it seems to me that her ethnography is based on
an imagined Western ideal of how a union should work, which is not suitable for all contexts.
Thus, the two very good mining ethnographies of Eastern Europe, Kideckel’s on the mining
community and Ashwin’s on the workplace, define miners in terms of loss compared to
previous times and lack of mobilisation compared to an abstract Western model about how

workers should behave.

My ethnography could be placed in the category of studies of changes at the
workplace, like Mdller’s and Dunn’s, but my focus is not only on how new types of workers
are produced by managers: it is also on how workers respond to those processes on the basis
of their own moral economy, values and their political and economic situation. Like
Kideckel, | take seriously what miners have to say about their life and situation, but show
how, beyond complaining about miserable lives, there are everyday ethnographic situations
in which workers act to protect their rights and respond to situations, not necessarily in the
way that a Western textbook on worker mobilisation would require, but in ways that are
locally efficient and meaningful. Furthermore, | emphasise class as a useful analytic category
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to look at miners’ experiences and struggles. Like Ashwin (1999; 2003; 2004; Ashwin and
Clarke 2003), | have paid particular attention to trade unions, which despite their declining
membership fulfil an important role in workers’ lives. Despite sometimes being frustrated by
the ineffectiveness of the union, | have tried to analyse it not in terms of lack but in terms of

local meaning and significance.

1.3.3. Postsocialism and class

The takes on class in postsocialism can be divided into roughly three groups. There
are the neo-Weberian studies of class as a statistical entity, which try to see if the methods of
calculating class position based on income, job autonomy and a number of other factors work
in postsocialist countries as they do in the West (Evans and Mills 1999). For these kinds of
studies, the working class is there because being working class ssimply means holding a
particular place in a statistical construct. These kinds of socia stratification studies have also
dominated in Estonia, and while the topic of classes has otherwise been taboo, there is one
exception: the enthusiastic search and waiting for the emergence of the middle class®. When
the middle class is finally formed, one can talk about a stable wealthy and happy society,

went the message of local sociologists.

These kinds of studies do point out some important trends in the society. For example,
Raimo Blom, who was comparing the class positions in the three Baltic countries in the
1990s, found that differences between groups have increased a lot, more so in the presumably
more successful capitalist Estonia than in Latvia and Lithuania. According to this study, the
main losers were labourers and lower white-collar workers, and the winners are managers of

more generally well-educated people in leading positions (Blom 1995). The second approach

®In Estonia, sociologists talk about stratification, but not about classes. Presenting my fieldwork data and class
model at the Estonian Social Scientists’ annual conference in Tallinn, professor Raivo Vetik bluntly responded
that we now live in postmodernism, in which individual identities prevail and class is an outdated model.
Furthermore, the keynote speaker for the conference was sociologist Piotr Sztompka, who is mostly known for
preaching transitology. There are a few notable examples, however. “Why are we not talking about classes and
the emergence or existence of class society? Why is this topic completely hushed up while the emergence of the
middle class is a very popular topic?” asked the Estonian sociologist of stratification Ellu Saar, at the annual
conference of Estonian Social Scientists in 2000. No one has so far responded to her call and picked up the
topic; the concept of class seems to be a taboo among Estonian social scientists. Ellu Saar gives her own
explanation in the same paper Saar, Ellu. 2001. "Kas Eestis on kujunemas klassithiskond? [Is Estonia
becoming a class society?]." Pp. 23 - 35 in Eesti sotsiaalteaduste aastakonverents, edited by Raivo Vetik.
Tallinn: Tallinna Pedagoogikaillikool.. She points to the neoliberal ideology of the transition in Estonia, which
sees class society as something belonging to the past and, since everyone is responsible for their own success, it
is redundant to talk about classes. Secondly, as class is associated with Marx, and Marx is associated with
socialism and the Soviet occupation, then this is an extremely politicised topic that people in Estonia want to
avoid.
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is voiced by sociologists, who did see classes in socialism but claim that the working class
does not exist anymore in postsocialism because workers have demobilised, lost their
solidarity and fail to organise, thus equating the existence of classes with the existence of
class consciousness. As Gil Eya and her colleagues put it: “at present, there is nothing but a
demobilized, disorganized mass of workerst We are not looking for ‘revolutionary
consciousness’ — ‘trade union mentality’ would do, but it is nowhere in evidence” (Eyal,
Szelenyi and Townsley 1998). It has however been noted that the demise of class as a
theoretical concept has aso taken place in the West, as scholars have mistaken the decline of
the traditional Fordist working class with the end of class itself. This might be because
cultural images of particular classes last longer than actual class formations within capitalism
(Kasmir and Carbonella 2006). A third body of literature in political science, industrial
relations and anthropology focusses on the mysterious quiescence of workers who, despite
their deteriorating conditions, have not organised major unrests or strikes in any of the
Central and Eastern European countries (addressed in more detail in Chapter 8). Not
everyone has ignored class in Eastern Europe, though: for example, Michal Buchowski’s
(2001; 2003; 2004) work on Poland has attempted to sketch out class relations in the rapidly
changing postsocialist urban and rural environments. Furthermore, the 2008 economic crisis
and the right-wing mobilisation of the working class in Central and Eastern Europe have
brought about a new body of literature on class in Eastern Europe. Kalb and Halmai’s (2011)
recent collection aims to explain the reasons behind working-class populism and offers a
starting point to class analysis in the region. Some essays in the collection, like Eszter
Bartha’s (2011), have explicitly stated that their aim is to bring class analysis back to Eastern
Europe and criticise its previous underuse by local social scientists. The collection of essays
offers awonderful ethnographic insight into the post-crisis populism, but offers little in terms
of developing the Eastern European model of class. Not everywhere is the forgotten Eastern
European working class turning to populism, and aso its other relationships, characteristics
and dynamics will need to be sketched out. This thesis with its ethnographic, history- and
place-specific treatment of class will hopefully be pointing to some potential new directions
in developing a class theory for deindustrialising Central and Eastern Europe during the

