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			Scholars of the informal economy have long agreed that its role is not confined to the presence of the informal sector, represented by informal employment or the concealed production of goods and services. The structuralist approach, which considers the informal economy to be a sector with clear boundaries, has its advantages because it allows for measuring the scale of informal economic activities that are not reported in official statistics and therefore fall outside state regulation and control. At the same time, this approach is incapable of capturing the wide range of informal practices, networks, power hierarchies, unwritten norms, and rules of the game that affect the interactions and behavior of economic actors. This special issue of Demokratizatsiya presents a collection of articles that examine various manifestations of informality in the Russian economy, and in particular the informal rules of the game that Russian businesspeople construct and follow in their relations with the state.

			A broader view of the informal economy as a variety of manifestations of informality seriously complicates the conceptualization of this highly heterogeneous phenomenon. Different informal practices that serve as alternatives to formal rules can represent either manifestations of the “true market” or the abuse of power by state agents. Informality is a characteristic of both the survival strategies of the poor and the enrichment strategies of the rich. It can serve as a tool of resistance against state pressure as well as of mobilization to capture the state. It can be used either to establish the rules of the game or to avoid them. The possibilities are endless. Informality is firmly woven into formal structures and organizations, making it difficult to trace the boundaries between formal and informal, functional and dysfunctional, and even legal or illegal.

			In the article that opens this issue, Jeremy Morris addresses the issue of conceptualizing informality by contrasting traditional dualistic perspectives with a holistic approach that takes an “imbricated” perspective on informality. Instead of separating informality from economic life, the holistic approach proposes to consider it as integrated into various organizational and institutional structures. From this perspective, imbrication reflects the social “embeddedness” of the informal economy, meaning that a certain mode of informality would not happen if it were not imbricated with particular state and market institutions. Imbrication is described by the author as “a sensitizing and signposting concept rather than a wholly original formulation.” To justify the suggested conceptualization of informality, the author develops three interrelated meanings of imbrication. The first is related to labor and economic activities and demonstrates the problem of untangling formal from informal. The second refers to state practices and bureaucratic rulemaking, examining “how difficult it can be to separate the economic from the political or social, as well as the micro-level from the meso-level.” The third considers imbricated rationalities, exploring the complexity of agents’ own economic and social reasonings. All three meanings of imbrication are illustrated by empirical examples from the author’s ethnographic work in Russia.

			Although informality is recognized as an integral feature of any society, studies of the informal economy traditionally focus on post-communist and developing countries. In Russia, the informal economy became a particularly popular subject during the 1990s, when market reforms and the subsequent economic crises gave rise, on an unprecedented scale, to all sorts of manifestations of informality. The domination of informal practices and relations in the Russian post-Soviet economy was primarily explained by the socio-cultural legacy of socialism or the underdevelopment of the newly established market institutions. However, even after a decade of market reforms, informality had not disappeared from the Russian economy. Instead, informal economic practices and relationships had acquired a systemic character that was affecting economic development.1 Thus, informal employment and the prevalence of informal relations in the labor sphere have become a key characteristic of the specific institutional model of the Russian labor market, which explains its unconventional response to economic challenges.2 Studies of the Russian business sphere reveal the institutionalization of informal relations and networks,  allowing us to speak about the replacement of formal institutions with informal ones.3 In the area of violent entrepreneurship, the scattered bandit and mafia structures that secured the informal “order” and rules of the game in the business sphere during the 1990s were replaced by informal groups of law enforcement officers.4 Corruption, while still rooted in socio-cultural norms, has become a systemic factor of the Russian political system and governance. In her brilliant analysis of the evolution of the Russian informal economy, Alena Ledeneva has shown how “blat” (reciprocal exchange of favors typical for the Soviet shortage economy) transformed into kickbacks (“otkaty”) and informal networks, and eventually into “sistema” (a non-transparent and network-based system of governance that serves the interests of its participants).5 Studies of small entrepreneurship have demonstrated the emergence of the semi-formal institution of corrupt intermediaries facilitating relationships between businesspeople and bureaucratic bodies.6

			In the 2010s, the informality of the Russian economy continued to evolve and acquire new features while adjusting to new economic and political conditions. One of the purposes of this special issue is to look at the new manifestations of informality in the Russian economy, first of all in the relationships between business and the state.  The analytical essay by Svetlana Barsukova traces the transformation of relationships between the government and big business, comparing the situations in the 1990s, the 2000s, and after 2010. The author demonstrates how changes in the mode of political power affected state-business relationships, which evolved from “state capture” in the 1990s to shadow collusion with the state authorities and “payoffs” in the 2000s to “demonstrative loyalty and participation in economically unprofitable projects” after 2010. The author argues that growing pressure on business through the tightening of the requirements for legal activities in recent years, combined with poor protection of private property rights, has generated a new set of informal rules for cooperation between big business and the authorities. 

			While Barsukova looks at business-state relationships at the federal level, Leonid Blyakher and Maria Sakaeva focus on how businesspeople build relationships with the regional and local authorities. Blyakher describes power relationships in the Far East region, building on Vadim Volkov’s concept of a “violent entrepreneur.” Drawing on his interviews with regional businesspeople and officials, he traces the evolution of the local monopoly over violence in the region since the 1990s. In particular, he demonstrates how the criminal “roof” grew into “the power of regional barons,” which he labels the “governors’ cartel,” ensuring control over the most profitable business segments. With the changing political context in the early 2000s, the function of maintaining informal order shifted from the governors’ cartel to the “power vertical” represented by federally appointed regional representatives. The author argues that in recent years the shrinking of resources from the federal center has weakened the informal power of the regional administration, creating a “vacuum” of informal social-order enforcement in the region. The results of the study suggest that the vacuum will most likely be filled by regional law enforcement structures, thus transforming their executive power into rule-making power.  

			Sakaeva analyzes the phenomenon of “moonlighting politicians,” meaning those deputies in regional parliaments and city councils who continue to work in the private sector after being elected. She examines the factors that encourage representatives of small and medium businesses to participate in regional and local legislatures and compares the power capacities of politically affiliated and non-affiliated businesspeople. Using a series of interviews conducted with businesspeople and experts in Komi Republic and the city of Perm, the author shows that political affiliation provides businesspeople with the informal power necessary to cope with the overregulation of the business environment. The benefits of serving in a legislature include the possibility of establishing direct links with state officials, the ability to avoid the problem of payments extorted by public officials from regional businesses, and better access to government contracts. Equally importantly, political affiliations give businesspeople the informal capacity to influence the monitoring and supervisory state agencies, which is crucial for small businesses that are constantly “balancing on the edge of the law.”

			Olga Gromasheva looks at direct interactions between consumers and farmers as an alternative to purchasing food from traditional supermarkets in St. Petersburg. While the main focus of the inquiry is on consumers’ tactics, the article provides a wider picture of informality in the city food market. In particular, it shows how small farmers and gardeners manage to survive in the face of the growing influence of big companies in the food retail market and how different market agents work, including law enforcement agents and state monitoring and oversight agencies like Rospotrebnadzor (Federal Supervisory Agency for Customer Protection and Human Welfare). The ethnographical data collected by the author demonstrates how imbrications of formal and informal practices of supply and purchase in the food retail market coexist with the imbrications of moral and pragmatic reasons for choosing to purchase food directly from farmers. Interestingly, solidarity with the powerless and poor producers is  one of consumers’ key reasons for purchasing food directly from farmers. They consider small farmers to be laborers and see it as ethically and morally better to buy from them than from retail supermarkets. 

			Certainly, this collection cannot cover all aspects and manifestations of informality in the modern Russian economy. However, the studies assembled here once again prove the importance of informality as a systemic feature of the Russian economy, the study of which is necessary to improve our understanding of how the Russian economy and society really work.
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			Abstract: This article argues for moving beyond existing conceptualizations of the “informal economy” that construe informality as a distinct phenomenon with more or less clearly defined borders. Instead, it proposes an “imbricated” perspective where informality and informal economic practices closely relate to other forms of informal organization within networks and political and civic structures. Specifically, the article addresses the issue of how to conceptualize and justify such broader understanding of informality. To do so, it develops three interrelated meanings of “imbrication”—relating to labor and economic activities; the “deregulation” or fuzziness of state practices and bureaucratic rule-making; and the complexity of economic and social reasonings by agents themselves—to explain action. In each case, I offer brief empirical examples from my field research in provincial Russia. 

			The post-socialist region is a fruitful site for research into the informal economy (IE). Recently, research has highlighted the persistence and variety of IE practices, with collections of case studies looking at Eurasian contexts as seemingly diverse as China and Slovakia.1 These studies often “follow” the global logic of IE to contexts beyond post-socialist states. This article takes stock of this body of research, which has expanded from IE to look more broadly at the “informality” that links economic practices to informal organization within networks and political and civic structures.2 “Informality” has been criticized for referring too loosely to “highly heterogeneous phenomena.”3 At the same time, however, institutions like the World Bank now use the term to acknowledge work’s heterogeneity.  Thus, a challenge to research on “informality” is to find approaches that justify this extended “carrying capacity” beyond the term “IE.”

			Moving beyond modernization perspectives that view IE as socialist debris or a by-product of transition (deficient institutionalization), informality research has potential as a holistic concept suited to integrate the study of everyday economic practices with institutionally-focused research. I argue for a holistic informality based on “imbrications”: of economic practices, state processes’ penetration by the informal, and social reasonings about behavior. Despite a dominant view of the autonomy of economic behavior, it is important to restate Granovetter’s “problem of embeddedness”: scholars should neither over- nor undersocialize economic activities. Rarely are social relations an epiphenomenon of the market.4 At the same time, the “economic” should be recognized as part of (imbricated with) the social and local logics of everyday practices. 

			Like Granovetter’s term “embeddedness,” imbrication is a sensitizing and signposting concept rather than a wholly original formulation. Numerous scholars have proposed similar approaches, while falling short of “naming” it. For political scientists, imbrication is implicit in Helmke and Levitsky’s work on informal institutions, where “socially shared rules” help explain incentives and constraints on political behavior.5 Their interest is the political life of societies, yet their focus on how state processes may be rule-like and based on shared understandings points to the relevance of “informal institutions” beyond the strictly political sphere. An imbricated perspective would see informal political institutions as just one set of practices in correspondence with the social, cultural, and economic. Imbrication also finds inspiration in the “diverse” economies approach associated with the Community Economies Collective,6 while stressing the ongoing relationship between informality and waged formal work. A sustained post-socialist articulation of the “diversity” approach is that of Stenning et al. on the “domestication” of marketized imperatives in Eastern Europe.7 “Imbrication” itself can be traced to a reading of economic and social geography research, particularly on Ukraine and Russia,8 that first questioned the formal/informal binary9 and utilizes an older Total Social Organization of Labor (TSOL) literature.10 

			Imbrication therefore refers to the difficulty in disentangling formal and informal economic activities, as well as the social embeddedness of informality. This puts informality in an intimate relationship to the state, along with corruption, patrimonialism, and clientelist practices, which would not exist unless they were imbricated with the workings of both state and market institutions. The capacity for informality to substitute for bureaucratic processes—and even allocate and accumulate state-like resources—in a “deregulated,” but not unregulated fashion is emphasized.11 This requires better integration into analysis of the work of street-level bureaucrats, who often have other affiliations (including clientelist credentials). Informality in bureaucracy-society relations traces its micro-origin to Michael Lipsky’s original insight about the wide powers of discretion exercised by ordinary state functionaries.12 While there is a calculating logic to informality related to models of economic rationality, it is one tempered by its social embeddedness and other value-system effects. This foregrounds the “agent” problem within structuralist accounts of informality as well as the socio-cultural background to “economic rationality,” a “substantivist” tradition associated with Polanyi. Embeddedness is alert to interpretative reasonings by agents engaged in informality beyond utility maximization. If we take economic reasoning seriously, we should equally take account of “non-economic” rationality. For example, the rejection of the control, surveillance, and subordination involved in formal work may produce important imperatives in seeking informality. Autonomy as a counterpoint to economic reasoning emerges here. 

			This article is essayistic rather than strictly empirical. Examples of research data and materials are confined to brief illustrative examples. It is structured as follows. First, I outline the compartmentalized approaches to IE and the more integrative structuralism proposed by Castells and Portes.13 Next, I discuss three imbrication concepts: formal-informal labor; imbrication of state practices and the informal/illicit; and imbricated multiple logics of agents’ reasonings. In each case, I ground these concepts in brief empirical examples from my field research along with significant contributions from the relevant literature. After that, I counter some of the critical objections to a broad definition of informality—namely that it ignores the precarious nature of informal economic activities or is too conceptually loose to be analytically useful. Finally, I conclude that a holistic account of informality is important in countering an “othering” of postsocialism, allowing comparison with similar diversity in economic practices in other places.

			Tracing “Informal Economy” from Dualism and Legalism to Structuralism

			This section is not a literature review, so much as a conceptual tracing exercise. Furthermore, it cannot do justice to the full breadth of ways IE has been explored. As a result, it mainly focuses on the application of the term within studies devoted to former Communist countries.

			It is worth going back to the origins of the term IE as it developed in context. Keith Hart popularized the term “informal sector” in the 1970s through his study of (unregistered) self-employment in post-colonial Africa among the urban poor.14 It became a development term and subsequently the World Bank and the International Labour Office focused on this mainly third-world context to represent IE as both avoidance of government regulations and taxes and as a potential route out of poverty:  

			A cushion for workers who cannot find a job in the formal sector […] it entails a loss in budget revenues by reducing taxes and social security contributions paid […]. It invariably leads to a high tax burden on registered labor.A high level of informality also can undermine the rule of law and governance.15

			For institutions, the negatives outweigh the positives, and formalization, rather than toleration, is optimal. However, this dualist perspective (formal versus informal activities) imputes to IE both cause and effect of poor state functioning, and rests on an ideal vision of the state that the informal proceeds to undermine. In the post-socialist context, informality is also linked to insufficient state capacity or institution-building. Others approach informality (clientelism, personalistic ties) as integral to the systemic functioning of the state,16 but usually conclude that this retards development. Informality as “systematized” and linked to both state functioning and dysfunction reveals IE to be as much about citizen-state relations in highly developed Global North contexts as it is about development in Global South contexts. It also shows that the values and logics underpinning IE practices go beyond economic rationality. 

			The informal sector was initially seen as the antithesis of national capitalism: “Most economists saw the idea in quantitative terms as a separate sector of small scale, low-productivity, low-income activities without benefit of advanced machines.”17 However, Castells and Portes recognized it as an essential part of the structuring of globalized capital: multinational companies use IE in peripheral states as a way of keeping labor costs low through subcontracting and avoiding bureaucratic and tax obstacles. 

			A “legalist perspective”18 is a third category of IE studies, highlighting the frequent division between legal formal and illegal informal activities. Legalistic perspectives, like dualist ones, impute poor state functioning: “cumbersome formal rules and regulations create excessive costs that attract businesses and workers to the informal economy.”19 Representative of this strand in the post-socialist context is Feige, who contends that incentives for informalization stem from lack of clarity over property rights.20 A deficient or fuzzy legal framework is the driver of informality.

			Post-socialist treatments often implicitly reproduce the division between structuralist and dualist approaches. Structuralists do not see the relevance of subsistence, bazaars, or household micro-activities, instead focusing only on employment. Overall, while acknowledging the interdependency of the formal and informal, structuralism presents an ultimately compartmentalized view: for instance, studies informed by anthropology focus narrowly on subsistence and survival activities. A “dualism” can also be observed in economic sociology approaches,21 expressed in definitions like “marginal subsistence household” and “mutual aid economy.” These aspects of the unobservable economy are set apart from tax avoidance and corruption, which are termed “shadow economy.” 

			To further illustrate the problem of compartmentalization, it is worth returning to Castells and Portes.22 Far from being set apart as “survival activities” performed by the most marginal in society, IE was systematically linked to the formal: “Workers may switch between the two sectors even during the same workday.”23 Similarly, management and payment forms may be the only aspect that defines a work process as informal—autonomist in nature or characterized by limited oversight. Recent treatments explicitly discuss the dualist and structuralist approaches with a view to moving beyond them to a more holistic treatment.24 For example, Anna Danielsson,25 studying NGOs in Kosovo, explores the internally consistent socially driven logics of informality, which rely on “common sense” norms and values that are widely shared, but which are still structured by economic and power hierarchies, or “everyday practices of power.”26 

			Before presenting the imbrications (formal-informal labor, state-society, multiple rationalities) at the heart of my argument for holistic informality, I briefly discuss my field site as an illustrative case study. It comprises a District containing two former monotowns and a number of villages in central Russia. Since 1999, I have observed the endlessly resourceful ways in which people make ends meet in a small industrial town I call Izluchino and its rural hinterland. One day, people engage in cash-in-hand work, self-provisioning, and reciprocal services. The next day, they are back in regular factory work making plastic pipes and steel structures for the gas industry. On the weekend (or more likely free weekdays due to shift patterns), these factory workers transform into self-employed tradesmen working in homes or even industry. They also use formal enterprise resources such as vehicles, materials, financial services (like loans), and networks to facilitate economic activities beyond their registered jobs: using a flatbed truck that belongs to their place of employment to transport construction materials to a building site, using tools from work to do tradesmen’s work, obtaining small-scale capital from employers, and so on. Leisure—fishing, hunting, gathering, distilling alcohol, gleaning—may also entail an element of informality, which, while in some cases marginal, reduce the family’s reliance on the formal economy, not only the grocery store, but also the furniture shop, the repair garage, and so forth. This is integrated into the shift pattern, network, and material relationships deriving from employment. The meaning of gleaning does not just relate to food; the term relates to the old practice of “obtaining” scrap or surplus materials from work or elsewhere, or making use of other resources (like vehicles and fuel) for private or even mutual and reciprocal use. Care and personal services are also significant. Some of this is unpaid and based on relations of mutuality and reciprocity (such as babysitting for neighbors) and can be considered part of solidarity informality. However, most activities rely on constellations of embedded and imbricated relationships that span and connect work, acquaintance, kinship, and urban/rural spatialities. Importantly, the state is “actively” absent in relation to regulation that would otherwise reduce informality. Without its connivance in turning a blind eye to—and even sometimes encouraging—informal fixes to economic and society problems, the informal would not thrive. Economic precarity is important in producing informal economic activities like taxi-driving, day laboring, and trading, but the state makes these practices licit, whether intentionally or unintentionally. 

			Formal-Informal Work Imbrications

			Imbrication proposes that because of the diversity of practices observed in the post-socialist world, IE as embedded in a wider meaning of informality as a whole should be a consideration of research. This is because it is often difficult to untangle the formal from the informal, the illegal from the legal, even in contexts such as traditional factory work and employment. While this owes much to the “diverse economies” in economic geography,27 it differs in that the diverse economy focuses more on hidden and cooperative alternatives to the formal,28 while the imbrication thesis acknowledges the ongoing significance of waged work and the entanglement of informality with it. 

			Routh gives a broad and inclusive definition of IE as “activities and entrepreneurships that are not registered in accordance with the prescribed laws, are not in compliance with labor legislations, escapes monitoring by the state officials, lacks appropriate conditions at work, and mostly temporary and casual in nature.”29 However, in many post-socialist contexts, practices may be more than “temporary and casual,” making it worth adopting a wider definition: informality signifies commodified and non-commodified work activities that escape accurate or complete quantification by the state, including legal and illegal activities, the licit and the illicit, and the grey area in between. 

			My fieldwork provides an example of why this breadth is needed: an “underground workshop” making double glazing window units in an informally sublet part of a partially defunct factory in Russia.30 Business sales at another location were registered and paid sales tax, but the production was entirely unregistered and the workers informally employed (paid cash every two weeks). Some workers did this job for three years, challenging the assumption that informal work is only precarious, exploitative, and/or casual or short-term. 

			We should not confuse such examples with the more widespread informal practice of “envelope” wages, paid as a part of the overall remuneration in otherwise formalized enterprises.31 Informal employment shows how formal and informal, licit and illicit, legal and illegal aspects of economic life are entangled in a way that makes their disaggregation problematic. They are “imbricated” in the sense that they depend on complex social factors such as particular kinds of trust networks. In addition, subsistence and provisioning activities should remain part of what we think of as informality, given the ongoing marginality and precariousness of many people’s lives in many post-socialist contexts and the need for a portfolio of income sources.32 Even if some practices are not monetarily important, they still occupy a meaningful space in people’s lifeworlds and relate to connections that may yield connections to employment and other more commodified practices (this relates also to the third element of imbrication related to different kinds of rationalities).

			Further examples of “informal employment” illustrate this category. A general workman is paid cash for one-off specialist jobs conducting repairs within a gas-powered heating station.33 His day job is at a metal factory but 25% of the time he is on furlough due to lack of orders. He also works weekends as an unregistered “self-employed” plumber, in turn “employing” others installing heating systems in country houses. Like the aforementioned example, these are relatively enduring examples of informal work. Finally, we have a car welder-mechanic working as a favor. The “workshop” is actually an inspection bay within a fully functioning metal cable factory where the owner of the car works. The latter is a good example of what makes IE difficult to measure or explain: the work is not necessarily commodified (the “favor” of welding the car may never be “called in”) nor “parasitic” on the formal economy, but it is nonetheless imbricated with it—the welding takes place after hours and with the permission of the foreman. 

			Colin Williams’ classificatory schema of informality evokes imbrication.34 It shows the gradations of activities from informal to formal and their overlapping nature, as well as their potentially enduring social reality. The two axes move from left to right in degrees of informalization, and bottom to top in degrees of marketization (commodification). Activities can be paid or unpaid, employment-like, untaxed or without a contract, gleaning-like, or reciprocal favors. Williams has used this schema to show comparatively the “limited reach of the [formal] market … as well as a fresh perspective on the nature of work cultures and how they vary spatially.”35 It is also important to underline that “economic” does not always equate to “paid.” Exchanges of favors that provide mutual economic benefit to parties are common not only among the economically marginalized. 

			Williams’ schema of overlapping and inter-related practice36 is adapted from a TSOL approach based on examples from the Western European context developed from Glucksmann.37 The strength of TSOL lies in its relational approach to labor, “however and wherever it is undertaken, the concept of work as economic activity is recovered, but no longer restricted by the boundaries separating institutional spheres or the constraints demarcating traditional academic disciplines.”38 Scholars working on informality can, by taking note of the TSOL approach, contribute to its critique of the ongoing conceptual division of labor in sociology.39 In the Global North perspective, examples of unpaid formal work are commonly associated with internships or volunteering, which have significant “economic” value but which are often perceived as part of civil society practices, and not conceptualized economically. 

			In the post-socialist context, unpaid work is more likely to carry the meaning of contributing in some way to household reproduction or having a “moral” value in a more immediate way than does “volunteering” in the Global North context. Examples might include unpaid caring roles, which imply either reciprocal or mutual aid. Equally, one may encounter “below the radar” or less “legitimate” forms of unpaid work. In place of a Global North example such as “unpaid soccer coach,” we may observe unpaid family or friends helping out in a local business. Again, this is informal unpaid labor, yet in a formal setting—underlining the value of TSOL in challenging a division of work. At the formal end of unpaid labor, in place of the Global North example of “internship” we may substitute barely-paid roles such as night-watchmen (or more likely women) in a factory. This role is often reserved for disabled or elderly workers. There are numerous similar jobs in post-socialist states which require little to no “presence” and which draw almost no salary, but which entitle the holder to (not yet completely residual) state or enterprise benefits. Thus, the post-socialist experience adds further nuance to the critique of labor division—a night-watchman is paid to labor, but in reality is more like an “unpaid” intern, but with very different perspectives both from the worker and from the employer. This ubiquitous role is both a holdover from the socialist period of full employment, and has the additional meaning today of providing social and psychological worth to “surplus” persons (such as older women) and, for employers, constituting a public performance of welfare provision. This is, ironically, the “informal” aspect of this formal work. 

			More importantly, the value of near-unpaid formal work is in enabling informality, a less common reality in the Global North. Borbála Kovács’ research on the “nanny’s” portfolio of employment in Romania illustrates this.40 As a cleaner in a bank, the nanny qualifies for a pension and other benefits, but most of her time is spent caring (paid, but unregistered) for the bank manager’s children. This is not perceived as exploitative. Additionally, these activities are partially distanced from the state, only to intersect with it later on (pension entitlements).

