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I n this article 1 explore two specific areas of human rights concem in contem-
porary Russia: violence against women and conditions in Russian prisons. As

I explain below, these areas clearly do not exhaust the human rights problems fac-
ing Russia today. However, they do highlight a confluence of factors that are evi-
dent in many new democracies, and they are having profoundly negative conse-
quences for socially vulnerable groups. Specifically, I argue that declining state
capacity, fiscal austerity, and growing social inequality, characteristic features of
many of the new democracies, translate into gross violations of the rights of
socially vulnerable groups. Furthermore, although civil society development and
its implications for human rights are not central to this article, I do argue that the
kind of civil society' that may be evolving in Russia and other new democracies
is not that characteristic of a larger liberal project in the historic Western sense,
which among other things protects human rights.2 Instead, it may be that the non-
governmental organization (NGO) model for civil society, now central to U.S.
Agency for International Development democracy building and implicitly accept-
ed by many scholarly accounts, is more conducive to what William Robinson and
others view as a neoliberal project. Thús, rather than supporting democracy as a
system in which citizens are empowered to effect change at all political levels and
in which they have the power to defend their most fundamental rights, civil soci-
ety may reflect accommodation to a political order in which "a small group actu-
ally rules and mass participation in decision-making is confined to leadership
choices in elections carefully managed by competing elites.' In other words,
although an increasing number of citizens are involved in a growing NGO sec-
tor, civil groups remain unable to influence meaningfully larger gaestions of pub-
lic policy, especially the overall shape of economic reform and social transfor-
mation, or to mitigate the increasing incivility of life in Russia.4

1 do not intend to criticize the activities of NGOs themselves, and I will, in the
discussion of human rights violations, comment on some of the impressive work
that independent human rights activists are carrying out in Russia. As 1 discuss
later on, the burgeoning activity of NGOs is having a positive impact on certain
specific policy areas, especially in the prison' system. However, in the face of
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widespread poverty, great economic inequality, and reduced social spending,s the
proliferation of NGOs in Russia, including human rights NGOs, may be no more
than a finger in the proverbial dike.b Particularly, as 1 will address in more detail
below, the weakness of the Russian state, especially the dearth of material
resources available to it, creates obstacles to the realization of human rights that
no amount of civil society development, understood as the emergence of large
numbers of NGOs, will be able to overcome.

Scholars writing on Latin America have argued that the neoliberal project has
yielded a proliferation of problems.' These include dramatic increases in income
inequality and poverty; skyrocketing crime rates and attendant draconian crime-
fighting policies characterized by an increase in incarceration and widespread
human rights abuses; a criminalization of poverty; growing distance between rul-
ing elites and masses; and an atte:ndant cynicism about the responsiveness of
authorities to popular concerns. In this article, 1 focus specifically on the human
rights dimension of these problems. It is my contention that despite the develop-
ment, however haphazard, of some forro of democratic governance in Russia in
the past ten years, human rights have suffered significantly.8 Scholarly expecta-
tions about the relationship among democracy, democratization, and human
rights are so strong, in fact, that there is only minimal consideration generally
given to the possibility that once on the road to democracy, a state could experi-
ence a significant backsliding in the area of human rights.9 However, I argue that
despite the promulgation of a constitution granting to ordinary citizens a full
range of internationally recognized human rights, and despite the growth in the
past ten years of a human rights movement consisting of thousands of organiza-
tions, violations of life-integrity rights, or what Peter Juviler calls rights to per-
sonal inviolability, have grown significantly.10

The violations have particularly fallen upon what 1 refer to as socially vulner-
able groups, whose social status and personal circumstances make them espe-
cially susceptible to violence and who are unable to defend their most basic rights
(to bodily integrity) in the face of deteriorating social conditions and an indiffer-
ent and inadequate institutional environment for protecting those rights." I
specifically analyze the plight of prisoners and the problem of violence against
women, partly because of the enormous numbers involved.12 An estimated 4 mil-
lion Russians have passed through the prison system since 1992, and as 1 will dis-
cuss in some detail, the extent of morbidity and mortality among that population
has been extremely high.'3 Likewise, although it is difficult to identify the pre-
cise figures, it is likely that thousands of women have been murdered in domes-
tic circumstances annually in the past ten years. Not only have the numbers not
abated over the past ten years, but evidente suggests that they have increased dra-
matically. Consequently, the human toll has been of the greatest significance. Fur-
thermore, the confluente of economic and social changes, the attendant level of
violence in society, and its implications for the suffering of socially vulnerable
individuals reflect larger patterns within Russian society, not to mention in many
new democracies generally. Oxhorn, writing about Latin America, has observed
that "the overall level of state violence in these countries has generally not
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declined. Instead it has undergone a qualitative change, as it is no longer direct-
ed against the political opposition, but the poor."14 In my view, Oxhorn's assess-
ment aptly characterizes Russia in the post-Soviet era.