€conomic crisis.

My class analysis is based on the approaches of E.P. Thompson and David Harvey,
and those who have developed their models. E.P. Thompson (1980), sees “class as a

“structure”, nor even as a ‘“category”, but as something which in fact happens (and can be
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shown to have happened) in human relationships” (p. 9). For him, class is a fluid historical
relationship, that cannot be stopped to study its structure, but must always be embodied in
real people and situations and

class happens when some men, as a result of common experiences (inherited or
shared), feel and articulate the identity of their interests as between themselves, and
as againgt other men whose interests are different from (and usually opposed to)
theirs. The class experience is largely determined by the productive relations into
which men are born — or enter involuntarily (p. 9).

David Harvey (2005b) focusses on how class always creates its own external Other
who is continually recreated in capital expansion and dispossession in places previously
outside the reach of capitalism. Kasmir and Carbonella (2008) emphasise that Harvey’s focus
on dispossession as a recurrent process in the lives and cultures of working classes allows for
capturing the mutability of class relations, and confirm E.P. Thompson’s understanding of
class as a fluid movement of real people in real contexts. “Harvey’s analysis of the
connections between the accumulation strategies of expanded reproduction and dispossession
can provide the opening we need to move beyond oppositional types, as well as the
simultaneous nostalgia for classes past and dismissa of classes present that has long

hindered the study of class and inequality” (p. 7).

As Don Kalb (1997) suggests, class presupposes that human interests simply and
realistically begin with the ways in which people try to secure their livelihoods by performing
their daily work. Work is never just the act of earning a living but rather the social and
cultural crux around which whole ways of life become maintained and organised. Class
points, at the same moment, to the people’s intentional efforts to make the best of their world,
as well as to their unchosen need to find the friction-ridden alignments to do so (Kalb 1997).
Narotzky and Smith (2006) find class as a concept underlying their analysis important for two
reasons. Firstly, because socia reproduction, in capitalist conditions, creates structural
contradictions that are solved by temporal or socia fixes, or through outcomes of social
conflicts centred on control of property, extraction of surplus value and necessity to sell

labour. Aslong as

“[...] the reproduction of daily life depends upon the production of commodities
produced through a system of circulation of capital that has profit-seeking as its
direct and socially accepted goal” (Harvey, 1985:; 128), and it therefore seems to us
that anthropologists have aresponsibility to address this fundamental characteristic of
socia reproduction under capitalism (Narotzky and Smith 2006:9).
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Secondly, they agree with E.P. Thompson that there is a strong link between class as
expressed in collective action and possibilities to change capitalism. They show how such
working-class mobilisation did not happen in their field site in Spain because of constant
attacks on such class collectivities throughout history to the present. This, however, points to

local circumstances rather than the absence of class.