			IE continues to support household reproduction for the poorer deciles of the population in many states. This is why it continues to be a particular focus in recent work on Russian and Ukraine in the context of the global economic crisis. However, TSOL helps avoid seeing it in isolation. In Ukraine, for example, informality practices are “deeply entwined in the location they take place in [and] concerned with far more than just the ‘economic’ as they rely on historical antecedents, cultural knowledge, non-monetized reciprocity and the ability to negotiate power relationships as well as formal exchange.”41 Russian findings also challenge the so-called “marginality” thesis that represents IE activity as mainly affecting those without access to formal, “normative” employment.42 

			Informalized, Deregulated State Provision 

			The imbrication thesis can be further expanded and supported when examining how difficult it can be to separate the economic from the political or social, as well as the micro-level from the meso-level. In the town and District studied, local elite networks fought for control of the rubbish collection business in the town (state provision of services) because it was ripe for siphoning off municipal funds for private gain (corruption as an informal institution). The competition for control by leveraging informal clientelistic ties higher up led to the involvement of District (the Procuracy, allied with the ascendant local elite) and then Regional (Oblast) security services (allied with the challenger local elite and against the procuracy). The “formal” result was the imprisonment of a local politician—for making a private loan to himself from municipal funds to buy an automobile—and the annulment of the existing waste contract. Furthermore, such corruption was only possible because of the blurry line between insufficiently formalized aspects of state procurement and provision: overlapping or obscure delineations of jurisdictions, legally incoherent contracts, opaque “holding companies.” The informal outcome was that corrupt tendering practices in other areas (such as bribes for access to the local retail market and the subletting of public buildings for private gain) were disrupted and renegotiated by new constellations of elites, and a micro-level conflict was elevated to a meso-level informal competition between different siloviki organizations.

			Another example is local businesses’ “choice” to provide funding for infrastructure in return for preferential treatment in planning and other matters under the purview of the local authorities. This is problematic because the resulting informal activities cannot be easily defined as corruption in the same way as the rubbish collection business or other examples of “kick-back” informality can.43 “Favor projects” such as these were also undertaken because of an internalized and external expectation of political paternalism among local businessmen. The municipality planned to refurbish a leisure center, including two derelict swimming pools. The local town council wished to add a small, specialized third swimming pool for disabled children. This funding was not possible via existing budgets. The owner of a local SME given the main contract—who was also a local elected representative—took this job on “gratis.” The patronage was entangled with political and economic self-interest, but more importantly, the third pool was an informal side project, providing an unregistered “bonus” to a dozen of the businessman’s employees during the summer furlough. Here we have a meeting of the informalization of state procurement/infrastructure, informalized employment, and of course political decision-making, responsibility, and welfare provision. It is partly commodified, but it also contains marks of a “socialist” legacy: of paternalism generally, “subbotnik” voluntarism, enterprise-municipal patronage (shefstvo),44 and local social “entrepreneurship” in the face of the inadequate Russian state. 

			The way informality meets, or rather percolates into, the state and its limited capacity for provision or oversight is a good example of where research can prompt a wider consideration of issues that are beginning to be aligned under the term “stategraphy.”45 Tatjana Thelen and collaborators see an opportunity for anthropology to fill an “analytical gap between state images and practices” through what she calls stategraphy.46 Crucially for the relevance of informality research, “stategraphy would then see analysis converge on ‘relational modalities, boundary work, and embeddedness of actors.’”47 Thelen critiques the neo-institutionalist frame of analysis and the deficiency theory of post-socialist societies.48 Informality contributes to theorizing the association and embeddedness that accompanies economic relations. In turn, this helps overcome normative assumptions around informality that persist beyond the purview of post-socialist scholarship (similarly characterized by a deficiency perspective). 

			Like Thelen, I argue that informality has the potential to analyze “increasing fluidity and transformation of state structures.”49 The meanings of everyday informal practices relate closely to representations of the state—they are not always negative. Indeed, the example of the swimming pool was discursively represented as reducing pressure on the bureaucratic problems of the welfare state, not as correcting a lack of funding itself. Localist self-reliance, the demonstration of solidarity between social estates, and the ongoing justification of enterprise paternalism provide more nuance than an analysis based solely on the idea of the withdrawal of the state or the residualization of its social role. This illustrates the value of a stategraphy approach to the study of informality: it is not enough to present a pluralist concept of the state,50 nor does a reliance on the cultural representation of the state suffice—e.g. in the all-too-common “abandonment” trope. Similarly, Roy, writing on India, argues that regulatory “ambiguities” and unintentional deregulatory situations “are precisely the basis of state authority and serve as modes of sovereignty and discipline.”51 Such governmentalizing effects of informality remain underexamined in the post-socialist context.

			Practices of informality that intersect with state functions, parallel them, or even seemingly frustrate their operations may still be “integrated” into bureaucratic practice. Three examples loom large in my own fieldwork experience: the “informal municipal fix” outlined above; informal taxis as a deregulated “public transport” system;52 and the quasi-legalization of informal utility installations (water, gas, electricity) and the informal self-employment these installations support. Each case requires the involvement (including by passive acceptance) of local state actors, whether local authority accountants or regulators. 

			In my field-site, getting a gas connection to a newbuild domestic property requires the local authority’s gas engineer to sign off in person. For a private householder, this might take months, many trips out of town (to the district center), and significant paperwork. However, an “emergent organizational form” of bureaucracy53 streamlines this process by making use of informality. A retired gas engineer who formerly worked for the local authority’s utility office now deals with the paperwork for a small fee, which legally delegates this work to him. The utility office openly advises customers to apply to this neighboring “kontora” in order to shorten and simplify the application process. The retiree allocates the installation and inspection to a qualified person, and provides the necessary safety documentation. This processual focus on informality and state brings out the embedded social relations of actors. Plumbers, utility clerks, building inspectors, local authority cadastral officers (gas lines need to be accurately recorded on maps), and heating engineers recreate and change the state through their semi-formal, partly informal relational modalities. This is not “resistance,” but nor is it “corruption” or even clientelism. At the simplest level of analysis, it illustrates the agency of bureaucracy to effect informal, deregulated solutions that become semi-formalized practices through time and are cemented through recurrent encounters with street-level bureaucrats. More broadly, we observe the many “amnesties” and unresolved legal ambiguities (relating to property ownership and capital) that affect both rich and poor.54 We should view them not as processes of permanent formalization but as lacking finality—as examples of deregulation. The state here explicitly addresses itself to informal formations and negotiates with them, which Roy calls “law as social process.”55 

			Imbricated Rationalities: Exploring Agents’ Values and Reasonings 

			The third sense of imbrication acknowledges the complexity of agents’ reasonings about practices and behavior. Why not explain informality as an overlap of utility-maximizing and culturally- or socially-predicated provisioning?  Para-economic value dispositions underlying informal practices are capacious enough to connect market to mutuality. This is necessary if “embeddedness” is not to become a black box term that ultimately says nothing.56 In some research, “autonomy” emerges to offer conceptual depth to informality.57 Autonomy here does not refer to informality as separated from markets or the functions of capital, but indicates that understanding it requires agent-focused meanings for participation.58 

			An example of this approach would be “autonomy” as a value-orientation of actors that sustains engagement with informality, combining structural aspects of informal labor and its intersubjective interpretation, as well as the local negotiation of power relationships.59 In this sense, informality may address the problem within “diverse economies” or autonomous geographies approaches that posit it as emergent only through the promotion of alternative non-capitalist space.60 In such spaces, autonomous practices tend to be “fractured, incomplete and transitory.”61 Informality may entail capital-intensive, or self-exploitative, market-orientated activities as much as non-market and mutual ones, from which individuals or groups may derive a sense of autonomy or power. More specifically, autonomy may refer to labor that lacks general intermediary control by management; autonomism may relate to a sense of control over work processes/times/places. The agency of informal workers may be “trapped” in place and limited to local contexts, but equally may be scalable through political organization.62 These may be relevant perspectives on informality, even in contexts that to the outside seem like desperation, exploitation, and precarity—in informal care work, construction work, and petty trade, for example.63 

			People who negotiate constant movement between formal and informal labor status often interpret aspects of control, surveillance, and subordination in formal work as important imperatives in seeking informality—for example, the factory worker who gains a majority of his income from weekend own-account plumbing work. In addition, tradespeople and other workers may perceive the attainment of social and personal satisfaction from such informal work, especially when connected to a reciprocal social network of others. The “symbolic interactionist” significance of informality should not be underplayed,64 particularly as this has economic implications. Negotiations of social stratification and value emerge from informal payments in higher education and healthcare contexts—both staples of research in post-socialist contexts.65 This moves a network approach beyond a sterile interactionalist account. Nonetheless, such approaches should always be attuned to how agents’ dispositions to engage in informality, while motivated by “practical sense,”66 may ultimately exacerbate marginality and precarity, or corruption and inequality—as in the healthcare and education contexts. Danielsson argues that agent-centered informality is important in allowing analysis to move beyond structuralist or network perspectives, which reduce informality to an effect of defective economic transition.67 At the same time, she cautions that we should be wary of reduc[ing] “informal economic practices only to tangible social structures in the form of networks, the explanation omits wider structural dynamics, positions and power relations that may (or may not) come into play through network-based interactions.”68 “Values” and subjective reasoning alone are therefore not enough.

			Nonetheless, some activities—although they can be interpreted as being due to economic necessity (home DIY)—are valued and performed just as much for intangible reasons. I have approached this by engaging with the philosopher of social science Alasdair Macintyre to discuss domestic decorative DIY (which also has economic value) as an “internal good”69—a practice done for its own sake.70 MacIntyre’s virtue ethics are concerned with maximizing the “good life” through practices that transcend economism. Similarly, Harding and Jenkins sought to challenge what they called the myth of the hidden economy, arguing for the need to take seriously actors’ perceptions and accounts of what they themselves are doing—a substantivist perspective—and to offer an alternative framework to the dualist or “separate” economic model.71 They explored the meaning of household activities like social solidarity work as informality that had an economic value (however difficult to define), such as ironing a garment for a sick neighbor. For Harding and Jenkins, even in the West, the formal is not the actual economy, which is simply one element of the social construction of organizational life; the term “formal economy” is part of the reification of the formal nature of a bureaucratic, metric society. 

			Critiques and Challenges

			In this final section, I summarize two related critiques of informality and suggest some solutions. The first is the “myopia” position; the second is the conceptual looseness of “embeddedness.” 

			Samers argues that some research on informality (in diverse economies) overstates its “progressive” potential, placing undue emphasis on marginal practices that are not scalable.72 More specifically, Samers argues that research should distinguish between a) informality as non-capitalist practices of mutual aid or cooperative economic actions; and b) informal employment. The argument alleges “myopia” about the exploitative nature of most informal employment. Portes and Haller also caution against “celebratory” approaches to informal economic practices that see them as illustrating the “true market” in action.73 They indicate the potentially negative implications of embeddedness. The pimp (their example), loan shark, or agricultural labor gang-master are usually socially embedded actors. 

			In post-socialist contexts, these cautions have plenty of relevance, not least in the notorious area of construction work and the coercive conditions under which Central Asian migrants labor in Russia, for example.74 Similarly, informalized employment is associated with the most “abusive” labor practices, even within the new states of the EU.75 However, if the post-socialist context tells us anything, it is that informal employment, whether exploitative/precarious or not, is difficult to separate from other practices (including the economy of prestige in Central Asia). Equally, there are many contexts where informality is not a coercive phenomenon, nor is it always sufficiently commodified to make this likely—as indeed the heterodox reading of “the economic” in geography proposes.76 The problem of the conscious or unconscious idealization of informality77 should not prevent researchers from considering informality to help “theorize the proliferative nature of economic life”78 in ways that point to socially embedded practices as contributing to a solution to the current crisis in governance and legitimacy. 

			The charge of conceptual looseness is a stronger one than that of myopia. Numerous scholars question the utility of an overly broad conceptualization of informality.79 Steenberg also criticizes informality research for its “inherent state-centric perspective [that] naturalise[s] bureaucratic organisation as legitimate organisation per se and conceptually relegates non-state, non-bureaucratic organisation.”80 The frame of research reduces the diverse informality encountered to “subdued, reactive, resilient or resistant practices.”81 Furthermore, the grouping of diverse practices into one category has the potential danger of rendering societies in which they occur “other” and marked with the “lack” that informality may imply.82 In contrast to the “lack” model, it is more fruitful to see informality as part of the adaptive transformations of social institutions and practices. Informality contains structured and enduring social meanings: “residues of formerly existing institutions” rather than “byproducts” of the formal economy or deriving from its shortcomings.83 While this is particularly obvious in societies such as those in Central Asia, where Steenberg’s research takes place and where formal structures and informal institutions cannot be easily untangled, this is the case even in seemingly “firewalled” formal bureaucratic states. 

			Steenberg here also points to the problem of defining embeddedness, an issue taken up in more detail by Rekhviashvili.84 If economic practices are embedded only in the sense of networks of interpersonal relations, then informality lacks purchase as an analytic concept.  A Polanyian framing requires research to contrast the embedded nature of informal practices with the disembedding character of similar practices in formal markets.85 While this is observed in some of the empirical material, a more sober assessment may recognize that the “dialectical connection” of market and mutuality86 invariably applies to informality as well. We return to the need to bring out and account for “imbrication” to avoid the twin pitfalls of uncritical “myopia” and “embeddedness.” Then research could provide insight into whether “informal practices are more embedded compared to formal economic transactions and labor relations, and what role informality plays inside the dialectic connection of market and mutuality.”87

			Conclusions

			Structural and modernization perspectives considered informality to be socialist debris or a byproduct of transition, predicting its decline as a market economy became established and the state consolidated power. As elsewhere, these positions see informality as largely negative, hindering development.88 However, much research in the post-socialist world has shown this perspective to be Western-centric and empirically unsubstantiated. It reproduces a hierarchical ordering of societies and contributes to the othering of the post-socialist world.89 However, informality research has potential as a bridge-building concept suited to reconciling the study of non-state institutions and practices with research focused on institutions. “It makes practices visible that have previously had no notice in these analytical traditions.”90 

			As argued with reference to Thelen’s critique of the “deficiency model” of (post)socialism, informality, along with corruption, patrimonialism, and clientelisitic practices, would not exist unless they were imbricated with the workings of both state and market institutions. In particular, street-level bureaucrats should really take center stage in future informality research. So far, “their presence [in such research] is generally discrete and equivocal, because more often than not they are introduced into the story by other participants.”91 Incorporating these actors into research and therefore integrating an organizational focus with researchers penetrating “state agencies and public services, such as tax offices, police precincts, hospitals, schools, welfare agencies, custom authorities and local authorities” is a tall order, but is necessary to further informality studies.92

			Thirty years out from communism, informality remains a systemic,93 sometimes systematized form of deregulation, with links to livelihood practices and ethical dispositions. Is it an oxymoron to speak of informality as a system? This article has argued that remaining sensitive to conceptual framings of embeddedness, imbrication, and deregulation reveals the self-sustaining, rhizomatic model of informality, which encompasses economic, political, socio-cultural and ethical perspectives. The critical TSOL perspective only aids this framing. It allows for the integration of a “full-spectrum” focus on “interactions between labour and work activities across boundaries between socio-economic modes. These boundaries have always been permeable, the same work activity crossing between domains.”94

			Finally, we should interrogate our prefacing of informality with the adjective “post-socialist.” A recent political economy overview on global informality concedes, rather begrudgingly, that many may “participate in the informal economy because there is more autonomy, flexibility and freedom in this sector than in the formal one.”95 It may be that the post-socialist case is just one of the most readily researchable, most widespread examples of informality, and that we can find such examples in most societies if we look harder and make fewer assumptions. Demystifying the post-socialist case may prompt others to think harder about the diversity of so-called “more developed,” “less corrupt” societies and economies and the relatively “hollow” conceptualization of formal institutions.96 Organizational ethnographies of street-level bureaucrats and institutional actors’ responses to and negotiations with informality are key to this aim.97 

			The study of IE has led critical scholars to posit “diverse, multiple and heterogenic modes of economic conceptualization.”98 This in turn has resulted in far “richer contemporary economic landscapes emerging, within which the capitalist mode of production is seen to be highly uneven.”99 The persistence, and in some cases expansion, of informal labor and its networks is related to questions of precarity, autonomy, types of social trust, mutuality, and state regulations and deregulation. However, the quantifiably economic part of the formality-informality equation may be less significant in the future, as commodified labor actually decreases as a proportion of time spent “working,” and not just among poorer people. For example, what does the statistic that 35% of working-age Italians are “economically inactive”100 express, other than conceptual failure to integrate informal practices?  While precarious economic times are important to the picture, bringing in informality is an opportunity to reimagine alternative “noncapitalist forms of economy (including ones we might value and desire) as both existing and emerging, and as possible to create.”101 This is part of “normal” livelihoods in postsocialism, where the imbrication of the formal and the informal is taken as a given and incorporated into everyday life.
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			Abstract: This article traces the transformation of informal relations between the government and big business due to the changing financial and administrative capabilities of the state, comparing the situations in the 1990s, 2000s, and 2010s. The oligarchic capitalism of the 1990s arose when a weak state was forced to seek the help of those with financial capital in exchange for political rights. Economic development in the 2000s, the budget surplus, and Putin’s policies changed the situation: “milking” the country’s budget and arranging “payoffs” became the main forms of informal cooperation between the government and business. However, the economic difficulties of the 2010s sharply aggravated competition for access to budget resources. Under the slogans of legalizing the economy and fighting corruption, the administration found new informal ways to manage and control big business, assigning the “kings of government contracts” to implement projects as a marker of loyalty to the President’s administration and a precondition for continued business success. 

			Russia has a reputation for unwritten rules. Although informal business practices are found in countries all over the world, in Russia they are not merely decorative but provide the basis for many economic and political processes. All kinds of entrepreneurs actively use informal practices to build relationships with their partners and the state, and they are a key feature of Russians’ everyday lives.1

			Informal practices are both plastic and stable. On the one hand, they change quickly in response to external conditions, playing the role of springs absorbing the collision between formal rules and social norms.2 On the other hand, informal practices are extremely stable and inert. That is, first they help to adapt to the formal order and then they become an informal standard of behavior. 

			The focus of this article is: how have informal practices in relations between big business and the government changed in the post-Soviet period? Inevitably, we will have to refer to the 1990s for comparison, but the main focus is the period after 2000, when Vladimir Putin came to power.

			I deliberately avoid the term “informal economy,” which is usually defined as a system of trade or economic exchange that exists outside state-controlled venues or money-based transactions the income from which is not typically included in gross domestic product (GDP) computations. There are various ways to recalculate GDP taking the informal economy into account.3 According to official data from the Federal State Statistics Service, the “non-observed economy” accounted for about 15% of Russian GDP in early 2018, which significantly differs from the IMF estimate (33.5%).4 

			The focus here, however, is not quantitative assessments of the informal economy so much as the qualitative characteristics of informal practices that have been established in the relationship between the government and big business in Russia. Corruption, payoffs and “milking” the budget are all examples of such practices. We are interested in how these informal practices shape the behavior of market participants, how they interact, and channels of influence, rather than the value of “the hidden GDP.” Corruption is certainly linked to the informal economy,5 but bribes are not included in the GDP of any country since they create no unrecorded product and simply redistribute income. 

			Informal practices dynamics analysis (“what it was and what it has become”) is a favorite methodological method for studying informality. The Soviet period was marked by a variety of practices that can be described in short as “stealing from the state.”6 The shortages of everyday goods that the Soviet people experienced were compensated for with “pull” (“blat”) and profitable connections.7

			After the collapse of the USSR, in the 1990s, so-called market reforms began. The speed and intensity of the transformations and their destructive nature has been embodied in the metaphor of “market Bolshevism.”8 Business began to move en masse into the informal sphere, ignoring all the laws that the “weak” state attempted to impose on it. Some of the erstwhile functions of the state were taken over by gangsters.9 Commodity abundance made blat obsolete, but informal relationships continued to be important for solving private and business problems alike.

			In 2000, Vladimir Putin became president of Russia. Although he rhetorically proclaimed adherence to Boris Yeltsin’s policy, the political course gradually began to change. Whereas the essence of Yeltsin’s policy had been emergency and orthodox liberal reform of the economic and political systems, Putin began the process of “restoring the Russian state” by gradually reorienting it toward national conservatism.10 If the early Putin era was described as the “road to democracy,”11 it later became clear that the road was a dead end; Russia became an “authoritarian market” or “hybrid” regime.”12

			How did the relations of big business and the government transform in the context of these changes? Quite a lot has been written about the difference between the 1990s and the 2000s, mostly in terms of the opposition between the “freewheeling” 1990s and the “stable” 2000s. However, there has been less work done on how informal practices continued to evolve after Putin’s rise to power. Much of the literature suggests that with the advent of Vladimir Putin, Russia entered a period of stability, as if “the end of Russian history” had come.

			But it has not. Changes continue, even if they are less noticeable. The political and economic situation in which Russia finds itself today is significantly different from the one in which it was at the beginning of Putin’s rule. Accordingly, informal practices in the relationships between big business and the government are also changing. This is due to the changing administrative and financial capacity of the Russian state. The short presidency of Dmitry Medvedev did not affect this trajectory, since his election was purely symbolic.

			This article describes changes in the informal practices of interaction between big business and the state during the post-Soviet period—that is, high-level, “elite” informal practices. On the one hand, these practices do not affect the everyday experience of ordinary people. On the other hand, it is these “high-level” informal practices that provide indications of the real nature of the regime and answer the question “Whither Russia?”

			Informal Practices of Big Business in the 1990s: The Formation of an Oligarchy

			We might say that big business was born in Russia in 1992-1993. It was then that the government of the Russian Federation privatized the former Soviet enterprises and identified their assets. These companies included the largest raw materials enterprises (Gazprom, Yukos, Rosneft, LUKoil, Surgutneftegaz) and the country’s electricity complex (RAO UES of Russia).

			Privatization began in 1991 and swiftly got under way. Initially, however, it was only trade and service enterprises that were privatized, as well as relatively small industrial and agricultural enterprises—what can be called “small privatization.” The essence of Russian privatization was not the search for new owners for “no-man” enterprises but the transfer of legal property rights to those who already possessed them informally. These owners were the so-called “red directors,” high-ranking bureaucrats and shadow entrepreneurs. In other words, privatization formalized the de facto reality, providing the final proof of what the Soviet people already vaguely suspected: that they were not the owners of the enterprises. Perhaps because this was already widely understood, privatization did not cause large-scale protest among the population.

			However, the government was in no hurry to transfer the largest state assets to private businesses. These were the state’s trump card, to be held in reserve for the crucial moment. This moment came in late 1995. With the presidential elections, scheduled for June 1996, on the horizon, Yeltsin was facing the fact that he had little chance of being re-elected. Shortly before the election, his favorability rating was about 3%.13 At that point, the government turned to bank capital with a request for large loans. In exchange, they offered shares in the largest industrial enterprises in the country. This scheme, implemented in November-December 1995, was called “loans for shares” or “mortgage auctions.” 

			Formally, the government took a loan against collateral. But this belied the informal reality: the government did not plan to repay the loans, essentially gifting industrial assets to the banks. A special piquancy is added by the fact that the commercial banks issued loans with money from the Ministry of Finance, which opened an account in each of the banks and placed funds in it. That is, banks credited the government of the Russian Federation with state money.

			However, the government’s scheme could only be brought to fruition if Yeltsin won the 1996 elections. The victory of communist Gennady Zyuganov, who was polling much better than Yeltsin, would have deprived these banks of the promised shares in state enterprises. 

			Thus, big business put its colossal financial resources into ensuring Yeltsin’s re-election in 1996. Thereafter, informal arrangements were made to convert bank capital into industrial assets received at below market cost. Vladimir Potanin’s Onexim Bank became the owner of Norilsk Nickel, while Mikhail Khodorkovsky’s Menatep Bank gained control over the oil giant Yukos. Boris Berezovsky, meanwhile, paid just $100 million for the oil giant Sibneft, valued at $3 billion.14

			All in all, the formal procedure of “loans for shares” was used as a tool to reach informal agreements that provided financial support for the Yeltsin regime. In exchange for political support, the government provided these bankers with carte blanche for development and was forced to put up with their enormous political influence. An oligarchic model of governance was established.15 However, there was no unanimity within the oligarchic corps and wars over spheres of influence erupted, making the usual thesis of the “seizure of state governance by business” an unnecessary oversimplification of the situation.16

			The oligarchs certainly did not own all big business. But it was the oligarchs who became the hallmark of the 1990s. Informal channels of influence over the government gave them unprecedented wealth. The activities of the federal government, sectoral ministries, and regional authorities hid the informal influence of big business.17

			Notably, some key business figures actually hid their role in decision-making. Roman Abramovich, for instance, was formally only head of the Moscow office of Sibneft and an ordinary member of the company’s board. Formal workflow safely hid his actual role in the business. Such “fouling the trail” was a common business practice in the 1990s, when intricate and changeable formal property relations protected real owners against the revision of privatization.