1 have excluded from analysis other categories of individuals who Nave expe-
rienced comparable deterioration in their social position and therefore have
become more susceptible to violence (see note 12). Given that in this article 1 dis-
cuss human rights developments in Russia in the past ten years, three other omis-
sions merit mention. The first is Chechnya. Without considering the relative legal
merits of the Russian government's position, there is no gainsaying the fact that
many thousands of civilians have died during the conduct of the two wars and that
the Russian army has carried
out numerous atrocities of sig-
nificant scale against civilian "A sixteen year-old boy was convicted
populations. Obviously, these and received two-and-a-half years in
actions constitute human rights prison for stealing three hamsters
violations of the most serious

from a pet shop."
kind. However, because of the
military and legal context with-
in which the abuses have
occurred, they represent a dis-
tinct analytical problem. The
other two developments are the
recent machinations surrounding Russia's two formerly independent national tele-
vision stations and the "spy mania" that recently claimed the journalist Grigory
Pasko as a victim. Those issues also merit serious attention as human rights con-
cerns. However, as with Chechnya, the issues have been extensively covered
elsewhere and there are complicated political entanglements involving the prin-
cipal players. This observation is not meant to trivialize those developments.
Rather, it is to suggest that they, too, require a separate space and distinct frame-
work for analysis.

This article, then, contains an in-depth discussion of the extent of human rights
violations facing prisoners and women in post-Soviet Russia, and 1 consider the
degree to which, despite the tireless work of a growing number of human rights
NGOs, a decline in state resources and a persistent indifference to particular
forms of suffering have contributed to Russia's human rights problems in the past
ten years.15

State Authority and Human Rights Violations

Before 1 proceed, I wish to note briefly the source of the notion that the state rep-
resenta the fundamental threat to human rights. Stephen Holmes argues that a con-
temporary bias against the state derives from the nature of the cold war, during
which the West understood its liberal freedoms primarily as negative freedoms,
"as rights against the state, as shields guarding vulnerable individuals from gov-
ernmental abuse"16 Holmes also argues that "the image of the lone refusenik,
crushed by a remorseless behemoth[,] reinforced a one-sided interpretation of lib-
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eral rights. It placed the accumulated weight of painful experience behind the
assumption that rights are essentially `walls' erected against state power."" The
abuses that we commonly associate with the Soviet Union-political repression
in the most widely accepted sense--derived from a too-intrusive state, one that
used its overwhelming resources to interfere in virtually every sphere of life.ls
State agents continue to abuse their power in egregious and systematic ways,
notably in the war in Chechnya and the recent wave of spy mania already noted.19
However, the massive violations of the most fundamental rights of criminals and
criminal suspects and of women in the home have, throughout the past ten years,
stemmed as much from the inadequacy of the state as from its repressive quali-
ties. The way in which violence has especially targeted socially vulnerable groups
is, to a significant degree, a product of the decline of the resources and capacity
of the state in post-Soviet Russia.

According to Holmes, "Statelessness is such a deplorable condition because
it signals the absence of the sole institution that is capable of extending its pro-
tection to the vulnerable"20 The state's formal commitments, as evinced by the
constitution of the Russian Federation and the various legal reforms undertaken
over the past ten years, are to uphold individual human rights (something that
the Soviet state expressly denied). However, the action of state agents, or fre-
quently, their inaction, has tended in a very different direction. Therefore, the
interaction of declining state resources with the lack of accountability of state
authority for its actions and inaction has created a deadly combination for social-
ly vulnerable individuals.