In the people’s democracies, class was not an agent of its own making, as in the
English industrialisation that E.P. Thompson observes. As Ngai (2005) points out, in China
class was formed without its corresponding subjects; its power had been taken over by the
Party. While she agrees that labour movements and mobilisation are important for
constituting class consciousness, this is not the only way that class consciousness is created.
Ngai’s work, like my own ethnography, shows that class consciousness can aso be created
through the everyday practices at the workplace. Class is part of the conflict of the young
female Chinese workers, where gender, rura-urban disparities, pressures of kinship and

consumerist culture aso contribute to the model of domination over workers.

| do not find the approaches of those who claim that class stops existing when it is
unable to mobilise very useful, especially if mobilisation has to take place in a particular
prescribed Western way. Class has not emerged in different societies in similar ways, and has
seen different contributions to its own making in socialist and capitalist societies. As Fantasia
and his colleagues (1991) point out, working classes have been revolutionary in some
countries and have not been in others, depending on the historical circumstances, but this
does not mean that there is no conflict between different classes. It can instead be channelled
into union activities that prevent revolution. These activities differ in time and space
depending on how a particular economy is inserted into a global marketplace, how
international class relationships shape relations of accumulation, and the configurations of
class-state relationships (Feldman in Fantasia, Levine and McNall 1991 p.6 ).

Power relations based on ethnicity, gender and age also intersect and overlap with
class relations. Strict typologies reduce our ability to understand the fluidity of class relations
and experience, especialy important in a rapidly changing postsocialist situation. Therefore,
class relations need to be historicised and we need to look at their dynamics in particular
places that have created different class hierarchies and alliances and different strategies in the
struggle against dispossession (Kasmir and Carbonella 2008). Rapid changes in the political
and economic order call for special attention to the fluidity of class relations in the former
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socialist countries, which are not changing in isolation but as part of global capitalism and
neoliberal ideology. | believe the history of class relations will, however, affect the way the

struggleis played out in different contexts.

| adopt a concept of class that is dynamic and looks at relationships over time. It
considers power relations between the different groups; it believes in joint experience
stemming from a similar position in relations of production and does not expect instant
articulated class consciousness and revolution for the class to exist. It emphasises the
importance of local history and specificity of place while keeping in mind the larger national
and global context and the questions of conditions of socia reproduction in capitalist

systems.

In my thesis, class consists of the relational aspect of a particular social group like
miners in relation to other groups in the society, and tries to track changes in this relationship.
Through my ethnography, | trace relationships of workers to the the national and managerial
elite. | start by showing how the history of the Soviet working class is played out in the
labour process in which the piece rate system continues to create atomisation within the
working class, but shared experience is nevertheless created through the experience of work
and controlling its tempo. In Chapter 3, | show how in Estonia, the history of class formation
is intimately linked with the story of migration and ethnic relations in which class and
ethnicity often overlap. The Estonian citizenship policy can be interpreted as a class project
of the elites. Besides material struggles, Russian-speaking workers have had to face symbolic
struggles whereby they are dispossessed of their pride and status as they were depicted as the
‘Other’. In Chapter 4, | look at how the common material and class experience is expressed
by miners in their moral economy. | look more closely at what miners share with other
members of the working class and what is particular to their profession. Their egalitarian
moral economy should not be seen only as a Soviet legacy, but also as something that can
partially be explained through current economic constraints. Chapter 5 looks at miners’
leisure practices that are still fairly egalitarian despite growing social differentiation. In
Chapter 6, | look at management’s attempts to implement new management strategies, and
local response to the new management strategies that aim to further differentiate between
segments of the working class and separate the worker and the family. Chapter 7 looks at the
trade union as the site of class struggle. In Chapter 7, | emphasise the need to look at local

uses and meanings of unions instead of a given Western model of unions and worker
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mobilisation, and trace the emergence of class consciousness among trade unionists during

collective employment agreement negotiations.

My class model grows out of my ethnography (see Illustration 2): as | show, firstly,
class formation processes are dynamic, related to a particular history, but aso take shape in
front of our eyes during the period of rapid changes. Secondly, class is relational and based
on the capitalist model whereby workers need to sell their labour power to those who own the
property. This relationship can be expressed in the everyday work situations as well as in
union activities. Thirdly, it contains the cultural distinctness of the particular way of living,
including self-identification as a member of a particular class, and certain moral economy,

values and ways of behaviour that correspond to it.

2.Labour process:
relations between
workers and
managers, class
consciousness,
controlover tempo

7. Trade
union
activities

6. Changingclass
relations at the

workplace, 3. Ethnicity,
family relations gender, age
andits

overlapping with
class

5. Way of life,
leisureand
consumption
practices

4. Moral
economy,
entitlements

Illustration 2. Ethnographic model of classrelationsin an Estonian mining community.