			The opacity of formal business structures hid real property relations and made it difficult to understand who owned given assets. Enterprises often belonged to “shell companies,” which were created only to register assets of a real enterprise. The owners of the “shell companies” were similarly euphemistic firms. As a rule, they were offshore companies. Formal business organization resembled a Russian nesting doll in which the real owners were hidden deep inside. Thus, not only were the channels of big business’ influence over the government informal, but so too were its internal structure and the boundaries of large business empires.

			The change in relations between big business and the government is usually associated with the arrival in power of Vladimir Putin. This is a fair assessment, but it is also true that big business was also keen to formalize relations with the authorities. This was due to the 1998 financial crisis, which saw the disappearance of many large Russian banks. It became extremely difficult to find domestic sources of funding, forcing big business owners to turn to the global financial market. To do this, however, they had to formalize their business practices, bringing their financial statements into line with the real state of affairs and showing capitalization and dividends. It was not possible to say, “I control regional authorities” or “I have the right person in the Kremlin” and get foreign credit. In addition to cosmetic measures, such as assigning independent members of the board of directors, some essential changes began: formalization of business management procedures and rejection of non-transparent, “matryoshka-like” business architecture. Thus, the default of 1998 and the forced reorientation of business from the domestic to the global financial market resulted in a drift toward the formalization of business activities.

			Interactions with the global financial market revealed that close informal connections between big business and the government were a negative in the eyes of potential investors. After all, the authorities who “patronized” the business could lose their position or influence at any time. In addition, informal relations were not sold together with assets; the more important they were for doing successful business, the greater a risk they posed to lenders and buyers. To conform with the preferences of the world market, Russia’s big businesses tried to distance themselves from informal relationships with government authorities and adhere more closely to the formal rules of interaction—at least to a certain degree.

			Yet the government, to the utter surprise of big business, did not just seek to correct the course charted by Yeltsin, but proposed completely new rules of the game. On February 25, 2000, presidential candidate Vladimir Putin penned an open letter to Russian voters in which he presented his election program. He announced that he was committed to “making oligarchs equidistant from the government,” explaining, “No economic progress is possible if an official depends on capital. Some wonder how to build relationships with the so-called oligarchs in this case. On a common basis! Just like with an owner of a small bakery or a shoe repair shop.”18 A month later, on March 26, 2000, Putin won the election and became president of Russia.

			Perhaps his experience as a professional intelligence officer fostered in Putin a special concern about the political ambitions and economic power of big business. A policy of “consolidation of statehood” was announced, but at that time no one could have guessed how fast this process would go. Putin was completely unknown in business circles, a true “dark horse.”

			“Milking” and “Payoffs” as a Leitmotif of Dialogue: Between Business and Government in the 2000s

			Putin embarked on a decisive struggle against the oligarchs, gradually distancing big business from important political decisions.19 The Yukos case (2003) was a landmark event, proving that the Putin regime was prepared to destroy any big business if it did not submit to the supreme power.20 The state’s tax claims were based on the admissions of a number of firms, which in fact concentrated profits affiliated with Yukos. Of course, there were no formal signs of the affiliation because Yukos had highly qualified lawyers. The court was therefore forced to demonstrate the elasticity of legal norms under distinct informal pressure from the authorities. This increased the loyalty of the rest of the large firms operating in the oil market, since all of them engaged in the same tax evasion schemes. It is important to note that the state did not need to change the letter of the law, just prevent the judiciary from deviating from the “power vertical.”

			This signal was heard. The oligarchs quickly turned into “petitioners,” willing to do favors for the government in exchange for preferential treatment. For example, the state made it clear that it wanted to dominate “strategic industries” and regain the “key positions” in the economy. In response, Gazprombank redeemed Atomstroieksport’s shares from Kakha Bendukidze and transferred them to the state, giving the latter a controlling stake in nuclear construction in foreign markets. At that time, the state did not yet own a controlling stake in Gazprom and therefore lacked the formal power to dictate to Gazprombank what it should do. But big business leaders understood in which direction the informal rules of the relationship between the government and business were shifting and sought to please their “Big Brother.” All links and levels of state governance increased pressure on business: “the seizure of the state by business” gradually changed to “the seizure of business by the state.”21

			As Putin eliminated the oligarchs, he headed for a “strong” state with a powerful repressive system and controlled the media.22 Mass media played a huge role in creating a positive background for the perception of Putin’s policies.23 Regions were strictly subordinated to the center.24 The political process lost the element of surprise. The state’s monopoly of legitimate violence was restored.25 Gradually, the country began to emerge from economic crisis: between 1999 and 2008, Russia’s GDP almost doubled. In the 2000s, people saw real changes for the better: economic growth,26 and reduction of “everyday” corruption serving the relations of the population and government (albeit compensated for by the growth of “business” corruption in the relationship between government and business).27 This move from decline to development was welcomed by the majority of the population,28 which was tired of “shock therapy,” the degradation of the economy and the weakness of state power. Eventually, the government gained widespread electoral support: Vladimir Putin’s re-election in 2004 expressed the real will of the citizens. Protest sentiments would not appear until the next decade.29

			Two circumstances that are characteristic of the 2000s had a serious impact on the dialogue between the government and business. First, the state apparatus grew numerically and professionally.30 In the 2000s, the share of the working population employed in the management and provision of military security grew annually—from 4.8% in 2000 to 5.8% in 2010.31 For every 1,000 people employed in the economy, the number of employees of state bodies and local governments was 17.6 people in 2001 and 24.9 in 2009, an indicator that likewise showed annual growth.32 Control over the activities of the lower levels of the “power vertical” increased and personnel changes took place in key positions in the control and repressive organizations. This did not mean that corruption disappeared among siloviki—security, defense, and law enforcement chiefs. On the contrary, their inclusion in the shadow economy became systemic.33 Yet the Russian power structures had eliminated competitors and monopolized the ability to either solve business problems or deliberately create problems that they were then ready to help get rid of for a bargain price. The state became a machine capable of punishing the unwanted. All in all, the “stick” in the hands of the state was hard to miss.

			Second, the state showed big business a “carrot.” In the 2000s, the federal budget of the Russian Federation began to run a surplus, giving government agencies and organizations massive amounts of funds to play with. This situation, a stark contrast from the chronic deficits of the 1990s, was occasioned by the new system of taxing commodities introduced in the 2000s. This system significantly increased payments from oil and gas production, allowing Russia to run a budget surplus of a record 7.5% of GDP in 2005.34 The surplus persisted until 2009, earning the decade the moniker of the “fat noughties.”

			It is quite clear that the strengthened state became not only a source of threats but also a solvent and extremely profitable customer for some businesses, such as construction of infrastructure facilities, equipment supply for municipal hospitals and schools, development of software products for government agencies, etc. The total value of government contracts doubled in the period from 2006 to 2010 (from 2.1 to 4.8 trillion rubles),35 and this amount did not include the procurement of state-owned enterprises, which became obliged to enter into contracts on a competitive basis only in 2011. Undoubtedly, there was a huge market extremely attractive for business.

			Big business’ response to the solvency of the state was quite pragmatic. Shadow schemes for “milking the budget” became widespread as companies found various ways to make corrupt deals with government officials and thus charge state and municipal authorities inflated rates for services. Formally, everything took place in strict accordance with the law and the contract was awarded on a competitive basis. However, auction organizers rather quickly invented technologies that guaranteed the victory to a pre-selected participant.

			Often, officials did not even bother to simulate competition. Reference to an “emergency” could exempt officials from the need to hold a competition. Suppose rain flooded a basement. Treating this as an emergency, officials would contract with a “lapdog” company specially created for such situations to overhaul the building. As the Anti-Corruption Foundation (headed by Alexey Navalny) showed, the average life of companies involved in “emergency situations” was no more than a year.

			An official’s remuneration (“payoff”) became an indispensable element in gaining access to government contracts. The state representative who awarded the contract was given a payoff as an informal reward from the company. This reality added a new nuance to Russian historian Nikolai Karamzin’s famous phrase about the specificities of Russia, “They keep stealing!” In the 2000s, it became “They keep stealing but in full accordance with the law.” Payoffs and milking the budget are among the “paradoxical phenomena” that do not contravene the law but comply with it. In print media, “payoffs” were mentioned most frequently in the 2000s.36 

			Over the course of the decade, big business began working with the powers-that-be to collectively “milk the budget.” Shadow tandems of officials and businessmen allowed mutually beneficial use of the law as a tool for implementing informal agreements.37 Access to government contracts became the way to quick and guaranteed enrichment. According to experts, payoffs made up 30-40% of the value of state contracts, and up to 60% of Ministry of Defense contracts.38 The caricature of this situation was the image of the two-headed eagle of Russia, which was cut in half by a huge saw.39

			“Kings of Government Contracts”: New Roles in the 2010s

			Like all things, this situation, too, eventually came to an end. The crisis of 2008 heralded the end of “the fat noughties.” With the exception of 2011, the Russian Federation has had a budget shortfall since 2009. In 2016, it reached 3.4% of GDP. Government departments and lobbying groups found themselves in an intense struggle for access to budget money. Public disclosures and compromising materials became a tool in this competition, as isolated but loud scandals led to the arrests of major officials: governors, mayors and ministers.40

			For example, in 2012, a corruption scandal broke out in the Ministry of Defense of the Russian Federation that led to the resignation of Defense Minister Alexander Serdyukov. The repression machine began to gain momentum. The governor of the Bryansk region was arrested in 2014. The governor of Sakhalin and the head of the Komi Republic were arrested in 2015. The governor of the Kirov region, as well as Minister of Economic Development Alexey Ulukaev were arrested in 2016.41 The latter was the first arrest of a federal minister in the history of post-Soviet Russia. In 2017, the heads of Udmurtia and Mari-El were arrested. The list goes on; there are dozens of vice-governors, mayors, and heads of regional governments on it.42 

			The population considered these processes evidence that order was being restored in the country. Intriguingly, despite Putin’s public condemnation of Stalin’s mass repressions and Yeltsin’s rhetoric of continuing the Gorbachev reforms, the population thinks about the current president quite differently. In the mass consciousness, Vladimir Putin is perceived as a figure close to Stalin and Lenin and an antagonist to Gorbachev and Yeltsin, who are extremely unpopular in modern Russia.43

			The rollback of liberal reforms and his self-positioning as a strong and tough politician increased Putin’s standing with the public. This is perhaps because Putin’s repressions, unlike Stalin’s, did not extend to the public at large, but were limited to personnel “shake-ups.” Of course, Putin was not exactly in control of these processes—increasing competition for state, financial and administrative resources became an internal driver of repression—but he was able to capitalize on them to gain popular support. According to the Public Opinion Foundation, in 2015 his favorability rating hit its highest mark (72%) since 2000.44

			In 2013, a new federal law was adopted that tightened the procedure for procurement of goods and services for state and municipal needs (a market valued at about 7 trillion rubles). Control over the use of budget money was greatly strengthened. In 2017, the Accounts Chamber of the Russian Federation found 2.5 times more violations of this law than in the previous year, due not to the deterioration of the situation but to the growing number of audits and the development of audit methods.45

			Accordingly, the risks of corruption schemes perpetrated with the assistance of officials increased sharply. Some continued to “milk the budget” within the framework of small contracts, hoping that a negligible amount would not be carefully controlled. Others who continued to do it relied on a high degree of administrative protection. But periodic scandals/revelations indicated that businessmen and the officials working with them overestimated the degree of protection. The repressive machine was gaining momentum, spurred by competition for access to budget money.

			The general deterioration of the economic situation, caused by the sanctions imposed against Russia, exacerbated the competition for budget funds. Fighting for a place in the sun, the companies actively “poured dirt” on their competitors. This made the previous schemes of “payoffs” and “milking the budget” even more risky for business and state authorities alike. 

			Gradually, major government contracts moved beyond the market logic of “payoffs” and “milking.” Large state contracts began to be given to business structures close to the government because of their special merits or personal connections with top state officials. Moreover, formal contests and tenders were canceled for particularly large contracts and the contractors were appointed by government decrees.

			Such contracts required high-level administrative support. This did not mean that there were no “payoffs” within the framework of such cooperation. Rather, this meant that firms were chosen exclusively among confidants and “trusted” structures close to the government. The administrative resource started superseding the market one.

			A kind of contractor club for distributing large state orders was set up, of which one could become a member for providing special services in the political sphere or due to personal relations with President Putin. For example, in 2016, the state obliged owners of large trucks to pay for the wear and tear their trucks caused to the roads. The “Platon” system was created for the collection of fees. The operator of this system was appointed without any competition: it was a company in which a large stake belonged to the son of Arkady Rotenberg, a personal friend of Putin since their days in youth sports. Drivers began to call this fee the “Rotenberg tax”; their strikes were to no avail.

			As for Arkady Rotenberg, his company Stroigazmontazh celebrated a milestone in the fall of 2017, when the total amount of the government contracts it had been awarded since 2011 exceeded 1 trillion rubles. And this is not even counting all the contracts awarded to firms in which he has a stake.46

			Another, even more ambitious example is associated with the system of labeling products to monitor their turnover. All manufacturers and importers will be required to mark their products. The operator of this system, again appointed without competition, is Alisher Usmanov’s company. Usmanov has repeatedly rendered important services to the authorities, such as taking on the funding of the gymnastics program, which regularly wins gold medals in international competitions.

			As such, Rotenberg Jr. and Usmanov’s companies are allowed to control a huge market with guaranteed profitability. Note that the risks to them are minimal, since the state itself will force drivers to pay for wear and tear to roads or compel manufacturers to apply a label. In other words, the government makes a decision that creates a huge market and appoints these companies to benefit from the market thanks to certain personal relations with representatives of the supreme power. As long as this logic dominates, it will be almost impossible for other players to break into this market. The one-time logic of “milking the budget” with the help of “payoffs” has been transformed into a long-term rent granted by the state.

			A new term—“Kings of State Orders”—has appeared in the lexicon of the Russian media. However, the names of these “kings” will soon be hidden from the public, since in 2017 Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev allowed government customers not to disclose contractors.

			One gets the impression that the modern Russian state distributes large orders as generous gifts to especially close firms, guaranteeing these “kings of state orders” huge profits and easy business. This conclusion is extremely common in the opposition media, yet it is erroneous. The situation is more complicated.

			The fact is that there are many economically unprofitable and technically complex projects among the government orders, and “the kings” cannot refuse to take them on lest their failure be interpreted as disloyalty to the system. These include projects with a symbolic and political component, such as the Olympic facilities in Sochi, stadiums for the World Cup, or the Federal University on Russian Island in the Far East, where there had previously been nothing but a military base. The companies involved in these contracts may incur losses, the projects are technically complex, and their schedules are demanding. The aforementioned Far Eastern Federal University needed to be designed and built in time for the APEC summit—that is, within three years. Thus, the implementation of such projects is a duty and burden rather than a sinecure. Yet it is a burden that these firms are willing to take on in order to remain part of the narrow circle of firms that the government allows to actively develop and be a leader in their industry. 

			Recall the largest state contract in the history of post-Soviet Russia: for the construction of the Crimean bridge, which cost 228 billion rubles (in 2015 prices). This contract went to Arkady Rotenberg’s company, prompting the opposition to reproach the authorities for once again giving money to “the confidants.” But what the opposition failed to mention is that there were no others who wanted to build the Crimean Bridge. Presumably, the other major construction firms breathed a sigh of relief upon learning that this task had not been assigned to them. In addition to the enormous technical difficulties and tight deadlines, participation in this construction meant a “black spot” on one’s global record, as the international community does not recognize Russia’s right to Crimea. No wonder, then, that this contract was awarded on the orders of the government; likely no one would have entered a competition for it. 

			Another example is the construction of stadiums for the World Cup. These stadiums were built by the Crocus Group company in Rostov-on-Don and Kaliningrad, which specialized in the construction of shopping and entertainment complexes and had built sports facilities before. In an interview with the business channel, the head of the Crocus Group, Aras Agalarov, said that he could not refuse those projects since his partnership with the state was formalized as a government order. A public-private partnership was mandatory for his business.

			The businessman described these contracts as “Lenin’s subbotnik” (voluntary unpaid work performed on a Saturday). The stadiums were built on time; Crocus Group did not receive any financial benefits. The businessman publicly expressed the hope that he would not be forced to take control of these stadiums, since he estimated that they would be unprofitable.47 However, he is unlikely to dare to refuse if this happens.

			Evidently, the state determines important objects (sports facilities, the Crimean bridge, a university on a distant island, etc.), and then, under the guise of a public-private partnership, it transfers part of the costs to business. In the best-case scenario, some costs will be compensated later, but there will be no profit, of course. The mobilization of business to solve one task or another takes place in the form of a non-competitive “order” or “appointment.” “Kings of State Orders” cannot refuse when the government wants to enter into a public-private partnership with them.

			Any large business engages in many practices that teeter on the edge of legality or even cross this line. Thus, a motive for repression is easy to find. But it is impossible to simultaneously punish all the businesses that are breaking a law. Sanctions are therefore applied selectively and according to criteria that are outside the legal system. These criteria are often political, relating to the business-government relationship. The refusal to participate in a public-private partnership can cause major problems for any business. It will be punished on strict formal grounds and there will not be not a single formal document indicating that this repression is due to the failure to execute a state contract. A public-private partnership is therefore becoming a kind of tax that big business has to pay in order to get the green light in its business sphere. Government contracts can be a burden for a business, but they guarantee the preservation and development of other, more profitable parts of the business.

			Businesses who execute unprofitable government contracts may also be rewarded with preferential treatment or profitable contracts with guaranteed returns. Arkady Rotenberg built the Crimean bridge and his son was given the lucrative contract for servicing the “Platon” system. It can be assumed that in the event that Rotenberg Sr. had refused to participate in the construction of the bridge, the state authorities would quickly have found grounds for withdrawing the “Platon” system from his son.

			Thus, government contracts are divided into two groups: contracts-obligations, which are a kind of tax on big business and contracts-rewards, bestowed for loyalty to the system. The former give individuals the right to remain in the group of successful entrepreneurs. The latter provide an opportunity to enter a profitable market created and patronized by the state.

			The logic of coercive public-private partnerships is operational not only at the federal level. It is also reproduced at the regional level. The projects involved in the partnerships at this level are less well-known, and smaller businesses are in charge of implementing them. But the general model of relations between the regional authorities and local business is a wholesale copy of relations at the federal level. Governors gather representatives of local businesses and announce to them what projects they should implement in the region, in what time frame, and with what budget funds. Sometimes such offers of cooperation are beneficial for business, sometimes businesses break even, and sometimes they are entirely unprofitable. But businessmen almost never refuse to participate in such projects either as investors or as direct executors, aware as they are of the consequences of such a refusal.

			We have therefore delineated three distinct stages in the relationship between government and big business in the post-Soviet history of Russia. These correspond broadly to the 1990s, 2000s, and 2010s, with their main “heroes” being the oligarchs, the participants in “milking” the budget, and “Kings of State Orders,” respectively (see Table 1). Of course, the divisioninto decades is conditional: “tipping points” did not necessarily fall on the eve of each decade. For example, the 1998 default and the 2008 global financial crisis played a significant role in further changes. However, with some nuance, such a division is justified, since the combination of factors gave these decades clear distinctions in terms of relations between government and business.




			Table 1. Change in informal relations between the government and big business
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							2000s

						
							
							2010s
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							Govern the state in the interests of their own business

						
							
							“Milking” budget money (implementation of contracts at inflated prices)

						
							
							Executing big government contracts within the framework of a public-private partnership 

						
					

					
							
							Relations with state authorities

						
							
							“State Capture”; reduction of the state authorities to the role of puppets

						
							
							Shadow collusion with the state authorities; “payoffs”
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							Unprecedented opportunities for enrichment at the expense of “privatization of the state”

						
							
							Profitability of “milking” a budget depends on the value of the contract and the agreed “payback” amount

						
							
							Government contracts may be unprofitable for business, but their implementation is a necessary condition for good relations with the authorities. That may result in a reward in the form of profitable contracts. But the main reward is heading off state repression.
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			Conclusion

			Changes in the informal practices governing the business-state relationship in post-Soviet Russia not only took place during the transition from Yeltsin to Putin but have also occurred over the course of Putin’s long reign.

			In the 1990s, under Boris Yeltsin, the “seizure of the state” by a large oligarch class led to disastrous consequences. A weak power unpopular with the population handed over political management to big capital in exchange for financial support. The population was disappointed in the reforms and supported the new course of “consolidation of statehood” charted by Vladimir Putin.

			The changes of the 2000s are associated not only with the political will of Vladimir Putin, but also with the new administrative and financial capabilities of the state. GDP growth and budget surplus created a favorable background for strengthening the state’s position in its dialogue with business. The state apparatus grew numerically and professionally. The oligarchs were distanced from important political decisions. However, the growth of the administrative and financial capabilities of the state opened the floodgates to “milking the budget.” The practice of “payoffs” became the main form of cooperation between big business and the state.

			In the 2010s, economic growth slowed and federal funds once again became limited. Russia’s international isolation led to a deterioration in the business climate and a bitter struggle for access to budget resources. One form of competition was accusations of corruption, which made the practice of “milking the budget” more risky for officials and business alike. The arrests of governors, mayors, and high-level officials became regular occurrences. The people associated these arrests with the uncompromising Vladimir Putin, making him even more popular.

			As a result, big state orders began to be handed out outside the framework of “milking,” given to a narrow circle of trusted firms, the so-called “Kings of State Orders.” Such companies are not selected during a competitive process but are appointed by government decree. These projects may be extremely profitable or extremely unprofitable, but the business almost always agrees to carry out the task entrusted to it. Public-private partnership has become a duty for business, in gratitude for which the government refrains from repressing them and even rewards them with more profitable projects.

			Big business has evolved from the omnipotent oligarchs to the “kings of state orders” with whom the state shares the burden and profit of a public-private partnership. If the oligarchs dictated their requirements to the state authorities, then the “kings of state orders” obediently implement the projects they are appointed by government decree.

			In general, modern Russia is struggling to legalize the economy. The external attributes of this process are all in evidence: the growth of repression, the expansion of the powers of the tax service, legislative innovations that facilitate the legalization of business, etc. In a textbook paradox, the result of the latest round of the struggle for legalization has been the formation of a new set of informal rules.48 The tightening of requirements for the legal activities of big business has generated new informal practices for cooperating with the authorities. Big business in Russia is forced to admit that the formal ownership of private property does not guarantee anything; state power alone disposes of everything and everyone.49

			Periodically, the government needs the potential of the market and allows it to develop. But as soon as market initiative begins to bear fruit in the form of an increase in the resource base, the authorities return their positions. In Russia, the principles of a market and administrative economy coexist diachronically—that is, the periodic and brief triumph of the market gives way to a long-term and controlled distribution of resources by the authorities.50 Formally, the existing market institutions mutate from the inside and change their content, retaining only the facade. This cyclical nature of Russian history causes it to resemble a kind of “Groundhog Day.”
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			Abstract: The article considers the evolution of the violent entrepreneur, who maintains order at the regional level. Taking Vadim Volkov’s model as its point of departure, it looks at how society’s demand for order-maintaining services has evolved, as well as how violent entrepreneurs themselves have transformed from criminal communities and regional administrations to the “power vertical.” Today, as the number of enterprises and budget revenues decline, the “power vertical” has split into various structures that do not coordinate their actions. Under such conditions, the rules of the game get broken and there is increased movement toward an illegal and informal economy regulated in part by criminal entities and in part by state security agencies. After analyzing the balance of power between different violent entrepreneurs, the article concludes that the most probable candidate for monopolizing order-maintaining services is state law enforcement agencies, which are transforming from an instrument of enforcement into the principal, or the subject of power.