Prisons

The economic chaos unleashed during the late Gorbachev period, especially in
1990-91, engendered a growing incidence of organized crime and other criminal
activity. These developments must be borne in mirad in appreciating the sources
of the social upheaval that has characterized post-Soviet Russia.21 However, the
adoption of shock therapy in 1992, when Russia became independent from the
defunct Soviet Union, produced a new level of social chaos. The ensuing levels
of crime, the state response to that crime, and the state's incapacity to manage the
burgeoning prison system have led to a substantial reversal of the actual gains
made under Gorbachev for prisoners-a reversal so extreme that Sergei Koval-
ov, Russia's best-known human rights activist and a former resident of the gulag
under Brezhnev, was moved to remark, "Stalin was a splendid torturer, but prison
life in Russia today may be even worse than it was under him."22 1 do not intend
to compare prison conditions today with those of Stalin's gulag, in which, in addi-
tion to the barbaric conditions confronting millions, summary executions were
routine. However, 1 do contend that hopeful changes initiated under Gorbachev
in the late 1980s buckled under the strain of social upheaval and political indif-
ference throughout the 1990s, as well as the unreformed juridical structures left
in place from the Soviet era. These developments gave rise to conditions that
many knowledgeable observers considered more severe than had even existed in
the period following Stalin's death.23
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A major reason for the terrible conditions in Russian prisons is the sheer size
of the prison population. Russian state statistics reveal that in 1990, there were
1.84 million crimes committed. That figure jumped to 2.8 million in 1993, the
year after the introduction of shock therapy, before falling off slightly, and it has
remained at the higher level since then.24 As was true of Soviet crime statistics,
current data understate the true extent of the problem. Police are judged on their
conviction rates and, therefore, have a strong disincentive to register crimes they
might have difficulty solving. This is an especially serious problem when it
comes to violence against women. However, there is no dispute that crime, on
the whole, has increased dramatically since the late 1980s. One clear indicator
of the trend is the number of homicides. In 1990, there were 15,600 homicides
in Russia. By 1994, that figure had more than doubled, to 32,300, and it has
remained around 30,000 a year since then.25

Such statistics have provided the authorities with wide latitude for cracking
down on crime, as have concerns over the extent of organized criminal activity
in the Russian Federation. However, although growing violence and organized
crime remain the professed targets of anticrime measures, evidence shows that
the crackdown often victimizes petty criminals. For example, the Moscow Cen-
ter for Prison Reform reported the case of a woman held in pretrial detention for
several months because she stole three cucumbers. A sixteen-year-old boy was
convicted and received two-and-a-half years in prison for stealing three hamsters
from a pet shop.26 Russia's human rights ombudsman, Oleg Mironov, cited the
case of a man who received four years for stealing two chickens.27 These exam-
ples are not isolated; rather, they exemplify a policy of maximum incarceration,
the centerpiece of the regime's "crime-fighting efforts," which has caused the
population of Russia's prisons to expand significantly in the past ten years.
According to Moscow Center for Prison Reform, "[I]nstead of reducing the
number of prisoners and penal institutions down to the level suitable to the state
budget, arrest as a measure of restraint is applied more often, incarceration is the
main punishment."28 Escalating poverty has also contributed to growth in crime,
as individuals resort to petty theft and other crimes to survive under current eco-
nomic conditions. One Russian commentator noted that "life has pushed many
more adult citizens, who had previously not committed crimes, onto a path of
crime. The fight for reforms [has] degenerated into a fight for survival.."29

In 1991, reporting on the state of prisons in Russia and Uzbekistan, Human
Rights Watch noted substantial improvements in Russian prisons over the previous
few years, particularly due to the mass amnesty of 1987-88. Human Rights Watch
said that in virtually every prison that it investigated "[1]ong-term inmates uniformly
reported that physical abuse, once common, is now rare," which it partly attributed
to the far less crowded facilities and the attendant decreases in stress on both
inmates and guards.30 Human Rights Watch still regarded prison conditions and
prison transport facilities as harsh.31 It also reported that conditions in the pretrial
detention centers were especially severe, primarily because of overcrowding.
Human Rights Watch also warned that a significant increase in come, which was
apparent in Russia by 1990, would threaten some of the gains. Subsequent devel-
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opments have more than justified those concerns. There have been, broadly speak-
ing, two ways in which prison life has posed a mortal threat to inmates in contem-
porary Russia. One stems from physical abuse and torture; the other from prison
conditions themselves. Both are, in part, attributable to overcrowding.