The numberson thisgraph correspond to the chapter numbersin thisthesis.

1.4. Methodology

| spent 12 months in Ida-Virumaa, living in Johvi. My initial access to the field was
facilitated by my family networks. | grew up in Talinn, and my parents, who have a
humanities background and grew up in Talinn and Tartu, initialy seemed not to know
anyone in the industrial Russian-speaking region. In Estonia, however, one is never too far
from people they know. My mother, who works in the field of human resources, put me in
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contact with the HR manager of the mining company who later organised my access. My
father contacted one of his former coursemates who worked for the local newspaper. She
found me the apartment where | stayed for the first months of my fieldwork and introduced
me to the local journalists who helped me with some initial contacts and publicised my
project. | had never before thought about the fact that my grandfather, who died in 1985, had
studied mining engineering. He was one of those country boys from a very poor background
who was attracted to study mining because it was a prioritised industry in which students
received a higher than average stipend. Since his parents had no means to support my
grandfather during his studies, this was his only way of accessing university education. He
never worked in the mines, and became a communist officia instead, but some of his
coursemates later became mine directors. Now retired, they took special care of me after they
found out about my grandfather, telling me stories that helped me to better understand

running the mines in the Soviet period.

| started my fieldwork in late October 2009, a dark, dirty and depressing time of the
year in Estonia, which is not the best for moving to a new town and trying to understand its
life and people. | started meeting the key people in the company and the trade union, and in
November gave a presentation to the management board of the company, explaining my
research plans. | spent the initial months looking through old newspapers and employees’
personal cards and meeting memos in the company archive to understand the background of
the company, area and people, while hoping that the management would think of away to use
me in the mines. | also contacted the local Museum of Oil Shale to see if | could use their
archival material. Their very energetic director Ainar picked me up from Johvi the next day
after | had called him to take me to the museum, and quickly, during our 10-minute car ride,
hired me as a researcher for the museum. My job was to conduct life history interviews with
miners for the museum archive. The 20-odd interviews that | did and that were displayed in a
local exhibition hall during the European Museum night titled ‘There Are Stories In The
Night” made me feel that | had given something back to the community, left them with
something tangible.

Ainar thought that it was particularly important to collect these personal stories as the
archive consisted mostly of official documents. | spent weeks in the archive housed in an old
village cultural centre. The old archivist had retired and no one quite knew how the system of
finding anything using the catalogue would work, especially as the folders with material had
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to be constantly moved around when the roof started leaking in the archive room and the
shelves had to be moved. The chaotic archive, full of technical documents, impenetrable
speeches full of socidist clichés and flyers from old cultural events in the area mostly
frustrated me. So impersonal, so full of clichés of socialism was the archive, itself a
monument to the system rather than a neutral collection of historical documents. Working in
the archive, | tried to follow Stoler’s (2002) idea of reading an archive along the grain and
treating the archive as an ethnographic object in its own right. “If a notion of colonial
ethnography starts from the premise that archival production is itself both a process and a
powerful technology of rule, then we need not only to brush against the archive’s received
categories. We need to read for its regularities, for its logic of recal, for its densities and
distributions, for its consistencies of misinformation, omission, and mistake — along the
archival grain” (p. 100). This kind of reading, according to her, would consider the failed
proposals, utopian visions, and improbable projects because they were ‘non-events’ (Stoler
2002).

The photo albums in the museum gave an idea about how miners spent free time, the
collective agreements of the mines helped me understand the Soviet welfare system, the
schedules of tourism trips to the twin town of Outokumpu in Finland gave an insight into the
surveillance of Soviet tourists abroad, and in the museum | came across the text hidden in the
metal cylinder below the ‘Two Sober Ones’, a failed utopian vision. Furthermore, the
museum staff helped me to actually start speaking Russian. All connected with mining in one

way or another, they shared their stories of the histories of their families and the town.

My first months were spent in the archives, trade union meetings, interviewing people
and trying to get access to the actual mine. | was aso trying to find a mining family to live
with. It is not common in Estonia to take someone to live as a lodger; people also mostly
lived in small apartments with not much extra room. The main response that | heard,
however, was that no miner’s wife would agree to have another young woman living in the
same house. In January, | gave an interview to the local newspaper talking about my research,
in which I also mentioned that | was looking for a family and | was very happy to help with
children’s Estonian and English homework. Soon after, Sveta called me. Her husband’s
family was a real mining dynasty and they had a spare room since the older daughter had
moved out to study abroad. So | moved in with Sveta and Andrei, their two children, a cat,
two turtles, two mice and tropical fish. It was not atypical mining family, but a family with a
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long line of mining engineers and very strong middle-class aspirations. Nevertheless, they
helped me get an insight into both the work and domestic life, understand kin relations and

relations in the community and understand the problems of youth and education in the area.