			The problem of the “violent entrepreneur” (enforcer), clearly stated by Russian sociologist Vadim Volkov1 and based on Mancur Olson’s model of “stationary bandit,”2 has already taken up an important place in the social sciences, particularly in political regional studies. As Volkov has shown, any social or economic activity outside the closest circle of relatives or friends requires an external force that acts as a guarantee of commitment to “the rules of the game” and interpersonal agreements. The social actor fulfilling this function he terms a “violent entrepreneur.” In the modern period, this violent entrepreneur who possessed a monopoly over legal violence was the state. In the early 1990s, however, the situation in Russia began to change. Although the state apparatus of the USSR had disintegrated, the new post-Soviet state was still in the process of formation and could not maintain order. At the same time, groups who had just recently become economically active felt an increasing need for a violent entrepreneur. To meet this need at a time when the state could not, alternative violent entrepreneurs appeared: criminal entities, private security companies, and regional and municipal administrations. The best that most of these new violent entrepreneurs could hope for was a local monopoly over violence; they had to coexist with violent entrepreneurs both at their level and above them in the social hierarchy. At any given time, one of the enforcers in this space would take the lead, determining the behavior of economic and social actors and defining the structure of figuration3 as a system of interconnected actors.

			By analyzing the actions of one or another (quasi-)political actor, researchers have revealed the details of regional political regimes and discovered the network of agencies creating these regimes.4 Comparatively little attention, however, has been paid to the dynamics of these processes, regime change, and the structure of violent entrepreneurs providing and maintaining social order on a given territory.

			The goal of the present article is to trace what is happening to today’s regional enforcers. This involves discussing changes in economic and social practices, because as Volkov has shown,5 such changes are closely connected to the actions of violence enforcers.

			The geographical scope of this paper is the southern and maritime parts of the Russian Far East. This region was selected not only due to my personal location in this region, but also due to specific social and economic features of the Russian Far East.6 In the Soviet period, the economy of this region—described as “a Soviet fortress in Asia”—was based on the military-industrial complex. At some points, military officers and their families, as well as military factory workers, comprised over 50% of the regional labor force.7 Natural resource extraction (of precious, ferrous, non-ferrous and rare earth metals; marine and freshwater bioresources; fuels etc.) was secondary to the militarily-oriented economy. 

			In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the region’s industrial enterprises degraded and in most cases closed. This degradation spread to small and medium enterprises and the social infrastructure connected to them. As a result, there was a mass population outflow of over 20% in the post-Soviet period, and the remaining population transitioned en masse to new, post-Soviet industries. The Soviet economy had fewer “broken pieces” here than in the European part of Russia, and the processes were much more obvious—and therefore easier to describe. This reality informed my interest in violent entrepreneurs in the Far East.

			The empirical basis for analysis is several series of informal biographical interviews with inhabitants of the Far East, collected by me or with my participation from 1997 to 2016 (23 interviews in total).The first series of informal interviews was collected in Khabarovsk in 1998 within the framework of the project “Competing for Taxpayers: Regional, Federal and Shadow Taxation,” supported by the Moscow Public Scientific Foundation (MPSF). The respondents were either representatives of small business or self-employed. The goal of the interviews was to highlight entrepreneurs’ most successful strategies for interacting with “stationary bandits” of different levels. Twenty interviews were conducted in this series.

			The second series of interviews was conducted in 2000, within the framework of the project “Competing for Taxpayers: Regional Variants of Fiscal Mythology.” This project was likewise supported by the MPSF. The characteristics of respondents and goals of the series were the same as in the first series. Geographically, the series covered the cities of Khabarovsk, Komsomolsk-on-Amur, Birobidzhan, and Sovetskaya Gavan. Twenty-one interviews were conducted as part of this series. Both projects were interregional: similar interviews were conducted simultaneously using the same guide in Novosibirsk and Saint-Petersburg. Comparing the interviews allowed us to draw conclusions about the relative “purity” of processes taking place in the Far East.

			In 2001–2005, interview collection was supported by the Khabarovsk Krai Government within the framework of the projects “Monitoring Social Self-Esteem of the Khabarovsk Krai Population” and “Overcoming Administrative Barriers to Business.” A total of 60 interviews were conducted. The goal of these series was to highlight and trace “the rules of the game,” which differ from formal law but determine the behavior of the government and economic entities. The type of interview was the same as before. Besides representatives of small business (27 respondents), the respondents included representatives of medium business (11 respondents), governmental and municipal officials (14 respondents), and law enforcement officers (8 respondents).

			Between 2010 and 2012, the materials were gathered within the framework of the project “Researching Opportunities and Risks of Social and Political Modernization in the Far East,” supported by the “Personnel” Federal Goal Program. Here the project geography was widened: besides Khabarovsk Krai, respondents inhabited such cities as Vladivostok, Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky, Vanino, and Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk. Sixty-two interviews were conducted. Of these, 20 were conducted with people from Khabarovsk, 18 with individuals from Vladivostok, 9 with residents of Yuzhno-Sakhalinsk, 8 with people from Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky, and 7 with indivudals from Vanino. Besides the above-mentioned employment categories, the respondents in this series included employees of budgetary organizations (teachers, doctors). The goal of the interviews was to learn about Far Eastern people’s attitude toward changes connected to regional implementation of mega-projects supported by the state and state-affiliated structures.

			The last series of interviews (conducted in 2013-2016) were supported by the Khamovniki Foundation. Sixty interviews were conducted. Here, the main research interest was strategies of business survival in changed conditions. Respondents included inhabitants of small towns in the region. The empirical material gathered during this project allows us to trace the transformation of major violent entrepreneurs in the Russian Far East.

			Based on analysis of my interviews in the post-Soviet period, I identify three stages of rule by one or another violent entrepreneur. The first stage is the late 1980s and early 1990s, a time of criminal “roofs” and the “shadow” economy. Because the Soviet law inherited by Russia just “oversaw” the new economic entities appearing in this period, it could not regulate connections between them.8 This gap was filled by the most organized social group at the time, and the one with a comparative advantage in committing acts of violence: the criminal community. They became the first order maintainers in the new Russia. However, the disadvantages of having criminals maintain order soon became clear. First, they were absolutely illegal for the entire period of their rule, with the result that the entities protected by them were also outside the law. During the early period of economic activity, this was not particularly important. By the mid-1990s, however, regional interpreters had begun to contact foreign companies, using the border as a resource.9 Here, the absence of legality turned out to be a serious problem. Second, in spite of the dominant mythology of “thieves in law,”10 the criminal agencies dominant during this period operated only locally. As a rule, they controlled one important sphere and remained indifferent to other economic and social sectors.11 Attempts by criminal agencies to extend their power to neighboring territories met with resistance from local criminals. As soon as Russian business got out of small shops and grew to a regional or interregional scale, there was a need for a new kind of violent entrepreneur. The heads of regional administrations (“regional barons”) were the ones who became these entrepreneurs.

			The second half of the 1990s was therefore spent under the rule of a new violent entrepreneur: governors. In the 1990s, governors were elected directly and openly, making them highly legitimate and absolutely legal figures. Significantly, they also had substantial and wide-ranging powers, given to them during the “parade of sovereignties.” These powers allowed them to take control of both formal and informal parts of the economy. The dominant legal mechanism during this period was “the presumption of guilt”: in a context where any given action was regulated by several contradictory laws, any individual taking action was breaking the law. However, the regional government was able to choose when to selectively apply the law. Engaging in behaviors such as voting for the “regional baron” or its agent in regional elections; supporting the regional government’s economic and social programs; and showing loyalty to the governor between elections allowed an economic actor to avoid sanctions for breaking the law and instead gain support from the governor to guarantee transactions, suppress competitors, or provide clear and understandable rules of the game.

			As a result, enforcers were able to create a kind of “governors’ cartel” protected from unfair partners and interference from law enforcement authorities. This cartel included enterprises and entrepreneurs to whom the control over the most profitable regional industries was delegated. In the case of Khabarovsk Krai, these were forestry, extracting precious metals, producing marine and freshwater resources, and wholesale trade. The services provided by the “regional baron” were cheaper and of higher quality. The “criminal economy” was pushed to the periphery of regional economic life.12

			In the first half on the 2000s, this enforcer began to weaken, replaced by a third structure: the “power vertical.” The power of regional leaders gradually decreased, and with it their ability to give “their” enterprises preferential treatment. To access needed services, it became necessary to turn to federal-level enforcers. The governors themselves turned from almost autocratic sovereigns on their territory into bureaucrats (agents), and not even particularly high-level ones. They were progressively replaced by federal-level agencies and structures that possessed a new resource: extra income from exports. For a rather long period, doing business with the state was more profitable and less risky than business in the traditional spheres of the regional economy. It must be noted that the circle of businessmen allowed to cooperate with the state was very small; for the rest of population, an “active social policy” was introduced that guaranteed the loyalty of the vast majority of people in the region and the whole country. 

			At each stage, therefore, the new enforcer (first the “roof,” then the “regional baron,” and then the “power vertical”) not only had an advantage in terms of the use of violence, but also offered higher-quality services and more successfully regulated social and economic transactions. Today, as we can see, the situation is changing again, as the resources coming from the federal center visibly decline. In recent years, the “power vertical” has become many competing structures drifting along uncoordinated tracks. Old and new violent entrepreneurs are trying to influence economic actors pursuing control over one or another industry. I would argue that Russia is currently “between enforcers”: the old violent entrepreneur is no longer maintaining the social order, but a new one has not yet entered the game, creating a difficult situation for society. As different contenders for the role of new violent entrepreneur collide, social agencies seek to “figure out” the general rules of such collisions, based on the idea that these entrepreneurs are parts of the same order because they all recently formed part of the same “power vertical.” However, there is no common logic and there are no common rules. As a result, the collisions themselves are seen as simple lawlessness, because they break both formal (legal) norms and informal ones. Actions which were until recently if not approved, then at least considered quite acceptable have suddenly begun to be interpreted as crimes. Patronage-based indulgences are no longer available. However, new rules to ensure the safety of an economic entity or social actor have yet to appear.

			In the ongoing struggles for the title of “apex predator,” there is still no definite leader who could monopolize legitimate violence and provide to some extent clear and transparent rules of the game. The rules, which are being translated by every participant in the conflict, are leveled out by alternative violent entrepreneurs. In the absence of the rules, not only does every episode of conflict between the “tigers” look accidental, but society itself is losing internal order as it attempts to survive in these conditions. Every social interaction and economic transaction is a unique adventure with an unguaranteed outcome. This situation, quite uncomfortable for Russian society, is what I will try to describe below. 

			Economic Practices of the “Power Vertical” Period 

			Judging from the last series of interviews, from the middle of the first decade of the 21st century a radical change in economic practices began to take place in the region. Traditional forms of economic activities (different for different regions) gradually disappeared. This was due not to structural violence by the new enforcer (“power vertical”) against the previous enforcer and its “economy,” but simply to the fact that the new enforcer and the new economic practices turned out to be much more profitable. Cases of direct violence were rare, and as a rule were caused by a lack of understanding of the local economy rather than by any intention to undermine the economic base of the “governors’ economy.”

			Nevertheless, from the beginning of the current century, regional “sovereignty” began to shrink, and the extensive powers claimed by governors in the first half of the 1990s began returning to the federal level. As a result of this process, the enterprises of the “governors’ cartel,” which formed the basis of the regional economy, lost half of their needed violence services—or, to be more precise, the “regional baron”13 lost the ability to provide them.

			In earlier years, the benefits offered by “regional barons” to the region’s economic entities had exceeded the costs imposed on an entity by supporting the regional authority. This was what made participation in the “governors’ cartel” so attractive. The narrowing of governors’ powers led to decreased preferences. Supporting the governor became less profitable; the governor’s ability to maintain social order also decreased. In fact, regional enforcement structures became disconnected from the regional level, instead transforming into lower levels of the emerging “power vertical.” Guaranteeing transactions also became a “federal” function, because money, with rare exceptions, now came directly from the state budget or from sources connected to the government.

			The regional economy needed order-maintaining services, but they could no longer be provided at the regional level. Accordingly, there was a search for an enforcer that could deliver such services. As the “power vertical” started from the capital, regional entities actively sought ways to get closer to the power centers in Moscow. How they did this depended on the size of the company and the business segment in which it operated, but it typically amounted to entering vertically integrating holdings—what respondents called “getting screwed by Moscow”:

			Well, you understand, the money is distributed in the center, orders too. Because we work with Russian Railways. Before we could reach an agreement on the spot…. Now we can do that too, but it is too difficult. That is why we joined the S. [company name]. Now we are their regional office. And the local contractors just get the order to work with us.…Of course, we pay something to Moscow, it is inevitable. But it makes our work easier. Our turnovers grow 15% per year. (Regional representative of a company producing security systems, 52 years old, 2011).

			State projects and budgetary regional and municipal programs became a meaningful new resource for business. Especially at the early stages of the “power vertical,” receiving such an order guaranteed regular financing and quite decent profits. It is clear that not all the money reached the region; large amounts of financing did not even leave the capital. However, even in the regions, everyone received a decent share:

			We do not need to worry for a couple of years. There is a state order. I can work. The profit is above 200%. Can you imagine? Naturally, to get such an order I had to talk to the right people for a while. I cannot look at vodka for another half a year. I brought kilos of red caviar to Moscow. But I got the order. That is the most important thing. (Ship owner, 51 years old, 2010).

			Giant construction projects preparing for the APEC Summit in Vladivostok, building the East Siberia–Pacific Ocean oil pipeline, and reconstructing the Far Eastern Railway created vast opportunities for entrepreneurship. Participation in federal, regional, and municipal projects, as well as in projects of budgetary and state organizations, became the main and the mostly profitable kind of business in the region.14 Indeed, the risk was much lower here than in, say, forestry or fishery. As a result, regional business began to decline: judging from interviews and discussions on specialized sites, imports of used cars from Japan, which fed thousands of people in the Primorsky and Khabarovsk regions in the 1990s, decreased. 

			Now importing cars has become difficult. We cannot do it like before. Duties eat up all the profit. Constructor sets [cars imported in parts] are being tracked. They do not sell either. Well, sure, we import a bit (laughs), but we cannot compare it to the 1990s. (Car dealer, 48 years old, 2010).

			Many business sectors that had until not long earlier been quite effective suddenly started seeing huge losses. The story of the Amur gold-mining company is quite typical. In the 1990s, this company not only was one of the main sources of Khabarovsk Krai’s budget revenues, but it also paid for reconstruction of the central part of Khabarovsk and built the “Platinum-Arena” sports complex there. Salaries and work conditions in the gold mines were so good that it was difficult to get a job there, and there was particular competition for work in the most profitable mines. This success made the owner of Amur one of the richest people in Russia.

			When Amur was sold, first to NK-Alliance and then to Rosneft, its profitability suddenly dropped, despite a substantial decrease in workers’ salaries. The increased cost of legality15 and the cost of control simply consumed all the profits. The huge formal structure necessary to maintain contact with the state could barely feed itself and the multiple controlling agencies surrounding it. As a result, gold-mining became one of the industries with the most limited profits.

			The less profitable was a regional business, the more important were state transfers and investments in the region. Access to this resource was defined not by the market or competition procedures, but by the social network of the business and its informal status.16 Here, we can clearly see several levels of entrepreneurship.

			The highest level was defined by participation in state projects implemented at the regional level. These projects were under the direct control of state leaders and received generous financing. It was clear that all the executives of these projects were people in the exclusive circle of “svoi” (ours). After joining national companies, they sold equipment for the East Siberia–Pacific Ocean oil pipeline, did the construction works for the APEC Summit, and built roads and tunnels. 

			The state’s projects were not confined to the business realm. Just like in the Soviet and pre-Soviet times, there came to be a labor shortage. Locals were not eager to become diggers and laborers; they requested social guarantees and many other things. As there no longer were crowds of prisoners or settlers dreaming of cultivating the country’s outskirts (which had turned out to be expensive and unprofitable), there was demand for guest workers from North Korea and the former Soviet republics of Central Asia. Chinese workers, popular with employers at the turn of the century, had virtually disappeared from the vast Far Eastern space by 2010. Although foreign labor was cheaper than local labor, the region again became dependent on the state, in particular because there were few spheres left in which locals could (and wanted to) show initiative and entrepreneurship. Large-scale state projects were not closely connected to the regional economy or society; therefore, they did not spawn many small and micro-enterprises. The available labor force, which had apparently unlearned how to “feed” itself, had to be supported from the outside, through transfers from the federal budget. 

			This was a change from the 1990s, when social policy had been the purview of governors. These “regional barons” had provided money for social policy themselves, paying for services, loyalty, etc. In a context of extreme competition for the post of governor, social policy resources—provided as a gesture of social responsibility on the part of the “governors’ cartel”—served to shore up electoral support for the incumbent governor. With the arrival of a new enforcer, however, such money-mining was increasingly interpreted as arbitrariness and abuse of authority. Moreover, as governors’ power declined, they had fewer opportunities to repay businesses for their loyalty. As a result, resources for social policy became scarce. Since governors remained responsible for people’s loyalty, however, the federal government was more than happy to make up the shortfall. Thus, the main function of the governor’s office became organizing wholesale purchases of local people’s loyalty for the federal government. 

			Governors also became distributors of the federal money designated for social policy. This money had to be spent to build schools, hospitals, apartments, and kindergartens. This work had to be done by someone. The constructed objects had to be served by someone. Participants in these businesses were also often appointed from the trusted “svoi.” Remuneration here was more modest, because the “service” itself was less important (from the state’s point of view). As interaction with one or another power level was the basis of prosperity and even existence of such businessmen, they all acted within the legal framework.

			In interviews, respondents mentioned various schemes for illegally reducing the size of the tax base and evading taxes, as well as getting away with illegal actions. For example, a company applies to implement a certain project necessary for the regional or municipal administration that for some reason could not be contracted through a legal tender. In this case, higher prices and costs are considered natural. The “extra” money earned this way and transferred as salaries and orders to “outsourcing organizations,” etc., not only augmented the businessmen’s income, but also provided an opportunity for economic maneuvers by regional administrations. Here, by the way, corruption would be hailed by people who claimed to be fighting against this evil,17 perhaps because it was precisely these sorts of schemes that allowed regional administrations to continue to act under conditions of constantly increasing centralized control:

			Just imagine, I need ... a designer. Well, I say for example. Why would I need that? Well, simply, I need some services. And I have no legal way to pay for the services. Or for the money I can pay only a Tajik guard agrees to work. And here I need some free money. Unaccounted. Because if I paid from the budget money, I’d go straight to prison. Well, maybe, not necessarily to prison. But I’d lose my position for sure. And where can I get the money? Right. I will ask S. to pay it to you. And then I will return the money to S. when it overestimates its budgetary spending plan just a bit. And I will oversee that. (Official, 53 years old, 2011).

			As a result, such schemes became close to the basics of survival.

			This situation spurred the creation of a separate and rather profitable sector of business, namely consulting services. Such services had been provided in the past, but they now became an important direction of entrepreneurship. Professional (and not very professional) lawyers organized seminars or gave single consultations concerning one or another law, prepared documents for participation in tenders, etc. For the most part, these were people connected to a certain government structure, meaning that they could provide “gateways” into this structure. The majority of consulting companies had legal status, making them a filter on the way to the budget into which regional bureaucrats could funnel additional resources.

			However, by the end of the first decade of the 21st century, this relatively liberal situation vis-à-vis control had become more tense. In general, this shift was to be expected. In the previous period, there had been an intraregional circulation of regional barons’ resources (money). The “barons” shared their resources with the federal center when necessary. There was no need for control among the “barons.” The lower cost of control and high level of interpersonal trust, which drove the cost down, was an important resource for the regional economy. Now the focus turned to federal money.18

			However, there was limited trust between distant federal bureaucrats or employees of Russian national monopolies, on the one hand, and regional actors, on the other. There were attempts to redistribute federal money the old way, especially at the first stage. Naturally, this called for controlling its spending.

			According to respondents, from 2008 onwards there was a rapid increase in the number of controlling agencies from various sectors and spheres, sometimes not related to fiscal institutions or enforcement agencies. They varied by industry, corporation, public institution, etc. Approximations of the scale of this increase were given by several respondents; although we cannot guarantee their accuracy, they are worth attention as a reflection of common feeling. As respondents noted, over the course of the 2000s the number of employees in control spheres (state, municipal, and enforcement agencies, including the military) in Khabarovsk increased fivefold, reaching about 40,000 people. In other words, this group made up more than 12% of the total labor force. This created substantial problems for business connected to the budget, as I will explain later. On the other hand, the increase created new possibilities for businesses in the service industry: “people of service” (i.e., those in control spheres) received decent salaries that they “invested” in consumption. As this group appeared, regional demand for high-quality goods and services—such as expensive cars, luxury apartments and houses, brand-name clothes, sauna houses, hunting grounds, and premium restaurants—grew. Accordingly, multiple quite successful companies emerged to satisfy this demand. Consumption and over-consumption by state and municipal employees in control sectors became their area of entrepreneurship.

			As the buyers in this case were usually interested only in the service itself, the legal status of these companies varied substantially. Auto shops were, as a rule, legal, but car service stations were often illegal. Quite often, enterprises serving this category of consumers created a multi-branch network of informal producers (private crofts, carriers, home cooks, etc.) where only the final element (restaurant or catering center) had legal status. However, respondents also mentioned businesses without any legal status, such as unregistered car service stations, “hunter’s lodges,” etc.:

			Respondent: We usually go hunting to the Jewish.19 There the guys made it really cool. Numbers, beaters, tags. Real safari. And then it’s sauna, comfortable rooms, a bed. All for people. You can relax there, and hunt too, and solve a problem with the guys if necessary.

			Interviewer: What about their papers? Like registration, license...

			Respondent: What for? Aren’t they hunters? They are covered by sharing with hunting patrols. It’s all right there. (Owner of exhibition room, 54 years old, 2011).

			Entrepreneurs serving the less privileged part of the population expressed even less desire to acquire legal status. In the 2000s, with oil and gas prices at dizzying heights and the “power vertical” actively engaged in buying people’s loyalty, even employees of budget-related organizations began to receive more income. This led to the opening of “mass” cafes and barbecue venues, shops and car service stations. It also saw the revival of the used car market (albeit not to the level of the 1990s) and growing number of workers offering apartment renovation, summer house construction, and site improvement services.

			By 2010, the biggest cities in the region (Khabarovsk and Vladivostok) had quite decent social infrastructure, as did smaller cities. Multiple artisans of the new type—not always legal, but with entrepreneurial spirit—made them rather comfortable for living, or at least much more comfortable than they had been during the Soviet and early post-Soviet years. Nor did classical artisans (hunters, gatherers, fishermen, lumberjacks, carriers, etc.) disappear. Naturally, illegal lumber (logging without the necessary permissions) was exported in smaller amounts than it had been in the 1990s, when it was one of the main kinds of shadow business; illegal fishing also decreased. However, judging from indirect data and some interviews, these activities continued to feed people, hence they remained in place. Thus, even in the age of total control of the “power vertical,” it was impossible to get rid of the “shadow economy” completely. Within this economy, “shadow” order maintainers (not necessarily criminals) also continued to work.20

			Importantly, the formation of vertically integrated companies—a prerequisite for receiving services from the new enforcer—led to the appearance of specific “confiscation” instruments. The instruments were meant not to find tax-evaders (“shadow” business), but to confiscate some profit from those enterprises receiving state or state-related orders:

			They don’t check some Vanya Ivanov from a bus-stop kiosk or some Uncle Vasya from a garage. He has neither address nor phone number. Go find him. He moves his handmade plywood advertisement 300 meters away and works again. So they check me. My address is in the handbook, and the phone is legal, and the accounting too. So they keep bombing me with audits. And what can I do? If I want to work with tenders, I must hold on. (Business owner, 54 years old, 2011).

			In interviews, the increased number of audits in the late 2000s and early 2010s was mentioned almost constantly. However, until the most recent series of interviews, this was understood (and interpreted) as normal business conditions. These were the rules of the game. In exchange for following the rules, one could get access to resources (orders, work etc.) or ensure a local monopoly. However, this state of affairs did not continue for long. Already by 2013, respondents had begun to talk about increasing problems. There were no more mega-projects in the region. New projects got much more modest financing, accompanied by much stricter control.

			Excessive control was a particular concern for respondents. Naturally, legal business representatives were the first to complain about an excess of control and controlling agencies; “Illegal” or “not so legal” businesses did not have to worry about that yet. One respondent, the owner of a company, explained:

			Imagine, women come to me. You know, those with heavy make-up, looking tired. And they said that according to their standards I must pay a hefty sum of fines. “Why?” I asked. They replied, “Then we will check.” “All right,” I said. “Do check.” I was audited by the Japanese. Everything was fine. They dug around for a couple of months. Didn’t find anything. And then my accounts were arrested. Like for the time of auditing. Imagine. Cannot make a single payment. Nothing. I tried this and that. And you know, I signed the truce. My accountant and I found some mistakes. We honestly replaced a right paper with a wrong one. Brought it to them. And their woman-boss said, “When you make about five hundred thousand more, then it will be good.” And you know, I did. That’s the way we survive. (Head and owner of a company, 57 years old, 2013).