Overcrowding

Russian crime-fighting strategy has centered around maximum incarceration for
perpetration of a crime and has provided few alternatives to prison in its handling

of criminal suspects. Furthermore, ündividuals in detention are regularly denied
the right to legal services, and many detainees are held from three to five times
longer than necessary while awaiting sentencing, further contributing to the bur-
geoning pretrial detention centers.32 In its comprehensive report on Russian pris-
ons in 1997, Amnesty International noted that alternative sentencing is seldom
used and bail has been extremely rare in Russia, even if suspects are neither vio-

lent nor flight risks.33
Overcrowding has been so severe that there is sometimes literally insufficient

oxygen for prisoners to breathe, prompting Amnesty International and other
observers to contend that the conditions themselves amount to torture. Nigel Rod-
ley, the UN special rapporteur, wrote of his visit to Russian prisons in 1994: "The
senses of smell, touch, taste and sight are repulsively assailed. The conditions are
cruel, inhuman and degrading; they are torturous"34 Yuri Kalinin, then head of
the Directorate of Corrections for the Ministry of Internal Affairs, essentially
agreed with Rodley's contention, saying that "conditions in our pre-trial centers,
according to international standards, can be classified as tortuous-the depriva-
tion of sleep, air and space."35 Moscow Helsinki Group's 2001 report observes
that overcrowding is particularly severe in Khanty Mansiisky autonomous dis-
trict, where the pretrial centers are at 430 percent of capacity; Tver (350 percent);
the Chuvash Republic (324 percent); and the St. Petersburg and Leningrad region

(321 percent).36

Physical Abuse

One scholar, describing the prison conditions in the Brezhnev era, writes that "[i]t
appears from the existing documentation that beatings, rapes and torture are the
reality which most Soviet prisoners experience, witness or are involved in with the
approval of the prison authorities"37 As noted aboye, the level of brutality abated
under Gorbachev, but violence by prison officials against inmates has apparently
increased dramatically since 1992, partly a result of the overcrowding.38

In its 1997 report on prisons in Russia, Amnesty International observed that
"[t]orture and ill-treatment occur at all stages of detention and imprisonment ...
but [are] most often reported during preliminary or pre-trial detention"39
Amnesty International speculates that "a general feeling of impunity and state
protection apparently experienced by the police... is often the reason why inno-
cent people, sometimes no more than passers-by, become victims of torture"40 It
is impossible to quantify the extent of the physical abuse in the Russian penal
system, but all observers agree that the problem is pervasive.41
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Prison Conditions

Conditions in contemporary Russian prisons have severe repercussions for the
life-integrity rights of prisoners. Declining physical plant, inadequate medical
care, and poor, though apparently improving, diets are characteristic of al1 Rus-
sian prisons and especially acute in the pretrial centers. Inmates often sleep in
shifts and food is scarce. One inmate reported that "when you're not sleeping you
are standing. The prison administrators provide the bate minimum to keep a per-
son alive. We had tea every morning. For lunch watered down soup and porridge,
for dinner more porridge." 42

The lack of adequate health care for detainees or prisoners is especially sig-
nificant. Infectious diseases in prisons have spread dramatically, accompanied by
a deterioration of medical services in the prisons. According to data provided by
Moscow Center for Prison Reform, more than ten thousand individuals die in the
prison system each year, from malnutrition, tuberculosis, or other infectious dis-
eases. About one quarter of those have yet to be sentenced for their crimes and
are thus still considered innocent under the law. It is estimated that approximate-
ly eighty-six thousand prisoners Buffer from tuberculosis, a substantial number of
whom have contracted an incurable strain of the disease.43 In addition to tuber-
culosis, evidence suggests a general deterioration of prison health conditions
throughout Russia in the past ten years. The Kovalev Commission on Human
Rights, in its report for 1994-95, noted that gross violations of Russian law in
the prisons were reported in Novokuznetsk, Tambov, Buryatia, and Volgograd, as
well as other regions of the Russian Federation.44 Summarizing the situation in
the prisons as a whole, Valery Abramkin, of Moscow Center for Prison Reform,
says, "We are talking about a system which is bringing about mass death from
disease, a true hell on earth where prisoners are now asking their neighbors to kill
them to end their misery. "45