After a few monthsin the field, it became clearer that the HR managers of the mines
had a difficult time finding ajob for me in the mine. In atime of crisis, when they have to lay
off people, it would be hard to explain to the workers that ‘some new chick’ is hired. 1
seemed be running into a closed door over and over again when trying to discuss possibilities
with HR. Finally, someone suggested talking to another person, in charge of mine surveying
in the mines. | approached Lyudmila with my question and her response was, “Would you
like to go to an open-cast or an underground mine? When would you like to start?” | was not
able to get ajob in the mine, but together with Lyudmila, we drafted a schedule according to
which | would spend around a month each in different departments, observing people’s work
and helping when | could. The day when | was given my own set of work clothes, a helmet,
miner’s lamp and a chip to check in and out of the underground area, was the day when 1 felt
that my fieldwork had redly started. After that, | spent most of my days in the mine.
Nevertheless, following trade union negotiations, attending trainings of trade unions,
conducting interviews with the management of the company, unionists and politicians took
me to Tallinn, Tartu, Narva, from the Parliament building in the capital to the deepest forests
of South Estonia.

Doing fieldwork in a very small country in a monopolistic state-owned company that
provides key services to the population, it is useless to try to anonymise the company.
Without revealing the crucia characteristics of the company, much of the field data also loses
its significance. In a small country, everyone knows which company | am talking about,
while for the academic community abroad, the name should not matter. Therefore, according
to my agreement with the company, | am using real names for the energy company Eesti
Energia (Estonian Energy), the former name of the oil shale mining company Eesti Polevkivi,
and one of their mines in which | did my fieldwork, ‘Estonia’. Without the quotation marks, |
refer to the country, Estonia, while *Estonia’ in quotation marks refers to the mine. | decided
not to change the name, to be consistent in keeping the real names of parts of the company

and also because | did not want to lose the irony of the name.

‘Estonia’, the mine’s name, is reminding us that it is in the country with the same

name, but is somehow the complete opposite of what the country is imagined to be. If the
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country is supposed to be clean, green, individual success-oriented and Estonian-speaking,
the quotation marks ironically reverse the meaning and take us to a place that is based on a
polluting heavy industry, has more collective egalitarian values, and is Russian-speaking. My
thesis explores which image is more real and where the two — Estoniaand ‘Estonia’ meet.

To protect the individual identities of workers, office staff, managers and unionists, |
am not using their real names. But | have replaced Estonian names with other Estonian ones,
Russian names with other Russian names and Ukrainian or Tatar names with others from the
same region. | have not changed the names of former directors of the mining company,
because they were public figures, and peopl€’s periodisation of the changes in the company is
based on the rule of different directors. | have used the Library of Congress transcription
system for Russian words, but the Estonian way of writing Russian names, e.g. Juri instead of
Y uri, because this is how the names are written in Estonian documentation and media and
how Russian speakers themselves would mostly spell their names using the Latin al phabet.

Illustration 3. Theyard of ‘Estonia’

| was very aware of my own position when entering the field as an Estonian-speaking
woman. My family connections alowed me to gain access to the first gatekeepers, other
Estonian speakers. Interviews with office staff of Eesti Energia in Tallinn took me to my
childhood friends, university colleagues and others with very similar — Estonian-speaking,
middle-class, Tallinn-based — background to myself. It was very easy for me to make contact
with them. | was much more worried about establishing rapport with Russian-speaking
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workers because | assumed that our backgrounds would be very different and they might not
necessarily like an Estonian-speaking scholar snooping around in their life. Due to this fear
and my initial shyness about speaking Russian, it took me some time to understand that this
was not the case. Doing their monotonous jobs, most women were delighted to have someone
around to chat with, and for men underground, | was an interesting curiosity, a woman

insisting on helping to repair mining machinery.