			The high costs of legality and the necessity of keeping multiple special personnel, whose work consists of building relationships with controlling agencies, negatively affects the profitability of economic entities even under conditions of generous state financing. In case of decreasing state financing, keeping legal status becomes economically irrational for the majority of members of the regional market. Growing costs and shrinking benefits brought by cooperation with the state and major recipients of budget money provide incentive for changing business behavior.

			Regional Business during the Transformation of the “Power Vertical”

			In respondents’ opinions, the situation began changing substantially in 2014. Proudly declared projects of regional development did not begin—or, to put it more correctly, their implementation was postponed indefinitely. The flood of presidential “May orders” requesting higher wages for employees had led to a situation where, despite an increased volume of subsidies, the region was in debt not only to the state budget, but also to commercial banks. Resource distributors undertook retrenchment, causing a substantial decline in the distribution of resources.

			This affected those businesses connected to the regional or municipal budget. State (regional) programs did not disappear, but their financing became substantially smaller. The first (and quite natural) reaction of this sector to the changing situation was to attempt to decrease the number of recipients of state (municipal) orders. One respondent mentioned the following method: in the first stage, a tender with initially unprofitable conditions is announced, then, after the victory of the “right” candidate, these conditions change (in the process of negotiations). Other options were also mentioned.

			Almost all respondents involved in one way or another with state and municipal contracts indicated that they lost profitability and attractiveness. As my analysis of municipal statistics (Khabarovsk, Komsomolsk-on-Amur) from 2013-2015 showed, the number of regional enterprises participating in the implementation of municipal orders declined. Shrinking turnover also affected those who “assisted” state or state-controlled enterprises in their functioning. 

			One way to adapt to this situation was to change the structure of one’s business. The owner of a company that delivered lift trucks for big companies explained how the company slowly transitioned from selling new machines to providing services for already sold equipment, delivering spare parts, etc. Another such direction, mentioned by the majority of respondents who had previously preferred budget money, was to diversify their activities, typically by providing services to anyone in the local population who could pay for them:

			There are people with big money. Well, like E. He will keep fighting, of course. And then he either goes to “cash” or transfer his business to China. In a word, he leaves and relaxes in Thailand or Bali. There are not many such people now. The majority of them have already left or gone into the Parliament. I am not interested in them. They won’t buy anything from me now. There are people with very little money. There are already many of them, such people. I am not interested in them either. They spend money only on food and a little bit on clothes, when there is no other way. They are clients of the local market sellers. Even Narodnaia Kompaniia21 is not interested in them. But the biggest part is people who have saved some money. It is too risky to invest in business right now. So people just keep their money. They are saving (laughs). So I will help them save their money. (Dry cleaning service owner, 57 years old, 2015).

			It is worth noting that when they diversify, businesses usually choose activities connected to “hard cash,” which allows them to go into the “shadow” to some extent. Respondents mentioned a dry-cleaning company, a country recreation area, a cheap cafe in the student district, etc. Typical of this trend, a large number of shops in Khabarovsk, Komsomolsk-on-Amur, and Vladivostok prefer cash payments to bank cards. Nevertheless, the majority of members of this group have no thought of cutting off contacts with official institutions entirely. Forms of interaction change, but the contacts themselves remain active and are considered beneficial by the respondents:

			I don’t import that many machines now. Hospitals and kindergartens get less financing. They buy less. I serve them when needed. Some small money trickles in. Instead, I started importing detergents for them. It’s good business, too. Because I know them all there. They know me. That’s how we work. (Owner of a company that imports and installs bath and laundry units, 57 years old, 2015).

			The situation is even more difficult for entrepreneurs working at the high end of the region’s economy, mostly in Vladivostok and Khabarovsk. The problem was created by the substantial decrease in income of those who had formed the region’s “ruling class” in the 2000s. In the case of law enforcement, although their salaries did not shrink, they did stop growing. Flows of bonuses and extra money previously received by bureaucrats likewise shrank. Accordingly, the total volume of “feeding” decreased, bringing down the incomes of groups close to the ruling class.

			Naturally, all this has affected consumption. Sales of car showrooms drop, suburb cottages remain unbuilt, construction companies go bankrupt, expensive shops and restaurants are closed, as are tourist agencies. However, judging from our respondent’s comments, tourism had begun to face hard times even before this, due to the prohibition on law enforcement officials traveling abroad (2013) and the jumping dollar exchange rate (2014).

			Entrepreneurs are taking different approaches to confronting this challenge. For now, the majority of them are trying to wait it out, temporarily reorienting to less prosperous consumers:

			For now we are all right. The number of buyers even grew a little. Prices have dropped, though. And we are trying to import simpler goods. Before, there were such elite kinds of paint, wallpaper from Italy. Now usual goods are more popular. It’s clean, undamaged, and that’s enough. This is what we offer. (Owner of construction materials shop, 42 years old, 2016).

			That being said, the number of closed expensive shops and vacant spaces in shopping malls continues to rise. This trend can be seen in many of the region’s cities, including Khabarovsk and Komsomolsk-on-Amur. This has pushed entrepreneurs to turn to a different strategy: cutting the costs of production as far as possible by decreasing the costs of legality—that is, going into the “shadow.” Complete de-legalization is impossible, but some more or less important links are taken out of legal turnover. For example, products for cooking in a restaurant are grown on some “private croft,” the products are purchased using fake documents or without documents at all, construction materials are bought from shadow “foremen,” etc. This way, an officially registered “legal entity” becomes a space for doing business with unregistered groups. Shadow employment in production lines is coming back. Not all workers have labor contracts; some of them work without any employment documents, on the basis of trust. Using such workers frees entrepreneurs from having to pay huge payroll taxes, which in turn makes a business more profitable.

			In a context where transfers from the federal budget have substantially decreased and liabilities remain quite substantial, the problem of finding money is an increasingly important one for the regional and municipal authorities. To solve this problem, they put pressure on regional businesses—mainly legal ones and not those that are too small, of course. As interviewees mentioned, the focus of these investigations is on those that it is easier to check. Therefore, having a legal business is not particularly desirable: it is needed to get a contract from a state or budgetary organization, but in a “normal situation” it is not needed and is even a liability. On this point, it is worth mentioning that an increased number of companies are submitting “zero-profit” balance sheets for tax inspection, but judging from interviews, this does not necessarily mean that they have ceased their activities. Many companies simply change their way of functioning, going into a “free sailing” mode. As the number of potential payers decreases, so does the income available to violent entrepreneurs.

			It is important to note that the risks of legal prosecution are connected to legality rather than to hiding in the “shadow.” Shadow businesses are almost impossible to catch, unless, as one respondent said, “the neighbors report you to the authorities.” By contrast, legal businesses are under threat, not only from auditors from fiscal or other “civil” agencies, but also—increasingly—from the prosecutor’s office, the anti-monopoly agency, the Ministry of Internal Affairs, and similar institutions, especially in the case of companies with high sales. 

			From the interviews, we can deduce two major reasons for this new attack on business. The first is that any efforts at tax optimization, even those that were in the 2000s considered to be quite legitimate and acceptable, are today assumed to be evidence of corruption and tax evasion. The presence of a nominative system vaguely related to Russian regional business (“market,” “transparent business environment,” “civilized entrepreneurship,” etc.)22 has created a situation in which genuine entrepreneurship practices simply cannot be comprehended by law enforcement and controlling agencies as anything but an “offence”—and “offences” must be prevented.

			The second reason is planning and aspiration to reach the planned indexes. Enforcement agencies have also become planning organizations. The “stick system,” which has been extensively criticized for its wickedness,23 operates in every law enforcement agency. Failure to reach the planned indicators may lead to various unpleasant consequences. Reaching the planned numbers determines bonuses, promotions, position in the informal work hierarchy, and many other things. We therefore see the principle of minimal effort24 at work: it is easier to reach the planned indicators by working with legal businesses than with illegal ones, which need to be found and proved to be businesses in the first place.

			As the number of legal businesses decreases, the number of audits per legal company increases, because the audits plan must be implemented. As a result, as respondents noted, fines become in essence another form of taxation. This situation incentivizes companies to move quickly into the “shadow,” where other kinds of enforcers act.

			Shrinking legal resources, in combination with rather modest success in developing interaction with the “shadow,” increases competition between regional-oriented enforcers, which until recently represented elements of the same “power vertical.” The process of managing these agencies is becoming more complex: an increasing number of legal stipulations must be reported and controlled, and the “presumption of guilt” system is experiencing a resurgence.25 On the other side, this system is now valid not only for controlled agencies, but for controlling actors as well. Nowadays power entities are in a situation where any action they take can be seen as illegal. It is connected not to flaws in law, but to excessive controlling structures, including “law enforcers” following different rules.

			Even when an agency manages to negotiate with one of the controlling or enforcing institutions, this does not guarantee its security, because the misdeed may be noticed by some “related” office. In a context where there are too many regulating institutions and the principles of punishment are unclear, any activity—whether social, economic, or political—brings maximum risks.

			This situation has been most complex for governors, who were traditionally classified as regional enforcers and therefore considered dangerous to central power. From the very beginning of the age of the “power vertical,” they were under the strictest control. The transformation of elected governors, close to the president in terms of legitimacy, into appointed bureaucrats and lower-level federal powers—that is, into supervisors of regional administrations—has changed the role of these actors in the regional political structure. Nor has the return of direct elections made their position any easier. While destroying the governors’ economy and taking away most of their powers, the federal center left their obligations unchanged. The social mood of the population, political stability, social policy, the economy, and even whether the sun rises in the morning—the former regional rulers are responsible for it all. In other words, even in a context of maximum risks they have to find a way to act, because the absence of action automatically brings sanctions.

			With the decreasing flow of federal money to the region and tightening control of spending, the governor’s position become more complicated. More limited resources did not come with a reduction in the amount of problems to be solved by regional administrations. More and more often, applications for central budget financing were answered by recommendations to “search for investors locally.” At the same time, attempts to find investors were interpreted as corruption. In other words, although the previously almighty “regional barons” still play the role of enforcers, they are extremely weak and unable to establish a territorial monopoly.

			Along with governors, regional enforcers traditionally include the presidential plenipotentiary. It is worth mentioning that the plenipotentiary in the Far East is also a vice prime-minister with his “own” ministry (Ministry of the Development of the Russian Far East). Despite their common object of management, the plenipotentiary’s and governors’ tasks are different. Governors are primarily responsible for people’s loyalty and election results, while the plenipotentiary should in principle support the implementation of large-scale economic development projects in the region.

			In the past, these agencies used resources from different sources, but now both are looking for them in the region. At a time when federal financing has dramatically decreased and an increasing number of entrepreneurs have moved into the shadow economy, this creates a continuous structural conflict of interests, similar to the one that took place between the governor and the mayor of a central regional city in the governors’ economy. Most often, the regional economy was based on the economy of the regional center. However, the governor was striving to extract as many resources as possible from the economy of the regional center (in order to solve regional problems), while the mayor was trying to keep the resources in the city (to fund city projects). In the past, the regional power was stronger; today, the governor is the weaker side. It is no coincidence that regional administrations employ the majority of people under investigation. 

			The plenipotentiary’s abilities are not limitless either. He does not directly control the territory or its economy. However, his presence further weakens the governor’s control over the region.

			The peculiarity of the current situation is that the prosecutor’s office is an active player in the conflict between the gubernatorial and macro-regional levels of management. Complaining to the prosecutor’s office or initiating an investigation of one official or another has become a favorite weapon of violent entrepreneurs. This is evident from the mass prosecution of regional managers in Primorye and Sakhalin,26 as well as similar (but milder) processes in Khabarovsk Krai and Amursk Oblast.27

			It is typical that among representatives of regional administrations under prosecution, there is almost always someone responsible for the major resource-extracting industry (be it fishing, forestry, mineral extraction)—one of those that fed the territory in the 1990s. The question of control over these industries has once again become a primary one.  In the 1990s and 2000s, it was unusual to initiate an investigation, but it has now become an integral part of regional life.

			However, the prosecutors’ “services” are used not only by new and traditional violent entrepreneurs. Respondents have mentioned some cases in which they were used to “solve the problem” with a competitor, get rid of an unwanted employee, or put pressure on the owner of a company:

			When I came to D. [company name], I got goose bumps. Everything that could be stolen was stolen. Almost no money in bank accounts, the income was laughable. Well, I started putting things in order. Checking expenses, spending, accounting. They were absolutely relaxed there. They drew themselves such numbers for salaries that my eyes bugged out. Like this. So what? I fired them all to hell.28 In three days an uncle from the prosecutor’s office was in my office. Investigation. Those scums complained. Clearly, it was crap. Everyone knew. But they launched a full-scale investigation. We barely defended ourselves. (Company owner, 54 years old, 2015).

			Still, if law enforcement agencies were until recently instruments for fighting, today, as respondents note, they have become one of the sides in the conflict because they have formed their own economic interests. Complaining to them (or threatening to complain) is a new form of enforcement in the region. It might seem that this enforcer appeared logically, in accordance with its functions. What else could the prosecutor’s office do but supervise, and the investigation committee but conduct the investigation? However, it is not that simple. Extraordinary legislative activity of the State Duma in the absence of detailed expertise (at least of the legal variety) creates confusion in the application of the law as well.

			When the law is contradictory or underdeveloped, even the prosecutor has to become an interpreter, aiming at the strictest possible application. Moreover, in the context of excessive regulation and without an enforcer to explain the selective application of sanctions, he/she is forced to make these rules at his/her own discretion, thus falling out of control of the higher-level structures. This is especially typical for lower level agencies that directly apply sanctions on former regional elites and the regional community in general. The possibility, and often even the necessity, of interpretation of vaguely formulated law turns the instrument of enforcement into an independent enforcer, or the agent into the principal.

			This leads to a situation where the interpreter himself/herself (prosecutor, investigator etc.) gets hurt, especially when there are competing agencies acting nearby that fulfill the same functions and therefore aim at the same resources and regulate the same relations. The high possibility of collision between law enforcement agencies, seen from time to time in big scandals,29 leads to the problem of enforcer development. To be more precise, the enforcer cannot shape the structure of the population’s behavior, because when a violent entrepreneur cannot provide security for the group following its rules, the group cannot benefit from its “services.” Symptomatically, not a single respondent mentioned a “prosecutor’s roof” or anything of this kind. Apparently, this practice is still absent or in the process of development. 

			Unexpectedly, in the final year of interviews, respondents—especially those engaged in microbusiness—began mentioning mayors as meaningful enforcers. Unlike regional administrations, they work with the community: not an entity imagined and constructed by official documentation, but the real community, where the majority of members know each other personally, share social networks, and are connected by neighborhood, family, or other ties. As such, these leaders are usually informed about shadow business and are quite able to take action about it, especially in the case of local business. As a result, judging from the interviews, mayors have begun to play the role of arbiters, “respected people” who guarantee “shadow” deals:

			How do we work with the partners? We work as usual. They understand that for a misdeed they can get hit in the face. And everyone will learn that it’s not good working with them, they’ll complain or make mistakes.…Well, in the worst case we have respected people. They can judge who is right here and who is not.…Yes, the leader is a respected person. He can solve the problem, too. (Furniture producer, 43 years old, 2015).

			It must be noted that here we are talking about microbusiness, but in some cases this microbusiness can be an element of a rather complex entity. Even then, it is regulated by a group of “respected people” and network mechanisms create a high level of trust. Even with the minimal organizational documenting of business and communication leaving the limits of local community, another kind of enforcer is needed. 

			Conclusion

			Today, the Russian Far East is in a period of transition. At the regional level, there is a “power vacuum” in which enforcers of different levels act and different types of economic structure compete with each other. The presence of several enforcers limits their efforts to establish stable rules of the game and a monopoly over violence. The majority of enterprises in the region, including those that have partially moved into the gray zone, are not ready to forgo legal status entirely. Nor is the Far Eastern population ready to de-legalize either. They are the ones who feel the most deprivation from the absence of an enforcer, but nevertheless, the region is currently without one. Constant conflicts between candidates for the role mean that none of the candidates has been able to gain control over a meaningful sector of the regional economy and create something similar to the “governors’ cartel” of the late 1990s. Regional actors continue to search for violent entrepreneurs able to give some structure to the territorial community, at various times seeing “their” governor, the president’s plenipotentiary, or the president himself as playing this role.

			At the same time, it is more or less clear that the territorial divisions of law enforcement entities have come to the forefront of regional social, economic, and political life. For now, it is difficult to analyze their control over certain sectors of the economy. However, it is they who have become today the most organized group with a relative advantage in implementing violence. They are also increasingly autonomous from the federal and regional political leadership, allowing them to realize their own interests. Today, this group’s potential is curtailed by competition between different enforcement agencies. However, in some interviews there were mentions of joint actions by different agencies.

			It is hard to say which entity will occupy the enforcer role. This will depend on various conditions, including the importance of the legal segment and the speed at which the “shadow” economy grows. It is possible that a new enforcer will appear as a result of cooperation between law enforcement agencies or their alliance with a structure of executive power or local governance. In the event of a mass flight of business into the “shadow,” an alliance between law enforcement agencies and the “respected people” guaranteeing today’s shadow transactions is also possible. 

			In all this, one thing is clear. The regional elites we are used to, in their previous form and with their previous functions, no longer exist. Continued analysis of their role in elections and other processes can be explained by inertia than by reference to the situation on the ground.
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			Abstract: Using qualitative data collected in two regions in 2012-2016, I determined the significance of political affiliation for small and medium-size entrepreneurs in the context of actual business threats in the new Russia. I view the presence of entrepreneurs in regional and local legislative bodies as an individual choice and rational response to the overregulated Russian state, one that allows these entrepreneurs to access a variety of protection tools, from mobilization of the law to networking. I find that politically connected entrepreneurs limit or avoid the negative effects of state regulation and pressure from authorities because they have access to resources that allow them to resist and successfully balance on the edge of the law. 

			Those members of executive and legislative bodies who continue to work in the private sector after election are described as “moonlighting politicians.” Numerous politicians employed in business have been documented since the mid-2000s in many electoral democracies.1 In many countries, members of parliament are legally permitted to continue working in business after their election. Elected bodies in post-Soviet countries, including Russia, have been captured by representatives of business over the course of the past decade.2 Public officials in the Russian regions and local communities often come from business backgrounds: for instance, business is one of the main sources for the recruitment of mayors.3 

			One might expect that the domination of the executive over the legislature in regional and local governments,4 the weakness of civil society, and the strong authoritarian tendencies of today’s Russia would significantly limit the attractiveness of regional parliaments and city councils in the eyes of citizens. The presence of businesspeople in regional and local elected bodies characterized by low power potential implies, however, that businesspeople have a good reason to enter politics: access to favorable conditions. Moonlighting politicians affiliated with business provide a way into exploring connections between benefits to business and political affiliation. Other works have shown that politically connected firms in the Russian Federal Parliament (the State Duma), as well as in Russian regional legislatures, experience a significant increase in revenue, profitability and other economic indications.5 In developed economies6  and states with a low level of corruption,7  too, politically affiliated firms enjoy similar outcomes.

			For Russian businesspeople, the significance of winning elected office is enhanced by widespread informality and personalism in the political life of regions and local communities.8 However, there are as yet no empirical investigations of the number of businesspeople moving to regional and local legislative bodies in contemporary Russia, nor of their motives for doing so. Scholars have looked at business only as one source of federal elites,9 while quantitative studies of regional elites with a business background have focused on specific regions10 or cities of federal importance (Moscow and St. Petersburg).11 Only a few papers use any kind of dataset to calculate the number of businesspeople among regional parliamentarians.12 

			Representatives of small and large businesses may have substantially different reasons for running for office. Among the threats potentially driving big businesses to seek the protection of political office, scholars have highlighted unsecured property rights and violent pressure on successful firms.13 Large enterprises in some post-Soviet economies might suffer from raiding.14 By winning a seat in a federal or regional legislature, large companies provide themselves with the privileges to secure loans, get access to finance, and ensure favorable treatment15 (favorable laws and regulations, for example).16 In sum, the presence of corporate representatives among the ranks of politicians is due less to a desire for survival or protection from the “bad” state and more to the potential for rent-seeking and state capture that political positions offer.     

			Due to the higher vulnerability of small and medium-size firms, the political affiliation of entrepreneurs in Russian communities forms an important subject of socio-economic studies of business survival. The present study of small and medium-size entrepreneurs with political connections reveals the uncertainty, complexity, and gravity of coping with the Russian state and its agents on the ground. The literature on Russian entrepreneurship is focused on street-level corruption and everyday resistance to bureaucracy.17 There is empirical evidence of new challenges to contemporary Russian entrepreneurship that are particularly acute for small business: overregulation of the state and of the market18 and increasing pressure from law enforcement agencies.19 Supporting these findings, I analyze political affiliation as a resource available to small and medium-sized entrepreneurs to protect their businesses from a number of risks and adapt to the unpredictable Russian state. 

			Many studies have shown how Russian small entrepreneurs suffer from state bureaucracy20 and how a post-Soviet entrepreneur can resist the authorities by turning to informality.21 This study is among the few to explore the possibilities of coping with the state through approaches that are within the law. I will show that the power differential between Russian officials and entrepreneurs is not as stark as it is often assumed to be: laws relating to business may be subject to the interpretative power of the former, but they are also under the power of the latter. 

			Let me briefly describe the institutional design of sub-national Russian governance. There are three main tiers of local government: settlements (poseleniia), municipal counties (municipal’nye raiony) and urban districts (gorodskie okruga).22 Urban districts and municipal counties are governed by elected bodies: “city councils” in the case of cities. In 2004, changes in the functioning of regional government included the replacement of popular elections of regional governors (gubernatory) with appointments. Members of regional legislatures are still elected by the public. The 2004 law provided procedures for the election and appointment of the local chief executives: the mayor (the political face of the locality) and the head of administration (city manager).23 Since 2015, most mayors and all city managers have been elected by city councils. 

			The business activities of members of the Russian Federal Parliament (the State Duma of the Russian Federation) are restricted. Members of regional parliaments and city councils are divided into two groups: full-time and part-time. Formally speaking, business activity is forbidden only to full-time members, who are paid a fixed salary and required to be regularly involved in legislative activities. The proportion of full-time lawmakers in Russian regions and local communities has decreased over the course of the 2010s.24 The Russian federal law on local government fixed the share of full-time members of city councils at a maximum of 10%. Cuts in the number of full-time members of parliament mean that the rest of the seats in regional and local legislatures (that is, unpaid positions) can be occupied—and are primarily occupied—by businesspeople. 

			I used a combination of qualitative and quantitative data to perform different research tasks. To calculate the proportion of businesspeople in regional parliaments, I focused on the regions of the North-West Federal District. The qualitative part of the research was mostly done in the Komi Republic, which represents a typical case within the Russian European North, characterized as it is by infrastructural backwardness, a declining population, and economic stagnation. 

			The rest of the article is organized as follows. The first section discusses theories that concern the institutional dimension of property rights and the importance of political affiliation in the context of property rights security in emerging economies. I will then describe qualitative and quantitative data sets used in my analysis. In the third part, I will show the proportion of businesspeople in the regional parliaments of the North-West Federal District between 2004 and 2015. Differentiating between politically affiliated and ordinary entrepreneurs, I will investigate how they perceive, define, and recognize the state and its agents. Finally, comparing politically affiliated and nonaffiliated entrepreneurs, I will analyze a number of opportunities available to businesspersons in elected offices to protect the interests of their businesses. For instance, I will demonstrate how the choice of legal ways of resolving conflicts (applying to the courts or procuracy) depends not only on institutional trust, but on structural market constraints and political resources of influence.