Recent Reforms

In 2000 and 2001, recognizing the egregious problems of the system, the gov-
ernment undertook mass amnesties that reduced the prison population from a high
of 1.2 million to slightly under 1 million, allowing Russia to drop behind the Unit-
ed States as the top incarcerator in the world.46 Furthermore, recent penal legis-
lation has aimed to reduce penalties substantially for a range of crimes that fall
outside the most severe type, including provision for early release of those already
serving time .41

Furthermore, judicial reforms have begun under Putin. For example, legisla-
tion passed last fall promises that by the end of 2003, jury trials will be available
in all eighty-nine regions to those accused of grave crimes, whereas jury trials are
now available in only vine regions. Proponents believe that the expansion of jury
trials will reduce the unusually high conviction rate of Russian defendants,
though critics note that the new legislation also gives judges expanded powers to
overturn jury decisions.41

Another potentially significant area of reform stems from President Putin's
efforts to consolidate control over Russia's constituent regions. One feature of this
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process has been Putin's insistence that the regions bring their laws into confor-
mity with federal law, to replace the patchwork that prevailed in Russian federal-
ism under Yeltsin. Given the often quite enlightened state of federal laws and the
Russian constitution in the sphere of human rights, such changes could be most
welcome. Additionally, new laws stipulate that courts are to be funded through
the central budget and not the regions, which could lead to a more even-handed
application of the law and to diminished political influence by regional authori-
ties over judges.49 Also, the first significant efforts toward introduction of alter-
native sentencing and bail instead of incarceration could reduce the burden on the
penal system. The tireless work of human rights organizations in this realm,

including Moscow Center for
Prison Reform, Penal Reform

"Crime has increased dramatically International, Moscow Helsin-

in post-Soviet Russia ... and the ki Group, and many regional

evidente strongly suggests that a
organizations has undoubtedly

large portion of that increase is
spotlighted the problems. As a
consequence of their work the

taking place in the Nome." news media have devoted con-
siderable attention to problems
in the penitentiary systems.
These developments are all to
be praised.50 Finally, pilot proj-

ects, including an effort to educate prison officials in Nizhny Novgorod about the
myths and realities of HIV-infected. inmates and programs in Tambov and other
regions may yield positive results for more humane management of the system.51
Despite these more hopeful signs, the trends in the past ten years have been, on
the whole, negative. In its report, Moscow Helsinki Group summarized the situ-
ation by arguing that "the persistent growth of the prison population over the past
decade, inadequate governmentfinancing and, as a consequence, the deterioration
of available facilities, have resulted in a dire situation."52

Women

Feminist scholars have long criticized a conventional human rights focus that stress-
es limits on state power, which feminista claim facilitates the subordination of
women to men in the private sphere. An increasing focus on the context in which
rights are recognized exposes the limits of evaluating equality on the basis of the
extension of formal rights by states.53 In this vein, Charlotte Bunch argues that the
greatest restriction to liberty, dignity, and movement is the threat and realization of
violence.54 Yet violence in the privaie sphere, which disproportionately victimizes
women, is not regarded as equal in severity to other forms of violence and has only
relatively recently been recognized as a human rights concern. International human
rights law does increasingly recognize that a state's failure to enforce its laws equal-
ly and to make every effort to stop harms perpetrated by some citizens against oth-
ers representa a violation of its comrnitments to human rights under existing treaties.

UN documents have addressed these issues in depth, notably the Convention to
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Eliminate All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), passed in 1979,
and the UN Declaration on the Elimination of Violence Against Women, passed in
1993.55 CEDAW specifically recognizes that " [g]ender based violence is a form of
discrimination which seriously inhibits women's ability to enjoy rights and free-
doms on a basis of equality with men."56 The 1993 declaration reasserts states'
obligation of "due diligence," particularly in the realm of violence against women.
Significantly, that declaration calls on states to "prevent, investigate, and in accor-
dance with national legislation, punish acts of violence against women"57 Further-
more, states' obligations in this matter apply regardless of "whether those acts [of
violence] are perpetuated by the State or by private persons"58

My argument here is not that abuse of women's rights and violence against
women are new features of Russian life in the aftermath of the Soviet collapse;
rather, it is that the transition has adversely affected, in particular ways, women's
physical well-being and the will of the state to protect that well-being. The col-
lapse of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union's role as arbiter of the spheres
of work and family life and the general liberalization of Russian culture and soci-
ety Nave entailed an "anything goes" environment, in which pre-existing imbal-
ances of power in spheres considered beyond the purview of the state make
women increasingly vulnerable to violence.59

As Dorothy Stetson has argued, "[T]he end of communist rule has been hailed
as a victory for international human rights law from the conventional perspective,
not a feminist one."60 The changes of the last ten years have contributed to a per-
nicious set of circumstances that is resulting in greater numbers of women suf-
fering grievous bodily harm in a country whose law enforcement agents are indif-
ferent to the fact. The consequences of these changes may be connected to
violence in at least three ways.