Russian speakers are quite used to Estonians who speak poor Russian, and did not
make a big deal out of that. To my great fortune, Russians are also much more talkative than
Estonians and even if | felt shy or lost due to language problems, my informants would keep
talking. Many of them allowed me to use the dictaphone, and | used the help of transcribers
who were able to point out regional dialects and unusual language use to me. Rather than
treating me like a suspicious Estonian girl from the capital, workers quickly picked up that |
studied in London. In an area with significant out-migration to Western Europe, everyone had
a family member or friend working abroad, often in England. London became a common
point of reference, with those who had worked there and returned, those who were dreaming
of going or whose children were living there, and those who were curious about the
conditions of workers in the West. London let us overcome any differences, to not get
personal about questions of ethnic conflict. | can never be sure that the workers told me
everything that they really thought about Estonians, because of who | was, but then again we
had enough long conversations about this topic for me to feel | got a good overview about
this question. In any case, | never wanted to make ethnicity central to my research. It seemed
to me that my class background was not creating much social distance between my
informants and |, since older miners usually took a caring parental role when talking to me,
and the younger ones were simply happy to chat with someone. But again, | can never be

quite sure.

As an unmarried woman of nearly 30, | was unusual in my field site. Russian speakers
tend to marry earlier than Estonians and | was often told off for not being married yet. The
more generous informants promised to find me a miner husband but soon | knew how to
respond to them — the truth was that by the age of 25, most young miners were married
already, some even for the second time, so finding me a husband would be a difficult
enterprise. Having found out that | have a partner in London, | was again told not to bother
with the degree but to get married quickly. Unless my informants were older, | very rarely
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received any invitations to people’s homes, and | think both Russian men and women do tend
to be more jealous than Estonians — the miners’ wives would not be very happy if the miner
showed up with another woman. Chatting with miners at public events like the Miners’ Day
party or in a bar, | was sometimes confronted by realy angry women. At the same time,

people were often surprised that my partner would let me move and do fieldwork on my own.

Women do not work underground as miners. The law banning women from
underground was introduced in the Soviet Union in the late 1950s and athough now
abolished, there are no women miners. The only women underground are mine surveyors and
geologists. This is one of the reasons why the mine management found it difficult to find
anything meaningful for me to do, and why it was somehow logical that the first department
that took me underground and whose work | observed for a month was that of mine
surveying. Later when | joined a production department, it seemed as if miners thought that |
had seen what women do underground, and survived that, so | could join the men.
Fortunately there are no superstitions about women underground in Estonia; it is ssmply seen
as ajob that would not be very good for their health. Generally, my presence underground

was accepted.

In ‘Estonia’, as in other minesin the region, in general language use, al employees of
the mine call themselves miners. This applies to workers, as well as to administrators and
engineers, women as well as men. One simple and clear visua difference distinguishes
workers from engineers and managers, however. Workers wear yellow helmets and engineers
and managers wear white helmets. Among workers, there are miners proper and auxiliary
workers. Miners proper work in the actual mining process, either tunnelling in new areas of
the mine or extracting oil shale. Auxiliary workers work both in the mine and on the surface
in various jobs, including maintenance, loading and running the processing plant. Engineers
and managers usually have specialised education in mine engineering and are involved in
running the production process, as well as holding down office jobs, for instance in planning,
accountancy and HR. Anyone wearing a white helmet is often called ITR, standing for
engineer-technical staff (inzhener-tekhnicheskiy rabotnik) in Russian. As the genera
demographic of the mine was older, most of my informants were in their mid- to late 30s, 40s
and 50s. Due the lack of regular contact with younger people in the mine, my work about
values, class relations and everyday work mostly focusses on older workers. Due to the rapid
changes in the society, 20-year-olds, who have never experienced the Soviet period, already
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carry different values. The comparison of different generations will hopefully be my next

project.

But for my older informants, age, like class, ethnicity and gender, was one of the
crucia characteristics that shaped their everyday life and experience, and their position in the
labour market. Their memories of being the vanguard of the Soviet working class and of the
dramatic drop in their status as workers and Russian speakers shape their experiences as
workers and humans in a rapidly changing society. Despite these changes, miners still do
their work, the statue of ‘Glory To Work’ is still on the main square of Kohtla-Jarve, and

2046, when the city will celebrate its 100" anniversary, is not so utopically distant anymore.
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Chapter 2. Into the mine: the nature and speed of work

2.1. Introduction

Fifteen minutes to seven in the morning, people start gathering in front of the Johvi
town library. Women in high heels and elegant coats quietly talk to each other, older men
with leather flat caps, dark coats, moustache and plastic carrier bags, young men in tracksuits
wait and smoke a cigarette. They are waiting for the bus that takes them to ‘Estonia’, the
mine