			Business Threats and Protection in Post-Soviet Economies   

			There are different explanations for why businesspeople move into politics. Political scientists base their opinions on the citizen-candidate model. These theories state that “weak electoral institutions incentivize holding office, since voters are unable to punish” moonlighting politicians when they achieve private interests instead of public goods.25 The widespread involvement of large businesses in politics around the world is also investigated as a type of corporate political activity to acquire political connections.26 However, the extant literature on that corporate political strategy was mainly focused on access to finance and bank loans as the main goals of corporate political activity.27 Some Western social scientists have explored the motivation, quality, and professional skills of officials elected from business.28 

			In Russia and some other post-socialist economies, this topic refers to at least two important questions. The first concerns the quality of state institutions, because the absence of real democracy actualizes many negative outcomes related to the capture of political bodies by businesspeople. The birth of the Russian private sector in the 1990s was characterized by weak state capacity to create centralized governance and hence to guarantee the rule of law and secure property rights.29 The state has lost its monopoly over violence, provoking the rise of other centers of power (oligarchs, regional leaders). In the 1990s, the members of executive and legislative bodies were often not the holders of real power, while many Russian regions and large cities were under the influence of gangs.30 State law enforcement (courts, police) has been replaced by private protection—mafia and violent entrepreneurs.31 

			The New Russia is characterized by overregulation of the economy and the state. As Ella Paneyakh notes, in the 2010s, the Russian state was overregulated because the costs generated by the system of control, regulation, distribution, and other functions were high and arose from low efficiency.32 State agencies calculated their own efficiency on a quantitative basis—the amount of fines and number of prescriptions issued and fulfilled. This leads to the criminal regulation of business, which triangulates with punitive justice in the Russian court system and with the violent nature of the Russian state itself.33 

			Additionally, there is an argument that the predatory state is reemerging and only large market players are able to limit its violence and protect property.34 Defining post-Soviet business as a victim of the predatory state, scholars have often ignored the fact that the absence of the rule of law and balancing between formality and informality could be profitable for businesses. As Stanislav Markus points out, not only do the predatory state and corrupt bureaucrats benefit from corporate raiding, but so do the firms that “order” attacks on their counterparts.35 

			Markus argues that predatory state agents—rather than the predatory state as the source of monopolized violence—threaten property rights in the new Russia and Ukraine. The state remains weak, because the state principal has limited capacity to control its agents and prevent their legal opportunism, corruption, and predation practices on the ground.36 Markus also indicates that the predominant state-centric concepts and the state commitment paradigm in the debate about property rights and private entrepreneurship in developing economies underestimate bottom-up initiatives by the potential victims of property rights violations.37 In my research, I take Markus’ work as my point of departure, following his idea that bottom-up activities that favor business protection require more attention. 

			The scale and amount of available resources to protect property rights is the core difference between large and small businesses. Large firms are powerful enough to promote their interests through litigation with the state and to provide effective protection from raiders by gaining political capital and forging coalitions with stakeholders and local authorities. In terms of political affiliation, there are two dominant types of corporate political strategies: lobbying and financial contributions to political campaigns. David Szakonyi argues that corporations’ main aim when entering politics is not to protect property rights, but to maximize rents in a value chain or lower taxes.38 

			Russian law allows citizens to enter regional and local legislative bodies while continuing to be engaged in their businesses. This reflects the duality of legal consciousness among entrepreneurs in two respects. Markus found that that despite desiring strong legal mechanisms for property protection (independent courts, rule of law), entrepreneurs in new Russia and Ukraine view insecure property rights as potential resources for developing their own businesses.39 In the case of politically affiliated businesspersons, a similar duality is obvious: using political resources for business interests is forbidden according to the official narrative, but the real rules of the game proclaim the business activity of moonlighting politicians to be an acceptable and “normal” practice. This latter duality in emerging economies adds to the discussion about the inconsistency between perceptions and practices of corruption and legality.40 Regarding entrepreneurship, the problem appears as the gap between entrepreneurs’ low institutional trust in the state, the law and its formal institutions, on the one hand, and the widespread practice of litigation with the bureaucracy, on the other.41

			Data and Method 

			Quantitative Data

			In order to investigate the share of politically affiliated members in regional legislatures in the last decade, I have chosen to look at the North-West Federal District, one of the largest federal districts in Russia.42 It includes 10 regions and the city of St. Petersburg. The regions demonstrate different levels of economic development. The Komi Republic, the Republic of Karelia, and Arkhangelsk region are characterized by the important role of industry in their economic structures (forestry, extraction of natural resources). Vologda, Leningrad, and Kaliningrad regions are typically mid-range regions from an economic and financial point of view. Pskov and Novgorod regions have depressed economies that depend heavily on federal transfers. 

			My dataset covers two parliamentary terms in the period between 2004 and 2015 and consists of biographical data for all 1,258 parliamentary positions in all 11 regions of the North-West. The analysis covers the parliaments of the fourth term, which were elected in 2004-2007, and the parliaments of the fifth term, which were formed mostly in 2011.43 To construct biographies, I noted the following details: the year in which an individual began his or her business activity, the position he or she occupied in the firm, and the year he or she moved to the regional parliament. I define a member of parliament as a businessperson if that individual served as a private entrepreneur, director, deputy director, or on the board of directors in a year not earlier than 2000. While there were parliamentarians who had held their seats since the 1990s and also served as businesspeople by the period under study, I excluded them from the group of politically affiliated entrepreneurs.44  

			As a primary source of information, I used the official websites of regional parliaments and regional election commissions. As some official websites contain only limited data about members of parliament, I used more than 100 federal, regional, and local media sources to construct biographies of parliamentarians.

			Qualitative Data

			In research on small-scale entrepreneurship, qualitative studies represent an important contribution.45 Given its deep connections with informality, the topic of politically affiliated entrepreneurs is quite sensitive. This means, as Cherupenko notes, that “any representative sampling of entrepreneurs using informality cannot be designed.”46 I therefore relied on storytelling and narrative analysis.47 Case studies48 allow for the detailed investigation of social phenomenon in real life, where experimentation would not be possible.49 In the Russian context, the case study approach has demonstrated its validity at the intersection of business and law50 as well as in business-vs.-politics studies.51

			Learning the lessons of an earlier (pilot) survey of moonlighting politicians in St. Petersburg,52 I avoided direct questions about the benefits of being a member of the legislature or about informal practices. Instead, I began my interviews with the majority of my informants by asking their opinions about the business environment in Russia. I also asked my informants to tell me the stories of their businesses from the beginning and to share the stories of other entrepreneurs. Within these narratives, I tried to push my informants toward telling me about business threats and ways of protecting themselves, strategies for navigating the ocean of state regulation, and approaches to resisting bureaucracy. The differences between the opportunities available to politically connected informants and those on offer to their counterparts without such connections became apparent through narrative analysis of their stories. The frame of resistance to the state and authorities seems to be particularly fruitful: politically connected entrepreneurs often perceive themselves as powerless and weak,53 and therefore demonstrate flexibility and reflection, justifying different ways to avoid rules, struggle for justice, and deal with officials by networking. 

			The basic material was obtained in 2012–2016 in the course of 25 in-depth and expert face-to-face interviews made in Syktyvkar, the capital of the Komi Republic. Material from the city of Perm (6 interviews collected in 2015) has served to clarify findings I made in Komi. 

			Out of 31 interviews, 10 were conducted with former and current members of regional parliaments and city councils from business, 10 with entrepreneurs and managers of enterprises with extensive business experience, 5 with members of regional parliaments and city councils or political party functionaries, and 6 with experts (heads of business associations and lawyers). However, it was difficult to differentiate these categories with perfect precision: the heads of business associations, in particular, identified themselves as experienced entrepreneurs rather than experts, as they had moved to their current roles from business.

			The majority of entrepreneurs I interviewed were well-experienced in business; they entered business between the 1990s and the mid-2000s. All my business informants were the owners or directors of officially registered firms. In terms of gender, 7 informants were female and the rest male. They ranged in age from 35 to 60 years. Many interviewees agreed to be recorded; 5 individuals requested that I take notes by hand.54 

			Among interviewed elected officials, half were local government representatives. It is difficult to distinguish between small and medium-sized business entrepreneurs, because a given entrepreneur could be the owner or director of several different firms and the sizes of these firms could vary over time. 

			Another set of qualitative data includes observations and audio recordings from different public events in which businessmen, state officials, members of business associations, and experts participated. These include the first business forum of the North-West Federal District, held in Syktyvkar in March 2016, as well as several roundtables and public meetings organized before the forum. These events allowed me to explore the opinions of different actors regarding business threats in Russia and to collect a number of individual stories of coping with the state.    

			Share of Businesspeople in Elected Bodies: The Case of the Russian North-West  

			The case of the North-West Federal Okrug proves that Russian regional parliaments contain a sizable complement of members with backgrounds in private business and state-owned enterprises—an average of 50% in the parliaments of both the fourth and the fifth terms. In the elections held in the fourth term (2004-2007), parliamentarians elected from business occupied 50% or more of the seats in 6 out of 11 legislatures: Vologda region, the Komi Republic, and the Kaliningrad, Arkhangelsk, Pskov, and Leningrad regions (see Figure 1). A similar pattern was visible among the parliamentarians of the fifth term (elected in 2011): the parliaments of the republics of Komi and Karelia, and of the Arkhangelsk, Leningrad, Novgorod, and Pskov regions were comprised of at least 50% businesspeople.

			


Figure 1. Proportion of businesspeople in North-West regional parliaments (%)
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Given the context of low political competition and pressure on opposition political parties under the Putin regime, I hypothesized that the parliaments of the fifth term would see a significant increase in Edinaia Rossiia (United Russia) deputies compared to those of the fourth term. However, my calculations demonstrate that the proportion of representatives of other political parties elected remained quite stable among members with a business background, at an average of 40% in the parliaments of both the fifth and the fourth terms (see Figure 2). The list of the parties these moonlighting politicians represented included the Communist Party of the Russian Federation (CPRF), A Just Russia, Liberal Democratic Party of Russia (LDPR), and Yabloko. That being said, in six regions—the Vologda, Pskov, Murmansk, Kaliningrad, and Leningrad regions and the Komi Republic—at least half the parliamentarians from business represented the party of power during the fifth term.55 

			


Figure 2. Members of United Russia as a share of businesspeople in regional parliaments (%)
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			My data demonstrate that nondemocratic regimes are not characterized by the absolute domination of the ruling party, as evidenced by the high proportion of successful business candidates who represented opposition parties. In part, their high degree of success as opposition politicians may be because opposition parties are keen to attract business candidates, who can afford to finance election campaigns, and can offer these candidates better chances of winning than if they ran for United Russia, where there is a high level of competition for party seats. For business candidates, meanwhile, the party they represent may not be particularly important, in that firms connected both to ruling and opponent political parties receive rents.56 Finally, even when winning candidates are de facto elected from opposition parties, it is unlikely that they would oppose the regional executive, which is loyal to the federal government; parliamentarians are well aware of what happens to those who conflict with figures in power.

			A final note: my calculations do not mirror the true extent of business capture of regional legislatures because they only reflect the share of business-connected members who held full-time positions in business before being elected. They do not include the number of parliamentarians who held large stakes in businesses, because that data is not provided by open sources.  

			How Do Entrepreneurs View Threats from the State?    

			The socio-legal explanation describes citizens as social actors who experience the presence of the state and the influence of the law in different ways in their everyday life. Exploring the everyday legality of ordinary American citizens, Patricia Ewick and Susan Silbey57 discovered that the law breaks the habitual way of living; it “appears as a remote and transcendent force governing human affairs from some high and distant plane.”58 In daily life, mobilizations of the law and interactions with state officials are exceptions rather than routine practices. 

			For entrepreneurs, by contrast, the law is not a separate sphere from their social life. The state appears through the figures of city authorities, fire inspectors, and other officials; entrepreneurs come face-to-face with the law when taking a case to court, filing a tax declaration, etc.

			In Russia, small and medium-size firms must survive under the regulation of more than 100 state agencies. This regulation creates one of the crucial barriers to legal entrepreneurship, known as the “costs of legality.” That is, entrepreneurs who choose to become visible to the state and follow state laws conscientiously have to pay a high price.59 One of my respondents described Russian fiscal politics as the “state racket” [gosudarstvennyi reket], noting the many levels of taxes and fines and the changeability of laws, all of which allows state bodies and officials to seize profits on legal grounds at any time.60 For the state, it makes little difference whether entrepreneurs have political connections or not.

			In all cases, my informants’ narratives involved many stories about interactions with officials, litigations with the tax police, and other similar tales. Together, they painted a picture of the Russian state as fraught with dangers. The first danger is the state’s “grabbing hand,” mainly defined by the imposition of taxes. Respondents generally agreed that the tax police and other fiscal control bodies were primarily out to get entrepreneurs. When talking about taxation policy and the state tax system, respondents—whether urban or rural, male or female, managers of large enterprises or small ones—typically used disparaging, negative expressions: “we are suffocated by taxes”; “he [Putin] put them in a position to get rent (kormlenie), and that’s what they are doing”; “they rob us and set us up”; “a repressive body” (about the tax inspection); “we are punished for tax violation.” One respondent explained: 

			Let’s have a look at fiscal politics. The tax police has a plan, right? But I am not sure. I, my firm, was checked by the tax police for four months. A tax inspector called me before the inspection and said: “Well, your quiet life is over. There is a deficit of money for the Sochi Olympic Games.61 We have received the resolution from above to double tax fees.” After that, they [tax inspectors] came and started checking. The tax police take the position that all of us [entrepreneurs] owe some duties to them. But contrariwise, they have their own duties towards us. From the tax police’s view we are a priori guilty—they believe that we are not honest (interview with the owner of a computer firm, Komi, 2015). 

			The Russian state is associated with unproductive federal and regional state agencies (ministries and legislative bodies), which do not promote the conditions for business development but rather create and modify “traps” for businesses in order to extract as much profit for the state budget as possible. Many of my informants structured their narratives about the Russian state by contrasting it with Western states: whereas in the West political elites provide stable and clear rules to protect small entrepreneurship, the Russian state is mainly viewed as a producer of countless, varied, ambiguous, changeable, and differently implemented rules. 

			My findings support the arguments of other scholars that the market predators of the 1990s (gangs, organized criminal groups) were replaced by state predators in the 2000s.62 One of the main predatory dangers in today’s Russia is produced by the so-called siloviki.63 Since the early 2000s, they have occupied privileged positions among the Russian elite on both the federal and regional levels. Many informants viewed siloviki as highly powerful actors who were able to create serious dangers for business. My informants were quite open in relating stories of predation:

			In the 1990s, we [small entrepreneurs] were very scared of reketiers.64 My car was set on fire by them. And now who is scaring us? Those [guys] with the shoulder straps.65 They are more dangerous, a million times more dangerous, than the reketiers. You have a factory, for example. A silovik might call you and say: “If you do not give it to me, I will do something to be able to arrest you—put drugs into your pocket or into your car.” Or whatever… Everything is easy today (interview with a member of a city council, trade business, Komi, 2014).  

			Very little empirical evidence has documented the scale, preconditions, and procedures of predation in former socialist states. There are only a few papers about Russia and Ukraine.66 However, Ewick and Silbey noted that in collecting stories about the law, we not only note the events, but also discover how people interpret and make images of the law and of the institutions through which the law manifests itself.67 

			Negative, threatening images of the state also flourish thanks to the practice of privatization of state institutions,68 widespread in many post-Soviet states. As my study shows, the phenomenon negatively influences institutional trust, by which I mean the traditional (mainstream) concept of institutional trust defined by Anthony Giddens as trust shown towards abstract systems: laws, courts, constitutions, the financial system, etc.69 Neither ordinary entrepreneurs nor moonlighting politicians have great faith in the Russian courts. Both groups perceive formal institutions—especially those which should guarantee the enforcement of laws—as potentially disruptive and ineffective. In this, my findings echo those of Federico Varese in Perm region in the 1990s. He argued that businesspeople’s use of courts does not indicate that they trust the courts, but rather that they perceive the state to be a predatory and unfair player and do not hesitate to seek redress of its decisions.70 This interpretation cuts against other scholars’ positive view of court appeals made by Russian firms in the 1990s.71 

			In my study, I discovered a further challenge for small entrepreneurs that has not been drawn out in previous studies. In many cases, local businesses are dependent on municipal bodies and local administrations for their survival, as these government bodies are the major economic players in a locality. Local authorities order transportation services, construction of kindergartens, etc., through the municipal contracts system, but then they often refuse to follow the provisions of the contract. In the Komi Republic alone, 2,412 contracts for the period of 2015-2017 were not implemented, costing vendors the equivalent of 171 million rubles.72 In the Russian North, entrepreneurs’ vulnerability is exacerbated by high poverty and unemployment rates.

			There are a lot of complaints about this. In one local community an entrepreneur went to the administration to collect payment according to the contract. The official said that until he [an entrepreneur] bought spare parts for a snowmobile, he would get nothing, no money (a representative of city procuracy, audio recording, business forum, Komi, 2016). 

			Surprisingly, at the public events I attended, the entrepreneurs and state servants who spoke did not differ much in their explanations of these rules of the game. 

			The impotence of the law, entrepreneurs’ defenselessness in the face of the authorities, the municipal authorities lack of concern about entrepreneurs’ losses, and the absence of choice combine to make it hard for local entrepreneurs to fight for their interests. Dependent as they are on the local authorities, entrepreneurs hesitate to mobilize the law by applying to the courts or the procuracy. In other words, entrepreneurs are held hostage by municipal authorities. As Silbey and Ewick argued, the weak need more than just will to resist the state successfully.73

			Attitudes toward the state and its activities and entrepreneurs’ perception of their position vis-à-vis the state reflect the reality that illegitimate violence is the cornerstone of state policy regarding small entrepreneurship. 

			In the framework of the narrative approach,74 the stories I have collected from Russian entrepreneurs can be described as those in which entrepreneurs not only evaluate the institutional environment of today’s Russia and construct their perceptions of state-power, but also interpret their personal abilities and external opportunities to protect their interests and resist the authorities. Entrepreneurs with political connections have very different ways of doing this than those without such connections, as I will show in the next section.    

			Capacity of Politically Affiliated Businesspeople on the Edge of the Law75

			The majority of my informants—whether or not politically affiliated—described their position as balancing “on the edge of the law.” Under such circumstances, everyone is liable to become a target of blackmail because it is impossible to follow all the formal rules. Authorities and monitoring agencies, who have an interest in finding a legal breach in order to justify their existence,76 have great power to define what is or is not a legal breach. According to my informants, state inspectors on the ground (e.g. sanitation and epidemiology services, firefighters, and others) are highly critical in determining whether an entrepreneur is breaking a norm or not. 

			Ordinary and politically affiliated entrepreneurs display differing willingness to appeal to courts. Politically non-affiliated entrepreneurs indicate that, except in rare cases, it is impossible to successfully appeal against the sanctions applied by state monitoring agencies and local administrations because the courts are on the latter’s side. By contrast, politically affiliated respondents told me stories of successful litigation against state agencies, which I will discuss further below. These divergent attitudes toward courts embody an idea prevalent in socio-legal studies: mobilization of the law is driven by personal experiences rather than professional skills and is based on available resources rather than willingness.77 

			For entrepreneurs, the crucial benefits of parliamentary seats are the ability to mobilize power resources and the ability to use legal instruments to protect their interests. Businesspeople in elected office have easier access to officials; they have more power to protect their businesses; they are more successful at litigating against the state; they find ways to avoid additional payments; and they have access to government contracts. Let us discuss each of these benefits in greater detail. 

			Access to state officials and networking. Compared to ordinary entrepreneurs, businesspeople with parliamentary affiliation have easier access to state officials. They have open access to city managers, heads of different departments, and other officials in order, all of which help them overcome the disadvantages connected with the overregulation of business. This highly important administrative resource is available not only because of their political positions, but also because of their personalized connections. 

			In many cases, politically affiliated entrepreneurs do not spend time waiting for doors to open. They are less likely than ordinary entrepreneurs to face the particularly Russian bureaucratic paper-war (volokita). However, this does not mean that their lives are easy. The present research demonstrates that previous studies, including those made by the author,78 perhaps overestimated the importance of favorable treatment and networking to easing regulations and facilitating procurement. The overregulated state and deficit of qualified bureaucrats in some cases undercuts the benefits that accrue from easy access to decision-makers:

			For a year I have not been able to get permission to start building in one settlement [rural county]. I have already made an agreement with the head of the local administration; his deputy is my friend. All of them say: “We are on your side, we are with you.” But it does not work out, because the people who work on the ground are incompetent.

			So it’s not for malicious intent? 

			No, it’s just a system. That’s how they work. There are still normal people in the city [Syktyvkar], but there is an absence of qualified staff there [in rural communities]. I cannot imagine how people without any connections solve their problems (interview with a member of a city council, businessman, Komi, 2015).

			Nevertheless, the common origin of city authorities and businesspeople in elected office simplifies their professional communication and creates trusting interpersonal networks. Many informants described these informal connections as an essential part of business activity. Both politically connected and non-connected entrepreneurs avoided the word “corruption” and its constituent elements: bribery, lobbying, special interests, rent-seeking, etc. At the same time, businesspeople with political posts were quite open in sharing the ways in which they coped with state control agencies using personal ties. Their narratives about “useful networks” often included a variety of local or regional figures in power: the city prosecutor, the head of police and tax inspection, the head of city administration or his deputies, or the wife of a high-ranking official. However, they did not associate such practices with corruption.            

			Protection from grabbing. For my research, it was highly important to understand whether political affiliation is used for business protection. The majority of my respondents stressed protection from private and state capture and attacks as one of the main privileges of being politically affiliated market actors. Moonlighting politicians have the opportunity to resist raiders through their personal ties with political and administrative bodies. The ability to avoid threats from opponents in the event of business conflicts determines the power potential of an entrepreneur with political status. 

			I am the head of an organization, I visit all events and meetings, and they [business competitors] are afraid of me. I am friendly with the city manager. I was able to block efforts to seize my business, because I have made a name for myself, I am not an unknown businessman. They were afraid that I could use some connections, networks, or some personal contacts somehow (interview with a member of a city council, businessman, trade business, Komi, 2013).  

			My research confirms the widespread practice in Russian urban communities of using political affiliation to protect a business in the absence of the rule of law.79 A more negative aspect to this practice, however, was indicated by non-politically affiliated entrepreneurs, who said that their counterparts with political connections used their political status as a weapon against market competitors. One entrepreneur described a situation when a politically affiliated competitor (at least that is what he claimed) orchestrated difficulties for his firm:

			She was not able to compete with my firm and that is why she “signaled” the tax agency. It is hardly possible to make such a maneuver if you do not have a patron “upstairs.” If you have a patron, it is not a big problem, I think. Nowadays, it is more difficult to protect your rights in court. To my mind, in the past courts were more law-abiding than they are now (interview with the owner of a furniture firm, Komi, 2013). 

			Litigation with the state. As mentioned above, entrepreneurs do not express high trust in courts. Varece posited a link between a firm’s size and its strategies for coping with the state by appealing to the courts. In Russia in the 1990s, he indicated, large corporations formed a sizable majority of the claims to arbitration courts.80 My study shows that not only does the size of a firm matter, but so too does political affiliation. Taking a local administration to court could have unpredictable negative effects: pressure on the business, for example, or unscheduled inspections. Both in Perm and Syktyvkar, informants willingly told me about the negative consequences that so-called “ordinary” entrepreneurs had faced in litigating against the state. City authorities interpret the mobilization of the law as grounds to take action against those who try to protect their legal rights. A lawyer in Syktyvkar who specializes in business cases said:

			People who complain that the city administration breaks formal rules... There are actions against them, for example, a land plot is not granted, lease contracts are not extended, and access to municipal contracts is limited.    

			In contrast, businesspeople in elected offices actively apply to the courts to appeal the decisions of the tax police, the sanitation agency, or the fire safety agency. Litigation with the state—or what I call “law attacks” against state agencies—can sometimes enable businesspeople to reduce their economic costs. Compared to ordinary entrepreneurs, mobilization of the law seems to be the norm rather than the exception for politically connected businesspeople. Such practices also have symbolic meaning: attacking the state, they realize and enforce their identities as “real and brave Russian businessmen.” As one moonlighting politician put it, in a context of total control, an inefficient regulatory system, and corrupt bureaucrats, “I have a moral right to fight for every ruble unfairly taken away from me.”       

			Politically affiliated entrepreneurs have access to “inside” information and informal paths to communicate with judges and other state officials. They are more experienced in creating informal ties and relations of trust with officials, as well as in practicing specific modes of communication on the basis of so-called “administrative” language. These factors positively influence their attempts to mobilize the law.

			Avoiding additional payments. Researchers have showed that the relationship between business and the authorities in different Russian regions is often based on the principle of “taxes+.”81 Businesses are often pressured to make payments to different municipal funds or to sponsor different events. Some examples cited by my respondents included buying buses for public transport, building playgrounds for kids, providing holiday presents for children and the poor, etc. Most payments are regular and obligatory. In order to force entrepreneurs to provide unofficial payments, city authorities may use administrative pressure, such as refusing to grant licenses and operating permits.  

			Politically affiliated entrepreneurs are not excluded from the “taxes+” system, but they have a certain amount of leeway in choosing where they want their money to go. They can accept or ignore an “offer.” Even more importantly, for them, these informal payments are investments, whereas for ordinary entrepreneurs they are costs. As a politically affiliated entrepreneur, if you pay, in the future you will receive various market privileges and benefits from regional or local authorities: quick access to licenses and permits required for businesses in a certain sector (trade, real estate, etc.), access to information and decision-makers, etc.