First, the changes have produced an increasingly criminalized society, which
has had particular implications for violence in the home and against wornen.
Crime has increased dramatically in post-Soviet Russia in purely statistical terms,
and the evidence strongly suggests that a large portion of that increase is taking
place in the home. Second, the economic reforms, particularly state budget cut-
ting, undermine the ability of state structures to enforce laws, and if law enforce-
ment officials must prioritize which crimes to investigate and which to ignore,
crimes against women often fall into the latter category. Finally, the relaxation of
restrictions on travel abroad, generally recognized as an unmitigated good, has
facilitated an explosion in the compulsory sex trade of Russian women. More
generally, prostitution and other sexual services have increased dramatically since
1992. This development has had clear implications for violence against women.

Those three points, by no means exhaustive, represent ways in which post-
Soviet changes have had negative repercussions for women's life-integrity rights.
They are all in some way a product of the harsh economic climate. They provide
a basis for developing more fully my contention that a particular confluence of
social and economic changes, in interaction with diminishing state capacity,
increasingly threatens groups of individuals who are vulnerable to violence in cir-
cumstances from which they cannot extricate themselves.
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Violent Crime

The preoccupation with mafia hits and gangland violence obscures the fact that a
substantial portion of the increase in violent crime is taking place in the Nome. Rus-
sian law enforcement officials have estimated that 80 percent of all serious crimes
occur domesticallyó1 and that at least 40 percent of all murders are committed by
family members of the victims.62 The victims of these murders are overwhelming-
ly women and children. For the past several years, officials, advocates, and schol-
ars have asserted that between fourteen and fifteen thousand women are murdered
every year by their spouses.63 It is impossible to verify this figure independently,
and the official estimate of the Ministry of Internal Affairs is three thousand.1 Sta-
tistics on violence between unmarried partners are excluded from those data and are
impossible to obtain, further compli.cating an accurate assessment of the general
problem. A comparative study of domestic violence in the United States and Rus-
sia showed that the sex ratio of spousal homicides was unusually high in Russia
compared with the United States and Western Europe, with six out of every seven
spousal homicides resulting in the deaths of the woman.65 Given this high ratio,
therefore, and based on the dramatic overall increase in murder and the prevalence
of violence in the honre, it is plausible to argue that several thousand more women
are dying each year in domestic circumstances compared with the late 1980s.66

If discerning trends in the incidence of murder is difficult, characterizing
trends in rape are much greater. Shelters and hotlines for rape and battered women
assert that only a very small percentage of women who are victimized by vio-
lence report their claims to the police, for reasons 1 discuss in more detail below.
Workers in this field are clear, however, that the general problem of violence
against women, in the context of thLe overall increase in violence in Russia, has
worsened. According to Natalia Gavrilenko, deputy director of a battered
women's shelter in Russia, "[W]omen [face] worse violence because the times
became so stressful. Men suddenly, threatened with unemployment, instability,
unbelievably high prices and crime on all sides were far more likely than before
to take out their resentments on the women at home"67

Indifference of Police

The rise in violence against women is a disturbing enough problem; the over-
whelming indifference of law enforcement officials railes it to the level of a human
rights issue. As a case in point, in a 1994 interview, Yevgeny Riabtsev, then head of
public relations for the Ministry of [nternal Affairs, although acknowledging that
domestic violence was a serious problem, went on to assert, "After marriage, many
women don't look after themselves. They let themselves go physically, and their
husbands lose interest"68 This exernplifies the type of insensitivity among law
enforcement officials in Russia that has been widely reported and that, given the
propensity for violent relationships to escalate, may have deadly implications.

Hotlines that have opened in several cities since 1993 have received several
thousands of calls from women who are victims of violence, including sexual vio-
lence. The data from perhaps the best known of the new services, Syostri, a
Moscow-based organization that opened in 1994, suggest that rape is massively
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underreported. According to Syostri's phone logs, about 10 percent of women
report their rapes to police. Of the reports that the police do receive, about 20 per-
cent are accepted as crimes and investigated. Based on Syostri estimates, then, 2
percent of actual rapes are accepted for investigation. Finally, of the number of
cases accepted for investigation, about 3 percent make it to trial.69

Budget cuts and the extraordinary increase in crime have strained the ability
of state officials to carry out their responsibilities. Violence against women, under
such circumstances, tends to become a low priority. According to Marina
Pisklakova, executive director of the Moscow Crisis Center for Women, "It used
to be that murder or severe injuries [from domestic abuse] would be prosecuted.
But now even murder is not punished or the punishment is very brief."70 Human
Rights Watch points out that numerous factors impede the proper processing of
complaints of violence, including sexual violence, by women. These include
refusal by police to take the complaint; mistreatment of victims; poorly conduct-
ed forensic exams and inaccessibility of doctors; and unwillingness to investigate
cases even after acceptance of a formal complaint.71

The problem of police negligence appears to be more acute for sexual crimes
than it is for other types of offenses. Indeed, although shortcomings among police
departments in vigorously investigating such cases are partly attributable to finan-
cial constraints, the underlying opinion that these cases are not "winnable" is
based on long-standing biases. Human Rights Watch's 1997 report contains page
after page of testimonials from doctors, prosecutors, and police investigators,
both men and women, who insist that in the majority of cases women are at least
partly to blame for sexual assault, because they were drinking, wore alluring
clothing, or agreed to go home with a man (or men). Human Rights Watch reports
one case in which two women were deemed responsible for being raped by four
men because they had been drinking, despite the fact that "the two women were
held for several days by the men who repeatedly beat and raped them." Accord-
ing to Human Rights Watch's research, "Law enforcement officials overwhelm-
ingly fail to respond to sexual assault as a crime unless the victim is a virgin, the
offender is a stranger, and the violation entails the infliction of visible injury."72

The Traffic in Prostitution

According to the International Labor Organization, forced labor (or involuntary
servitude) is defined as "all work or service which is exacted from any person
under the menace of any penalty and for which the said person has not offered
himself voluntarily."73 Such "work or service" includes the compulsory sex trade,
a facet of the sex industry that has grown dramatically as a direct result of the
collapse of the USSR and the relaxation of travel restrictions.

In a report published in November 1997, researchers from the Global Survival
Network wrote that since 1991, "a growing commerce inhuman beings has arisen
between Russia and the former Eastern Bloc, on the one hand, and Asia, Western
Europe, and the United States, on the other. Russian women are in high demand
in many countries because of their `exotic' nature and relative novelty in the sex
market"74 Exact figures are difficult to obtain, but the United States estimates that
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fifty thousand women are trafficked into its territory each year, and Russia is
among the primary countries of orign. Furthermore, in 1999 and 2000 alone, the
Russian border guard stopped five thousand women from trying to leave with
invalid papers. Not all of these are trafficking cases. Nonetheless, given the extent
to which the International Organization for Migration aids Russian women in traf-
ficking cases, the corruption that allows trafficked women to elude Russian bor-
der guards, and the large international demand for Russian women, it becomes
clear that the problem is of considerable scale.75

In part because of the poor economic circumstances of women in Russia, the
allure of job opportunities overseas has been strong in recent years. Typically, a

woman searching for overseas
opportunities will turn to a firm

"There are now more than fij(ty that "specializes" in such
domestic violente or rape crisis placement. Agents for these

centers around Russia, which companies "strike a deal . . .

represents quite remarkable and promise to advance the
cosí of the airline ticket and

growth over the past fve years." arrange for the international
documentation, with the under-
standing that they will be reim-
bursed once the woman or girl
begins working."76 Typically,

women will arrive in a country on a work visa registered as dancers, waitresses,
or other such professions. However, they will commonly have their passports taken
by the agency in question and beconne, in effect, indentured servants. When they
stay in the visiting country beyond the expiration date of their papers they are no
longer legal visitors, although they c annot return to Russia because they have no
passport. As a result, they are left to "work off their debt," which the trafficking
agencies set at arbitrarily high levels. Global Survivor Network found that the traf-
ficking networks in Russia and elsewhere in the NIS charge women up to $30,000
for their "services" Once the women are so indebted, they are at the mercy of their
"employer/benefactor."