			Access to government contracts. Informants often mentioned that elected office did not do much to win moonlighting politicians government contracts [gosudarstvennyi zakaz]. The current research on regional cases contrasts with my 2009 study of the role of political affiliation for business in St. Petersburg. The latter showed the high profitability and credibility of municipal and government contracts in estate building, transportation and roads building.82 As one parliamentarian noted in an interview: “If the local government orders a project, it means that he will pay.”83

			According to my present research, political affiliation does not always provide businessmen with privileged access to government contracts (primarily in construction and municipal services) and certainly does not seem to be a guarantee of winning. Moreover, one city council member with a business background from Perm noted that parliamentary duties require substantial time to be spent on communications, obligations, and decision-making, at the expense of business activity. He explained why direct political affiliation matters for firms seeking government contracts:  

			Nowadays you can interact at the stage of preparing documentation. In serious enterprises, there are people who track government contracts. It will not be possible to win quietly, because there will be people willing to complain to the FAS [Federal Antimonopoly Agency]. This is a federal body that neither the region nor the city controls. The only advantage for the companies close to the authorities is the right of the “first night” for submitting documentation.  

			In sum, I would emphasize that the majority of politically affiliated entrepreneurs esteem the system of exclusive access to opportunities and privileges as logical and balanced: if I get favors due to “special” relations with politicians, I should repay them. Legal protection, resistance to attacks, and administrative support and political assistance services accorded by political status are offered on an exclusive, selective, and preferential basis. Moreover, even moonlighting politicians recognize that this happens, as an interviewee in Syktyvkar demonstrated: “I do not use my status for business, but I know that others do.” 

			Conclusions

			The key advantage of comparative analysis of politically connected and non-connected entrepreneurs is that it shows us a broad picture of entrepreneurial capacity to cope with the state and its representatives. On the one hand, politically connected entrepreneurs, like “ordinary” entrepreneurs, have little trust in the state and its institutions. On the other hand, they are more successful in protecting their businesses. My empirical research indicates that politically affiliated entrepreneurs have advantages crucial to developing their businesses and securing their property rights that ordinary entrepreneurs do not enjoy. Politically affiliated businesspeople can therefore be described as privileged market actors. 

			My findings challenge the literature on informality in Russian entrepreneurship, suggesting that informal networks and practices have substituted for insufficient public institutions and underdeveloped market infrastructure.84 The idea of formal-informal substitution in entrepreneurship has been elaborated by numerous scholars, who have drawn a clear theoretical distinction between the formal and the informal.85 My research supports the findings of another set of scholars, who have written about entrepreneurs balancing formality and informality in transition economies, including China, Ukraine, and Russia.86 This field still merits further research. 

			More studies should be also designed to fill the gap in socio-legal research on entrepreneurship in Russia and other post-Soviet states that have failed to transition to a stable market economy. The following questions are relevant here: How do different businesspeople define, recognize, and operate in relation to the law? How do the resources at their disposal influence entrepreneurs’ strategies vis-à-vis the law? If political affiliation (both formal and shadow) influences entrepreneurial strategies, how does it mirror market inequality in post-Soviet economies? And to what degree does this challenge small entrepreneurship as the main force of economic growth in those post-Soviet economies characterized by an overdependence on natural resources and the domination of large business?       

			The investigation of politically connected entrepreneurs in the Russian regions also concerns the more fundamental question of the logic of interaction between private and state actors in the post-Soviet space. For instance, I found some proof that politically affiliated entrepreneurs are in a vulnerable position. It is easy for city managers or governors to force them to be loyal and conformist, to do what is required of them. While my data is insufficient to draw a broader conclusion, interactions between businesspeople in elected office and the authorities shed light on the relationships between the executive and legislative branches and the issue of power and regimes in local communities.87 According to Valeri Ledyaev and Alla Chirikova, this topic remains poorly investigated.88

			Another “black box” is the question of the widespread presence of businesspeople in regional and local Russian politics. There is still no one study that has calculated the share of businesspeople in legislative and executive branches across the country. Researchers have noted that during the last decade local bodies have been captured by businesspersons, but even case studies about business lobbying through local legislatures—including those made by the author—do not provide quantitative data in support of that claim.89 

			More should be done to explore the motivations of businesspeople, with a focus on the hierarchy of their motives and their changeability over time. Although various benefits accrue to deputy status, business interests are not necessarily the only—or even the leading—motive for businesspeople to enter politics. Moonlighting politicians who stay in the regional parliament for three and more terms lend credence to the idea that becoming a professional politician is a significant part of their strategy. There is also little attention paid to how business experience affects the ability of a businessperson to act as a politician or to how politicians with various backgrounds differ in terms of professional quality and human capital. Finally, the wide presence of businesspeople in the executive and legislative branches of regional and local governments might be a conscious effort on the part of elites to overcome the shortage of professionals among public officials. This also relates to the link between the capture of political bodies by business and policy outcomes.  
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			Abstract: This article explores informal practices in the food sector. The practices of St. Petersburg consumers who buy food directly from local farmers via various short food supply chains (on-farm sales, collective purchasing, street trade, etc.) are analyzed in the framework of James Scott’s concepts of “everyday resistance” and “moral economy” and Michel de Certeau’s notion of “tactics.” Consumers’ tactics are explored, and informants’ attitudes toward conventional retail chains and state agencies are compared to their attitudes to local farmers. 

			With various types of hyper/super/mini-markets and grocery stores on every corner, St. Petersburg is the Russian city with the highest share of retail chains in food retail. Nevertheless, some consumers make the effort to search for farmers who can supply them with alternative types of food, then spend time driving to the countryside to pick them up. Within this group, some consumers distrust conventional chains to such an extent that they feel more confident about buying food from illegal street sellers than purchasing certified organic products at supermarkets. The aim of this article is to understand consumers’ attitudes toward farmers and gardeners compared to their stances on conventional chains and state agencies intended to develop the agricultural sector, protect consumers, and ensure food quality and safety.

			The study is a part of a broader project1 investigating the attitudes and practices of St. Petersburg consumers who buy food directly from local farmers. The project employs the concept of short food supply chains—SFSC.2 In conventional food chains, products are usually transported long distances and industrially processed, with the result that consumers cannot be sure where and by whom the original produce was grown. By contrast, in SFSCs food reaches consumers embedded with information on its origin and method of production, making it possible to reconnect consumers with producers, place, and nature, and thus restore their trust in food and a sense of belonging. The SFSC initiatives I have mapped in St. Petersburg include on-farm sales, collective purchasing groups, street trade, purchasing on the Internet, etc. The study deploys a qualitative methodology: 20 in-depth interviews3 (up to 3 hours long) with consumers and experts and 24 questionnaires (80 questions) with consumers were conducted; observations and social media discussions, as well as secondary data (statistical reports, mass surveys, etc.), were also analyzed. The empirical data was collected in 2012–2014, before the food embargo was introduced. The interviews were transcribed and all empirical data put into Nvivo software. Thematic coding4 was used for data analysis.

			The purpose of this article is not to analyze the full range of consumers’ motivations for participating in SFSCs, but to understand one particular aspect—their engagement in direct relationships with farmers as opposed to their attitudes to conventional food business and the state.5 A short overview of consumers’ reasoning will be presented here, with a more thorough analysis to be presented in future articles. To put it simply, my informants favored purchasing from farmers for two sets of reasons: 1) product-related, and 2) relationship-related. 

			The first group of reasons related to the uniqueness of the products offered by farmers. Consumers could not find the products they sought—or, more importantly, food of the desired level of quality, safety, and naturalness—in conventional chains. The second set of reasons was linked to the quality of relationships. My informants believed that producers/sellers in conventional chains lacked care, personal responsibility, and honesty in their interactions with consumers, but felt that their relationships with farmers benefited from these qualities. The various ethical aspects of consumers’ participation in SFSCs (such as care for animals, environment, etc.) will be analyzed in future articles, but for the purposes of this article the focus will be on consumers’ relationships with farmers. These two sets of reasons were closely interlinked: for example, the unsatisfactory quality of products in conventional food chains was also an indicator and outcome of relationship failure—a violation of the moral obligations to provide high-quality food—both of which spurred consumers to look for alternative solutions.

			The informants interviewed within the framework of this study were highly dissatisfied with the quality of food sold in retail chains, as well as with how the state authorities monitored food safety in the city. At the same time, they were pessimistic about their ability to implement any changes to the current food system. Instead, they established direct relationships with local farmers, which helped them to reach their goals without changing the whole system. As will be shown below, consumers perceived both themselves and farmers to be powerless groups, seeing the food business and the state as the most powerful actors, on whom they were dependent and who did not use their power in favor of consumers or farmers.

			These findings correspond well to the concepts of “moral economy” and “everyday resistance” coined by James Scott.6 In his studies of Southeast Asian peasant practices, Scott stated that security and risk-avoidance were the key aspects of peasants’ survival. Survival required sufficient income not only to prevent hunger, but to maintain the infrastructure and status of the household. In order to keep the peace and ensure the effective functioning of the system, power-holders were obliged to ensure that, after all interventions were complete, peasants still had enough resources and their quality of life did not deteriorate too far. This “moral economy” could not be violated without consequences. When those in power ignored their moral responsibility to provide peasants with the means sufficient for living, the latter could “restore” justice by initiating riots. However, riots happened seldom, were risky, and brought unpredictable outcomes. Instead, in most cases, peasants employed various methods of “everyday resistance,” also known as the “power of the weak,” such as sabotage, theft, foot-dragging, whispering, and faked support. These practices did not require coordination or planning, but they implied mutual help, hidden networks, and information exchange. Since they were mainly invisible and did not include open confrontation, they usually demanded fewer resources and involved less risk. And although these practices were not deliberately aimed at changing the system, in Scott’s opinion they could be quite effective at slowly eroding the system from within. 

			Many other scholars have also looked at the survival tactics of peasants and rural households, which involved creative rearranging and using every last drop of resources, emphasizing that many of their activities happened in the “shadow” zone or in “expolar forms.”7 In this vein, Michel de Certeau8 set up an opposition between “strategy” and “tactics,” suggesting that subjects of power used “strategy” (the main resource of which was their own territory, whether spatial or institutional), while objects of power used “tactics,” with time as their main resource. Vadim Volkov and Oleg Kharkhordin9 highlight four main distinctions between tactics and strategies, as understood by de Certeau:

			
					Mobility and temporary occupation of somebody else’s space (tactics) vs. acting on their own territory (strategies);

					Flexible network organization vs. rigid hierarchy and rules;

					Fluid identity vs. fixed identity;

					Improvisation vs. planning.

			

			“Tactics” and everyday resistance have many similarities: they are both flexible, spontaneous practices by powerless groups that allow them to achieve their goals without changing power relationships. Whereas Scott studied peasant societies, de Certeau wrote about the everyday practices of consumers (purchasing, cooking, talking) as tactics for creatively using products in ways other than those in which producers intended them to be used. This hidden resistance was consumers’ response to the strategies of the powerful, by which de Certeau meant not only power-holders but the dominant social order. I have previously analyzed certain consumer tactics, in particular the ones used by mothers to provide nutritious food for their children.10

			This study considers the search for alternative purchasing channels and the decision to buy food directly from farmers to be another example of consumers’ tactics, evidence of their everyday resistance to the conventional food system. Many of these practices occurred in the framework of the informal economy but it was often unclear to the users of these tactics which of “the 50 shades of grey” a particular tactic represented. After reviewing various definitions of the informal economy, Svetlana Barsukova concluded that its main feature was “the distance of these economic activities from formal state regulation and control.”11 Simon Kordonskii12 wrote that a large part of real practices in which Russian citizens were engaged were not represented in statistical reports or in the mass media. This study sought to make visible some of the hidden practices of food consumers and to understand why informants desired this distance from both the state and the conventional food business.

			This article reflects only the opinions of my informants. Due to the article’s qualitative research design, it is not possible to make any claims as to the prevalence of these practices among Russian consumers in general. Even though, in my opinion, these consumers—middle-class urbanites who purchased from farmers—did not differ significantly from ordinary St. Petersburg consumers and did not represent any radical or marginal groups, we cannot exclude that they might have had more critical attitudes toward conventional retail chains than the average urban consumer.

			Nor does the article seek to draw conclusions regarding food safety in retail chains, the prevalence of corruption, etc. The social constructivistapproach is applied in the paper, drawing a distinction between “real” threats and their perception by informants.13 What we can say here is that trust is not understood as a necessary basis for action (I buy = I trust), because I argue that informants often felt forced to buy food from conventional chains. Rather, trust implies both readiness to purchase and emotional satisfaction (I buy + I feel good about the food I buy = I trust). 

			Another important note needs to be made. Although the term “farmers” is used throughout this article, some of the producers from whom informants purchased were likely not farmers but gardeners, rural households, or individual entrepreneurs. However, as the informants were not aware of the producers’ legal status and referred to them as “farmers,” this term is applied.

			The article will proceed as follows. First, examples of consumer tactics will be given to illustrate how these SFSCs were organized; consumers’ relationships with farmers will be discussed. Second, consumers’ attitudes toward the state and the food business will be analyzed, in order to illuminate which moral obligations consumers felt were broken in conventional food chains and why consumers used tactics instead of open confrontation.

			Consumers’ Tactics and Their Attitudes toward Farmers

			Before we can analyze consumers’ tactics, we must discuss the status quo position of farmers in the food system. In recent decades, Russian agriculture has been experiencing a crisis: agricultural production has declined by two or three times on many indicators, and only recently has some stabilization or slow growth occurred.14

			Russian statistics record three types of units engaged in agricultural activities—agricultural organizations, farms, and households.15 Households grow food mainly for their own consumption, but they can sell the surplus. Farms and agricultural organizations both produce food on a professional and commercial basis, but whereas farms are usually family-based units, agricultural organizations are enterprises with hired labor (often the successors to Soviet-era collective farms). In 2016, farms accounted for 12.1% of total agricultural production in Russia.16 In Leningrad oblast,17 the position of farms was even more fragile. Although 742 farms and individual entrepreneurs contributed to agricultural production, they accounted for just 2.4% of the regional total, with agricultural organizations providing 73.3% and households 24.3%.18

			Another specific feature of the St. Petersburg food market is that the region has the most centralized retail in Russia. In 2014, 91.4% of its food turnover went through retail chains, while the top 5 retail chains controlled 70% of market share.19 Both informants and experts indicated that it was almost impossible for small farms to become suppliers for supermarkets, with the result that consumers could not find their produce on the shelves of retail chains. In these individuals’ opinion, there were multiple financial, organizational, and other barriers to farms supplying retail chains: the low purchase prices that supermarkets paid to farms, unofficial extra payments, long selling period, long circle of money, etc. (EXP0320). For farmers, one possible solution could be direct sale. However, traditional direct distribution channels, such as retail markets and fairs, have been on the decline: their share of the St. Petersburg retail market fell from 36.1% in 1995 to 1% in 2016.21 Over the past decade, 5 out of 6 of Russian retail markets have ceased to exist.22 Public surveys confirmed this trend—the share of consumers who were buying their food in hyper-/supermarkets was on the upswing, while the share of those who purchased from food stores, retail markets, and vans was decreasing.23 

			The informants in this study also regularly made purchases in various retail chains, and this food constituted the main part of their consumption. However, this did not mean that they considered such purchases ideal; often, they felt that they had no other options. Informants stated that they wished more local farmers’ products were available. But they were able to regularly find and purchase only a few types of products. This is understandable enough, given that the region’s farms—as discussed above—produce modestly and their products are rarely available in conventional chains. Under such circumstances, both farmers and consumers had to be inventive in finding each other and creating informal purchasing channels. Informants offered several examples of the short food supply chains they used.

			One informant (INT02) bought vegetables (potatoes, carrots, beetroots, etc.) and milk products (milk, sour cream, butter, curds, cream) from a truck for several years. The truck arrived in a residential area close to the city center three times a week, sold out within a couple of hours, and left. The informant did not know the name of the farm or whether it was a farm, entrepreneur, or agricultural organization, but she was confident that the sellers were not middlemen but farmers themselves. She believed that they sold their own produce, in particular because the unbottled milk came in milk churns: “Here it comes in churns, as it used to be before; it means that everything comes directly from their farm” (INT02). A couple of times, she asked them to bring lard or eggs and they made a customized delivery. She did not know if they had the right to sell there, but she believed that this trade was legal because they were not prosecuted by the police and came regularly. She drew conclusions about the quality from observation and experience (for example, when the milk settled, there was cream on top; it got sour quickly and turned into tasty sour milk). She and her neighbors bought from these sellers for many years and nobody had any complaints, which also proved to her that the quality was good.

			Another informant (INT04) explained that her friend was a farmer and delivered milk weekly to her office. She and her colleagues bought it regularly; she also offered the milk to her relatives, friends, and neighbors. In addition, she purchased potatoes from an unknown farmer who had once just knocked on her door and offered his produce. For several months thereafter, he delivered her 15–20 kg of potatoes from Pskov oblast every 4–6 weeks. He told her that he grew potatoes without the use of “chemicals,” and she trusted him. Finally, she sometimes bought food on the streets when she saw farmers.

			A third informant (INT03) enjoyed exploring the products that farmers had on offer while traveling by car. When her child began to suffer from allergies, she found a farmer who sold rabbit meat, to which her child was not allergic, and from then on she went regularly to the farm to buy rabbits for her family. She also purchased rabbits for dozen of other mothers whom she met in an online forum for people dealing with allergies:

			R24: And what is your opinion about farming in the Leningrad oblast, and how did you search and where?

			I: Mainly... We like to travel by car, and I was just driving and I saw somebody and asked. Or, for example, we go to my friend’s dacha;25 she goes to the shop to buy eggs. I told her, “Let’s go out.” We went to the nearby street. We asked a woman who was passing by, “Who keeps chickens here?”... and we went right away and bought barn eggs. And we were shocked by the difference, because we have never eaten such delicious fried eggs! The difference was tremendous. Also, we went out and asked who has goats. And we went to take fresh goat milk. It wasn’t a problem to find <...> We were buying rabbit meat in one place, I brought it. We were communicating on an allergy forum... I asked people and we took 8 rabbits, 10 rabbits, we delivered them home and people picked them up from us <...> They have the same problems: how to feed a child [with] allergies. Because everyone discusses where to find products to feed them, what resulted in allergy and what did not... And subsequently I offered that if I was going to get rabbits for ourselves, why not get them for others who also need to feed their children. That is how it all started (INT03).

			Some informants had products dropped off at their apartment by a farmer, or else delivered to their friends and then distributed to them. Several informants mentioned that having a dacha helped them to establish direct relationships with farmers, either because farmers delivered and sold their produce near the dacha (INT11, INT13, QST22) or because consumers were able to visit farms on the way to their dacha (INT09).

			Agricultural exhibitions and food fairs were another way to connect farmers and consumers (INT12), both by visiting them personally and by studying their websites. “I spent a lot of time searching for all food fairs, there in the lists of participants they have descriptions of products with descriptions of prizes which were awarded, etc... It is a very good source of information” (INT08). Internet shops’ websites were also sometimes used not only to buy but to search for farmers with whom consumers could establish direct relationships: “I found through the Internet a shop which did not hide the contact [information of its vendors]—so I took these contacts and wrote to a farmer” (INT08).

			Some purchases were individual, while in other cases informants united with other consumers, either because it was part of the farmer’s terms of delivery, allowing him to cover transportation expenses, or because the informant wanted to help other consumers with the same needs. These meetings took place on the consumer’s territory (flat, staircase, workplace), on the production site (farm), and in public places (around markets, metro or railway stations, along highways, etc.). 

			Purchasing from farmers differed from supermarket shopping in many ways. Farmers’ produce is more vulnerable—weather conditions may influence the yield, the taste and color of milk may vary depending on the grass the cow is eating, a farmer may get sick and cancel a delivery, etc. Therefore, consumers had to tolerate unpredictability of supply—which products and exactly how much would be delivered, on which date and at what time, as well as variations in the quality, fat content, taste, color, etc. of the food. Participation in some of these SFSCs also required consumers to adjust their everyday habits—to learn how to butcher a whole rabbit, for example, or to buy a second refrigerator to store a collective purchase. At the same time, such purchasing methods gave consumers a certain level of flexibility in negotiating their preferences and face-to-face interaction with farmers, which generated trust.

			Another important aspect was consumers’ compassion and respect for farmers and gardeners. According to public surveys, when Russians were asked about their respect for representatives of various professions, farmers were in the top 4.26 However, only 1% of respondents would like their children or grandchildren to become farmers.27 That data is in accordance with the findings of this study: my informants expressed high respect and trust for farmers, which contrasted with their attitudes toward the state, retail chains and conventional food producers. My informants perceived farmers as honest workers who were engaged in hard physical labor. Informants further indicated that although farmers provided valuable products that supported national health and food security, they were undervalued by the state, oppressed by business, and struggled to survive. In their interviews, the informants expressed strong compassion for farmers and a desire to support them:

			I feel sorry for them, poor things. All policy which in our country, unfortunately... is supposed to help them, but in result they, poor strugglers, work and sometimes suffer a loss. How many times has it been shown in programs that they bring their produce and it is purchased from them for peanuts, and then it is sold to us for a price that is three times higher. There is no help for them, no subsidies, nothing. Of course, I feel pity for these people. They were promised a lot but... A monument should be set up to them. I actually think that those who produce what we consume, I think that these people should live a decent life and earn enough...in comparison to those people who do not do any of this and only consume, and get money for that—there is nothing to talk about <...> When I see that babushka is selling...whether I need it or not, I want to buy something from her—some lettuce, radish, onion. I understand that it is very hard labor. Some people just do not know it. Why do we pay money for produce that is grown by the Chinese, but with them we would bargain for every 10 rubles? (INT05)

			Buying directly from farmers was a good way to support domestic producers because this support became personal—consumers could be sure of to whom their money went and get emotional feedback.

			Food products with international organic certificates have appeared on the Russian market, but they are still quite rare, significantly more expensive,28 and mainly exist as imported packaged foodstuffs. Even when organic products are available, there are noticeable trust issues regarding them. Half of my interviewees and three respondents to the questionnaire indicated that they did not trust labels at all or distrusted Russian labels in particular because of “how easily they can be bought” (INT03): “I met only in Finland. Here [in Russia] maybe there are some, but I do not trust them. They can write anything on the label <...> When I go to Finland, I prefer products with the label ‘Luomu’ [organic in Finnish]” (INT12). Other informants distrusted certified organics all together because “anything that is made on an industrial scale cannot be organic” (INT09), instead preferring to buy products from gardeners without any papers: 

			I think “organic” will not stick here, maybe due to people’s ignorance, maybe due to other reasons, maybe because most Russians are gardeners and that is why industrial organics for them will always be worse than organics grown naturally on seed plots <...> I am much more confident in a babushka who sells carrots on the street. Yes, I would rather buy carrots from her even though she certainly does not have any certificate—she has grown them in her vegetable garden. In her garden she is unlikely to add... she for sure did not add any pesticides, etc. and her carrots are tasty because they are healthy and straight from the garden (INT10).

			This quotation is emblematic of extremely strong institutional distrust among the consumers, in contrast to the high level of interpersonal trust. For informants, trust in food was created when they could shorten the distance and look in the eyes of the producer. That way, the responsibility for food quality could be personified, in comparison with long conventional chains in which it was often difficult to understand whom to blame if something was wrong. Another aspect mentioned by this informant is that many Russians have experience of growing food themselves or their relatives doing so, whether at a dacha, in a vegetable plot, or in the village: according to surveys, more than half of Russians have a land plot and use it to grow food for their own consumption.29 As such, consumers were familiar with this mode of production and it made them feel safe.

			The informants also trusted farmers and gardeners because they believed a) that these producers actually lived on the land where they grew food and would not harm their own environment, and b) that they were selling the same food that they fed to their children. Farmers cared for the health of their own families and had a humane attitude toward animals and the environment, which resulted in producing safe and healthy food. Therefore, by buying directly from farmers, consumers were voting with their wallets for more environment-friendly production. That was why informants were happy to buy food from street traders.

			


Figure 1. Old ladies selling vegetables, berries, pickles, and tomato sauce near the food retail market
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Street trade has been used by sellers for centuries. In Russia, it blossomed in the 1990s, and it remains common today.30 Many gardeners sell their surplus produce near the metro and railway stations, outside city markets—not only because there are many passers-by in these places, but also because they are located on the way home from their dacha or are easily accessible by public transport. Although a gardener can be fined for selling food in these public places, the penalties are rather small and are seldom applied. 