During the course of its investigation, Global Survivor Network discovered that
one obstacle to combating the problem is that bureaucrats are often in cahoots with
traffickers, helping to provide false documentation for underage girls who, because
they are virginal (and therefore presumably disease free), are in high demand over-
seas.77 Elena Tiuriukanova, of the Institute for Population Studies in Moscow,
writes that "although women' s migration has great public resonance, there is prac-
tically no official policy aimed at stopping violence, sexual harassment, trafficking
in women and other forms of human rights violations in the field of female labor
migration.."7x The issues that are maniifest in the sex-slave trade exemplify the more
general problems facing women in post-Soviet Russia: dire economic circum-
stances and desperation in the job market, coupled with a liberalization of certain
laws and practices and an inability or unwillingness on the part of state officials to
enforce the laws that relate to violente or general exploitation of women.



Human Rights in Post-Soviet Russia 269

Women's NGOs and some of the mass media have worked hard to publicize
these issues in an attempt to change societal consciousness about violence against
women. There are now more than fifty domestic violence or rape crisis centers
around Russia, which represents quite remarkable growth over the past five years.
Furthermore, recent survey data show that large majorities of both men and wornen
consider family violence to be a crime.79 As is the case with the work of prison
reform advocates, these developments could provide a foundation for future
improvement but as of now have had no discernible impact on levels of violence
against women nor on police responsiveness to the problem. One sympathetic com-
mentator, reflecting pessimistically on the burgeoning NGO community and its
efforts, writes that "social rehabilitation" as conceived by women activists in Rus-
sia may be "not so much reintegrating the wounded person back into society, but
re-educating them for a new order [in which] ... the state is nowhere to be seen
and cannot be appealed to."S0

Conclusion

A significant and positive development during the 1990s and beyond in Russia has
been the emergence of organizations dedicated to defending human rights across
the Russian Federation, which have succeeded in generating considerable publici-
ty for their causes.` Many organizations have successfully developed relationships
with local and federal officials to tackle various human rights problems, notably in
the penitentiary system, where various innovative pilot projects requiring govern-
ment cooperation are now under way. Because they involve a growing number of
citizens in the defense of their rights, these are positive developments. At the same
time, however, larger social forces, especially the chaotic economic changes and
attendant social displacement of the past ten years, have created large pools of indi-
viduals who are in socially vulnerable circumstances, and NGOs have done little
to bring political elites closer to accountability for widespread suffering in the face
of those larger forces.

Recognizing these and other problems, Oleg Mironov, the surprisingly vigor-
ous human rights ombudsman, has repeatedly claimed that Russia is making no
progress in the realm of human rights. In February 2000, he remarked that "if you
want to create a party or hold a picket, you are welcome to do it." However, "pos-
sibly it is the only political freedom which is not violated in Russia."82 While
Mironov's claims require some refinement, his argument that the lack of eco-
nomic development, corruption, and "uncontrolled reform" constitute perhaps the
main threats to Russians' human rights deserves serious consideration. As noted
aboye, the nature of the ideological conflict during the cold war ensured a par-
ticular understanding of what were to be considered the most significant human
rights problems. With the passing of mass political repression in the Soviet Union,
scholarly attention turned to other critical struggles, especially the struggle for
economic transformation and political-institutional reform. Lost from view have
been what Nancy Scheper-Hughes calls "everyday forms of violence," which
have become an ever more pervasive feature of Russian life. Scheper-Hughes,
considering conditions in Brazil and South Africa, calls attention to "forms and
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spaces of hitherto unrecognized, gratuitous and useless social suffering" and
notes that "the things that are hardest lo perceive are often those which are right
before our eyes and therefore simply taken for granted."83 It is precisely these
forms of violence that social and economic changes in the last ten years have
exacerbated. As a result, in Russia, there persists a level of incivility that is mak-
ing a mockery of the best efforts of NGO groups to stop it. That railes the ques-
tion of whether, absent a fundamentally different understanding of the proper role
of the state in social and economic life, NGO and third sector development could
ever translate into the kind of civil society capable of defending citizens' inter-
ests, including their most basic human rights.
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