			There are also legal ways for gardeners to sell their food at city retail markets, and the procedure has recently been simplified. In order to get access to a free trading place at a city food market, a gardener need only provide his or her passport and either the property certificate of a land plot or a membership card for a gardeners’ association. Yet only 40–70% of these trading places are actually used by gardeners.31 

			I asked old ladies who were selling their produce outside the retail food market in the city center whether they knew that trading places at city markets were allocated for gardeners and they could use them free of charge. One of the old ladies replied that she was aware of it, but at the market she would only be allowed to sell vegetables, not the preserves that she also had for sale (see Figure 1). These ladies were afraid of police persecution and allowed me to take a photo only after being assured that their faces would be concealed. Despite this fear, however, they still considered street trade more convenient than trading in the retail food market.

			This practice is a good example of tactics: producer-consumer interaction occurs in a place that belongs to someone else and which they have no right to use for this purpose. They occupy this spot only for a short period of time and as soon as they see a policeman, these old ladies pack up their products and run away— they relocate to another temporary place or come back later. Their mobility is high—they have small quantities of products and they use trolleys (one can be seen in the photo), which help them to move faster. Street trade allows them to be independent and does not require any paperwork at all—they do not need to check the quality and safety of products, they can sell any type of products, and they are the only ones who know how it was produced, processed, stored, and packaged. Old ladies often sell their produce in reused glass jars that bear the labels of the previous manufacturer, hand-written inscriptions stating what is inside, or no labels at all—their names are not disclosed and no branding is used. They go anywhere and leave whenever is convenient for them. Although they are individual sellers, they often cooperate with other old ladies (to get change, to fill in for one another if somebody needs to go to the toilet, etc.). Here, all features of tactics are present: mobility and temporary occupation of somebody else’s space, flexibility and cooperation, fluid identity, and improvisation.

			Consumers’ sympathy for these old ladies is strong—their respect for the hard physical labor involved in producing food is enhanced by their compassion for elderly women-pensioners who struggle with poverty. This emotional response is exploited by middlemen (trade mafia), who falsify this practice by hiring old ladies to sell fruits and vegetables purchased at wholesale warehouses and misrepresent this food as having been produced by gardeners.32 This creates a “Russian doll effect”—one informal practice is hidden inside another.

			But although some informants bought food from strangers on the streets, many preferred to purchase from farmers who they found through their relatives, friends and colleagues, a fact that demonstrates the importance of personal networks. Buying directly from farmers with whom they had personalized trust was the best solution for these informants because it ensured “personal responsibility and commitment” (INT11): “Personal relationships, they bring better quality. When you personally communicate with a person, you sell him a bad product and you understand that he will personally tell you that you have produced and sold a bad product. And subsequently nobody will recommend you, you will have no new customers” (INT09). The reviews on the intermediaries’ websites, Internet forums, and social media were another important way to find farmers and build trust.

			Consumers’ Attitudes toward the State and the Food Business

			When asked about the food system, my informants responded that they disliked how food distribution was organized in the city. They felt themselves powerless in the face of the egotistical and even immoral behavior of state authorities and conventional food producers and sellers. Below, I will analyze which of their food system-related responsibilities the state and the food business ignored, how they treated consumers unfairly, and other criticisms of them informants expressed. 

			Blaming the State

			Informants found the state guilty of degrading the agricultural sector after perestroika. Even the recent emergence of new farmers was perceived by some as a forced survival strategy rather than a positive trend:

			Compared to what was in the USSR <...> It [growing food] was in every family. Everyone did it, even those who lived and worked in the city. It was like that. But they destroyed it. And now it is not a revival, it is hopelessness when people move to Leningrad Oblast to live and grow because it is impossible to eat this food; they are afraid to buy these products and give them to their children. It is hopelessness, I would say. It is not revival or movement forward, how is it called?.. development. It is not development, it is degradation. Unfortunately <...> I think that if nothing changes and it carries on as it is, we will lose farming. Because every year there are fewer and fewer people there <...> I am not talking about the Soviet farms, though they are also being destroyed. But everything we have now, especially due to joining the WTO, is imported from abroad. Most people buy food in OKEY and other supermarkets. You can look at products in hypermarkets according to what is Russian production and what is European—the share is 15% to 85%, I think, with the exception of particular products <...> I think the optimal way...for further development and reconstruction of the genetic resources of the population, health, environment is the farming which was intentionally in the certain period...let me say...they introduced laws that were not good for farmers (INT01).

			This informant made a strong and emotional statement about the decisive role of the state in the crisis facing agriculture. He suggested that if the state’s priorities and policy did not change, Russian farmers might disappear all together. The post-perestroika destruction of the agricultural sector resulted not only in a sharp decrease in agricultural production and its replacement by imported food, but in the social and ecological degradation of rural areas, as other respondents noted:

			All villages are deserted here, we can say, it is absolutely impossible to force anyone into working there. If before there were some cows there, now even they have died off and there is nothing there (INT02).

			There were peat-bog fires in Moscow and... it was horrible, people could not breathe <...> It happened because many agricultural territories now are abandoned, the grass is dry—any spark and there is fire, the villages are burning...<...> it is because agricultural production is declining, they took land away from peasants. The land is idle and it is overgrown with weeds (EXP03).

			Most informants considered food safety and quality control to be the domain of the state, and they assessed its execution as unsatisfactory. This could be seen as a legacy of the past: historically, the state strictly regulated all spheres of life, and most consumers still expected this. In consumers’ view, the state should set the norms, control food safety and quality, support local farmers, and protect consumers. Some of them compared state performance on this matter with the Soviet past, noting a significant deterioration:

			I think that the state...should [impose] control. If anything is bad, then it has to be punished, and not like…they delivered pork from a pig that died of some sickness, they paid him some money, and he put a stamp that it was healthy, and then we get sick and whine. So, of course, there should be control by the state, without question. And naturally, some human conscience, etc. But unfortunately, now there is nothing like that <...>All these consumer unions…sure, they do some work but again, you know... as far as I know, before there were these spontaneous checks, they could come at any moment and check. And now it happens once every three or five years, and they phone beforehand that they are coming. Of course, if you come, they will put things in order, tidy everything up... <...> It was not like that before. I know cases from thirty, forty years ago when my mother worked in a shop—when inspection came they all were shaking with fright and knew what they would do to you if you shortchanged a customer by a single gram…<...> the [Communist] Party, and the Komsomol...I do not know...they would leave you without bonus and they put you in prison. Because there was some responsibility, and earlier everything was tastier in general (INT05).

			Informants connected many of the above-mentioned problems, especially the failures in food safety control, with corruption:

			The government and the authorities are to blame for allowing all that <...> There are all these inspection authorities—where are they? They should check the quality, they should. It is because here everything is based on bribes, that is all <...> Corruption. One word—corruption. It was never like that to such an extent before. We have lived with those authorities and with these ones—it is something... (INT02).

			In the informants’ opinion, corruption took place not only in conventional stores, but also in retail markets and street trade when middlemen were involved. This led, they said, to the growth of a black economy: money went in the pockets of corrupt policemen and officials while unsafe products stayed on the market. A milk tanker seller (EXP02) described migrants who sold fish on the streets without a refrigerator (in violation of the sanitary rules), trade permit, or health book. They hired illegal migrants to work for extremely low salaries, and the police did not prevent this and took bribes to look the other way. Such corrupt practices created the conditions for replacing legal workers with illegal migrants, exploiting workers, and increasing interethnic tension. Explained another informant (INT01):

			I: We were fighting for the retail markets <...> There was a [local] deputy <...> who decided to take over the markets <...> There was a double payment...

			R: For farmers?

			I: For all market sellers. One payment was official and another one—a man came to you and demanded that you pay or they would find a reason why you could not work there, you know...

			R: Was it this deputy who introduced such rules?

			I: Yes, it was him <...> He is one of these [abusive language] “neighborly nations.” From Azerbaijan, I think. 

			One of the sources of this interethnic tension was defined by informants as the occupation of city markets by “Caucasian mafia,” by which they meant that the markets were ruled by representatives of diasporas (mainly Azerbaijanis), and it was difficult for Russian farmers to get into this system or have fair working conditions. In the opinion of another informant (INT05), this mafia and state corruption meant that the city markets were full of imported food from wholesale warehouses sold by middlemen instead of local products from farmers.

			The state officials were also criticized for serving their own interests instead of doing their job, and for being self-absorbed and too separate from the population. “There is nothing good in our country at the moment <...> the government and all our state officials already live as in communism, it is clear, and how ordinary people live <...> such horror when you look at it” (INT02). In the opinion of this informant, state officials—whose quality of life was much higher—were making decisions for the population even though they did not know the people’s needs and did not have the same kinds of problems. An expert explained that the state and business divided the resources and ate “the public pie,” while the population was not even invited to the table:

			After these twenty years of capitalism, we see that only 10% managed to master the market economy. And they are our state officials who actually a priori can do whatever they want because “the severity of our laws is countermanded by the lack of obligation to implement them” <...> on one side is the state, on the other private companies. The former “hog the cover,” i.e. the budget, to their advantage <...>; the latter siphon off money from the budget to their advantage <...> and the population, 90%, is not involved in this process in any way. At all (EXP03).

			Some informants perceived corruption (together with officials’ preoccupation with their own interests) as an obstacle to innovation and development in the agricultural sector:

			There are various technologies, but they are not implemented in agricultural production for several reasons <...> the main reason is corruption. The people who are decision-makers are mostly preoccupied by their own benefits from this. Moreover, [new technologies] are risky, right? They are not tested <...> What if they fail? <...> It is better to keep things as they are, live quietly, and get your salary. Otherwise you pay him some money and then he will think about it <...> It is possible to arrange for them to come and deliver their produce, I think, it is not difficult, I read that there are some hypermarkets that take products directly from farmers to sell with proper certificates. All this can be done. But now none of the state authorities are interested in it (INT01).

			According to Natalia Mamonova, the informal implementation of various food practices in Russia (through personal networks, etc.) can serve to protect them from state restrictions, repression, etc. If a concept (for example, food sovereignty) is taken over by the state, it may be done “in a tightly controlled manner... by moulding the concept ingeniously—taking out the elements that challenge the status quo <...> Official recognition and registration of these practices will most likely lead to their dissolution or emergence of shadow practices.”33 This fear that initially good practice could be bent to the will of the state and disappear was shared by some of my informants:

			R: They are starting to develop legislation on organic products—those without GMOs, antibiotics, etc...

			I: Oh, God forbid! If the state takes it on, then it is over. Then ecologically clean products will disappear completely. It would be better if it did not touch it with its dirty hands (INT04).

			Blaming the Food Business

			Even for informants who bought directly from farmers, retail chains were still their main source of food. However, when they were asked about conventional food producers and sellers, they characterized them using such strong words as “dishonest,” “deceitful,” “dishonorable,” and “immoral.” These consumers accused conventional food producers of moral failure and a lack of care:

			R: Speaking of supermarkets—what are the reasons why you buy there, what is good and bad there?

			I: The good thing is a wide assortment in one place, so I do not have to cruise around multiple places. It is the only big advantage, in my opinion. What is bad—that’s a long list... Too many people and... But first of all, naturally, is the quality—nobody cares about it. As far as I... I spoke to people, I heard that those [producers] who pay under the table get their products purchased. And it does not matter what quality they are. And people get food poisoning and die. I have watched lawsuits and hearings on such cases. But because they have a lot of money, the lawsuits did not have any outcome. That is why it is the main disadvantage (INT01).

			The consumers accused supermarkets of being too eager to increase their profits at any cost and ignoring the safety and well-being of their customers and suppliers:

			But they will deceive anyway <...> Because they can write whatever they want, unfortunately. Now nobody takes any responsibility for anything <...> They need money, they need profit. That is why... they do not care at all about us <...> They probably eat Australian marbled beef themselves, so, you know, they spit upon us. But they can say anything (INT05).

			A main complaint about conventional food chains such as supermarkets was their dishonest practices. The supermarkets were often seen by the consumers as enemies who tried to fool them—for example, consumers knew that supermarket employees hid the fresher products with the longest expiry dates at the back of the shelves so consumers needed to search and reach for them (INT11). Another widely discussed issue was that supermarkets used any means to convince consumers that a product was of decent safety and freshness when in fact it was not. Many consumers described the journey through which products went:

			I absolutely do not trust meat sold in supermarkets. Because I know what is going on there from my friends who work there. One of my friends worked in two quite famous supermarkets and she told me in what condition the meat arrives and what transformations it goes through there <…> First, it arrives in vacuum packaging. Then, when the expiry date has passed, they put it in containers and wrap it in kitchen film and put a new expiry date on it. If it still doesn’t sell, then it goes to the kitchen. Well, it goes into minced meat and then to the kitchen, i.e. it goes through all these stages after the expiry date has passed. And how many times it has passed... That it why I do not even look at meat or fish... (INT03).

			Moreover, many consumers believed that industrial food producers often withheld or concealed important information—that the milk was diluted with water or other liquids (INT10), that preservatives or GMOs had been used (INT01), etc. Shopping at a supermarket therefore became a sort of quest in which retail chains used various tricks to fool consumers and the latter tried to reveal the deception.

			One expert argued that due to the greediness of business and the inefficiency of the state, Russia found itself in a situation where it had all the disadvantages of capitalism, such as profit-hunting, but none of the advantages, such as competition. The state and business often acted as they pleased and were not accountable to the population:

			If we speak about retailers—there is no competition there, the prices are the same in all shops <...> We were promised that commerce would bring opportunities for competition, and thanks to it we will have better-quality products with lower prices. But the opposite happened. Collusion happened. Real collusion. And the Federal Anti-Monopoly Service does not do anything <..>  They call themselves by different names—“Magnit,” “Pyaterochka,” etc.—but it is in fact the same owner <…> What happens is that one commercial enterprise swallows up another commercial enterprise, and that is the only competition they have. There is no sense for them in competing—they have no reason to compete and improve the quality of products and decrease prices <...> We have not seen it in the last twenty years, it is not happening <...> What we see today: a market economy is where commercial enterprises rook producers because they dictate purchasing prices and at the same time they rook consumers because they impose the highest prices to take the most from consumers. And so the population lives worse under a market economy... in Soviet times there were not enough products; there was a deficit but the prices were normal…people had money but did not have products. Today, it is much worse: there are products but there is no money (EXP03).

			Experts and consumers alike indicated that retail chains robbed both consumers and suppliers, that they pressured small producers to sell at low prices (or introduced barriers to entry that farmers simply could not overcome), and that they excluded small producers from the food market by selling cheap (often imported) products with which local farmers could not compete. In so doing, retail chains not only created an unfavorable environment for small farmers, but even threatened the very existence of many local producers.

			People in the Leningrad Oblast complain that local producers are being forced out. Because retail chains come <...> and build stores with a full assortment of products <...> and what happened? The bread is not produced anymore. The bread is only produced by large companies <…> small-scale producers, they quit their job. Because their expenses are higher <...> total costs—the larger the volume you produce, the lower they are per unit. The small producers do not have the volume, rather, they have bread fresh out of the oven (EXP04).

			The prevalence of retail chains also posed a threat to small vendors: “Now small-scale retail trade has been killed, i.e. it has become impossible to buy anything. Hypermarkets, we can say, sucked up all the market <...> though their products are not of the best quality” (INT01). Another threat was the take-over of city markets by middlemen:

			Middlemen dominate city markets. All products, if we’re talking about fruits and vegetables, come from huge vegetable warehouses. Now it is nothing like it was before: when a person was selling his own fruits and vegetables, he could tell their story, where they came from... now there is nothing like that. Now you come to the city market, ask where the tomatoes came from, and they either lie to you or tell you that they have no idea where... (EXP01).

			As a result of this profit-driven attitude and lack of care and responsibility, products sold by retail chains did not meet consumers’ requirements. Such shopping therefore caused them anxiety and frustration. My informants expressed their dissatisfaction with the food sold in supermarkets: regardless of the huge choice of products, they felt themselves to be in a food desert with no healthy food:

			Because all these huge stores in which there is nothing to buy, in which one can get lost, and can spend all your money and go away, basically, to come home and cry because of what you have brought from there <...> I do not know who stuffs shops with these products, but many people openly say that there is nothing to buy. They are filled to the brim but there is nothing to eat. There is no healthy natural food there that would promote the development and health...of a human being (INT04).

			Open Confrontation vs. Everyday Resistance: To Fight or Not to Fight

			As demonstrated above, most informants were dissatisfied with the food system. At the same time, they expressed disbelief that their actions could make any difference: “In this country it is impossible to change anything, better not to even dream about it” (INT12). The quotation below shows that some informants have tried to improve things, but their efforts have been unsuccessful and may even have caused the situation to deteriorate:

			R: And consumers, should they influence the food system in any way? And what instruments do they have at their disposal?

			I: Of course they should. But which... now we do not have any instruments... because I even wrote to Rospotrebnadzor [Federal Supervision Agency for Customer Protection and Human Welfare] <...> For them “everything is OK,” with rare exceptions when they need it for their reports—then they can step in and stand up for something. Otherwise not... And it depends on the people, you know? <...> They are the same people as anywhere. And it depends on who he is, what his job position is, depends on his morality, let’s say, upbringing, conscience, and honesty <...> everything depends on the particular person on duty to whom you wrote. It does not depend on the law. Absolutely not (INT01).

			This informant argued that consumers could not be protected even by the state agency the main duty of which was to ensure their safety. He said that the laws were not executed; the only important thing was power. Consumers did not have this power, so they could not change things, and the agency had power, but it used it for its own purposes, not to benefit consumers. The state agency was therefore perceived as a sort of business enterprise that maximized its profits (if not monetary, then bureaucratic), took better care of paperwork than of consumers, and which neglected its mission by doing so. 

			A second informant told me about her unsuccessful efforts to complain about the rocks she found in a food product. She did not succeed and felt even more powerless thereafter: “We should, of course, we should try... if everyone tries... But this heavy machine is too hard to move” (INT13).

			A third informant argued that most legal instruments to protect consumers’ rights and change the system were de facto forbidden in Russia. From her point of view, socially active people were seen as a threat; the state and business wanted citizens to be passive, as this allowed them to execute their projects without any resistance on the part of the population:

			It seems to me that taking into account the most recent efforts of our state authorities to shut down protest rallies, etc., all other actions do not work in our country, they stopped working completely in our country, let’s say... you can see that we can collect 100,000 signatures and it still does not work, and nobody cares (INT10).

			The first informant mentioned that for consumers, efforts to defend their rights might not only waste their time but also threaten their very lives. The mass media could become an instrument to restore rights, but the media were difficult to access, and again, success depended on who had more financial power—the weaker side was not only going to lose, but could also face threats:

			The most effective way, I think, is publicity. Roughly speaking, if there is a case of food poisoning or, God forbid, somebody died, naturally, it should be covered on the Internet or in mass media... well, mass media will seldom take it, mainly Internet. It is the only way... it is the only small leverage which we can press on. But still, it depends on the financial resources involved—they can either suppress it quickly or threaten or anything else. This is how it is done here now (INT01).

			The consumers felt that they were deprived of political and economic power. Since many consumers were poor and could not vote with their wallets, they had no choice but to buy the cheapest things available, which were chosen for them by more powerful actors in the food system: “They cannot exercise influence anyway. Because babushki, they will still try to buy cheaper bread, etc. 2/3 of our population <...> all their budget is spent on food, so they try to cut down expenses <...> it is useless [to write complaints], it is rubbish, nobody needs it” (INT09). Thus, the food system is even more unsafe for people without enough money. The main way to protect oneself and get safer food was to “earn money” (INT09). I described this trend—the popularity of individual coping strategies including, first of all, increasing family income to allow access to better-quality food—in a previous study.34 This increased income also allowed consumers to contend with the fact that fresh and natural products from local farmers were often more expensive than food in supermarkets due to the small scale of production, the unfavorable climate, etc. Therefore, it was not only a question of insufficient supply from farmers, but also, in some cases, a lack of money that hampered consumers’ access to farmers’ produce.

			Conclusion

			As I have shown, my informants perceived themselves to be powerless and considered food in retail chains—which held the dominant position in the food market—to be risky in terms of quality and safety. They believed that the main power over the food supply was centralized in the hands of the food business, but they blamed it on a lack of care and responsibility and on profit-driven behavior that came at the expense of consumers’ health and wellbeing. At the same time, they accused the state of failing to control food safety, support local farmers, and protect consumers, which happened because officials ignored their duties and prioritized their own goals over the interests of the population. Consumers believed that they had moral right to access safe food of good quality—meaning, above all, fresh and natural foodstuffs—and that it was the duty of the food business to provide this food and the duty of the state to ensure that the food business delivered it. However, in the opinion of my informants, both actors defaulted on their moral obligations. Nevertheless, consumers did not often try to change the system, as they did not believe that these efforts would be successful. Some of them were fearful of acting openly, while others had seen their efforts fail in the past.

			One solution to this conundrum was for consumers to purchase food directly from local farmers and gardeners. My informants trusted that this food was of better quality, and they perceived farmers as another powerless group which suffered from the state and the food business. They used an array of methods to search for farmers, from browsing websites to traveling to the countryside, and bought food from various SFSCs: office delivery, collective purchases on-farm, and street trade. These practices were what Michel de Certeau terms the “tactics” of powerless individuals, who used time, flexibility, improvisation, and cooperation to their advantage. They also perfectly corresponded to what James Scott calls “everyday resistance”: an effort to restore moral justice in the face of power-holders who failed to meet their obligations. If open confrontation seemed dangerous and fruitless, requiring excessive effort over decades to change the system, use of these tactics was efficient, as the informants were able to provide at least partially healthy nutrition for their families almost immediately. The study brought to light some of these hidden practices of food consumers, which helped them to find temporary solutions to the issue of food safety.

			However, if James Scott’s “moral economy” focused on survival in terms of financial wellbeing of the household and sufficient quantity of food, for these informants it was the quality of food that was of crucial significance. This could indicate a “quality turn,”35 a growing trend toward consumers demanding higher-quality, more local, and more natural foods. Unlike local farmers, the retail chains did not provide food of the required quality, which my informants perceived as a failure of both products and relationships: they were dissatisfied not only with the foodstuffs available in stores, but also with the attitude of the food business toward them. All this made food products by local farmers not only safer and healthier than, but also—as this article has aimed to emphasize—“morally superior” to products from supermarkets. By purchasing and consuming food bought from farmers in SFSCs, informants not only improved their own wellbeing but, to some extent, supported farmers and restored justice in the food system. However, it is important to note that even though some informants used such emotionally-loaded words as “poison,” “chemicals,” etc., all informants regularly purchased most of their food in various conventional stores and supermarkets. The suggestion was made that products sold in retail chains were not so much life-threatening as they were “morally inferior.” By consuming them, informants not only exposed themselves to various food risks, but also made these impersonal, detached, and uncaring relationships with greedy and corrupt power-holders part of their everyday experience. By contrast, when they bought directly from farmers, consumers purchased healthier food and supported their companions in misfortune—local farmers—who were moral human beings: caring, hard-working, honest, etc.

			Nevertheless, it is important not to exaggerate this moral dimension and to take into account the pragmatism of consumers. Svetlana Barsukova36 has stated that Russian consumers often appeal to patriotism when this coincides with pragmatic reasons to buy local food, such as ecological cleanness, the closeness of the production site, and habits (while at the same time purchasing imported cars, equipment, and clothes over domestic ones37). Therefore, the significance of this factor may vary between informants and intersect with multiple other motivations that were not discussed in this paper. However, for all of them, farmers’ produce had a moral advantage over food from conventional chains.

			This study, which discussed the everyday practices of ordinary consumers, demonstrated an extremely high level of institutional distrust, a very disturbing indicator. The project illustrated that consumer-farmer relationships were often forged in the framework of the informal economy. However, it was not always possible to draw a clear line between formal and informal practices. The fact that the informants often had no idea how (il)legal a particular practice was or what the legal status of a farmer was—they did not ask for certificates, etc.—showed that these aspects were not of primary importance for consumers. Since many informants reported mistrusting labels and mentioned a high level of corruption and the falsification of official certificates, the formal status of products, producers, or practices did not, for them, a priori guarantee quality or safety and was not preferable to informal status when making purchase decisions. Instead of formal paperwork, consumers ensured trust by establishing face-to-face relationships with producers, drawing on the recommendations of their friends, and evaluating products through observation.
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