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Chapter 1

Politics in Russia

RICHARD SAKWA

Two decades after the fall of communism and the establishment of an
independent Russia in 1991 the nature of the new political system
remains controversial. No one thought it would be easy to create the insti-
tutions of representative democracy and the rule of law, together with the
mechanisms of market capitalism and national integration, but few could
have anticipated quite how difficult these processes would be. The formal
establishment of democratic institutions, symbolised above all by the
adoption of the constitution in December 1993, was the relatively easy
part. Making them work and imbuing them with the spirit of legality,
accountability and pluralism is something else. Russia’s post-communist
development has been marked by some spectacular failures, including
armed conflict between the executive and the legislature in 1993 and two
wars in Chechnya, yet overall the picture is not quite so bleak as some
would suggest. This chapter will present an overview of political develop-

ments in the recent past, and suggest some ways of evaluating the contem-
porary situation.

The Soviet system and its demise

For seventy-four years between 1917 and 1991 the Soviet Union sought
to create an alternative social order based on its own interpretation of
Marxist thinking combined with a Leninist understanding of the need for
a dominant party. The Soviet system endured far longer than most of its
early critics thought possible, but ultimately in 1991 came crashing down.
The legacy of the failed experiment lives on in Russia today. The dissolu-
tion of the communist system was accompanied by the disintegration of
the country. The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) was estab-
lished in December 1922 as a union of allegedly sovereign republics to
give political form to the diversity of the new republic’s peoples and
nations, and this was then given juridical form in the adoption of the
Soviet Union’s first constitution in January 1924. The system worked as
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there was a force standing outside the ethno-federal frame-
izgflisirolggti?s force was the All-Union CommunisF Party (Bolsheviks)
(VKP(b)), renamed the Communist Party .of the Soviet Unlon (CPSU). Zt
the Nineteenth Party Congress in 1952. With the launching of perestroi le
(restructuring) by the new General Secretary of the. CPSU, Mlkha}l
Gorbachev, in 19835, the Party gradually lost its integrative capacity as its
own internal coherence dissolved, precipitating by late 1991 the disinte-
gration of the state that it had overseen.

Communism and the Soviet Union

The abdication of Nicholas Il in February 19.17 brought to an end the
Romanov dynasty after more than 300 years in power. During Fhe nex;
eight months Russia tried to fight a war wh%le making a reyolutlon, arkll
although it was notably unsuccessful in the first endeavour it shocked the
world with the second. The dominant rule of the Communist Party was
established by Vladimir II’ich Lenin soon afteF the B.olshevﬂfs.came t(}
power in October 1917, and for Lenin (once victory In the C1v.11 War o
1918-20 was assured) development became the priority of Soviet power
rather than more general emancipatory goals (the entire sequence of lead-
ership from Nicholas Il to the present is set out in Table 1.1). .
For Joseph Vissarionovich Stalin, who after a struggle' followmg
Lenin’s death in 1924 achieved dictatorial power, accele.rated 1'n.dus.tr1ah-
sation became the overriding aim, accompanied by the 1nteq81f1cat10n of
coercion that peaked in the terror of the 1930s. \.hctor.y in the Great
Patriotic War of 1941-45 over Nazi Germany and its allies appeared to
vindicate all the sacrifices of the early Soviet period, yet the prevalence. of
terror remained. A first step towards destalinisation was tak.en ff)ll‘owmg
Stalin’s death in 1953 by his successor, Nikita Khrushchev, in his ‘Secret

Table 1.1  Soviet and Russian Leaders

—

Date Nawme of Leader
1894-1917 Nicholas I
1917-24 Vliadimir II’ich Lenin ‘
1924-53 Joseph Vissarionovich Stalin
1953-64 Nikita Sergeevich Khrushchev
1964-82 Leonid Il’ich Brezhnev
1982-84 Yuri Vladimirovich Andropov
1984-85 Konstantin Ustinovich Chernenko
1985-91 Mikhail Sergeevich Gorbachev
1991-99 Boris Nikolaevich Yeltsin
2000-08 Vladimir Vladimirc&vichfut{i{n
. e ea 15t MMadvadaw
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Speech’ of 25 February 1956 at the Twentieth Party Congress.
Khrushchev provided a devastating critique of the man - Stalin - but
failed to give a systemic critique of how this man had been able to commit
so many crimes for so long. During the long reign of Leonid Brezhnev
(1964-82) the question of the political renewal of the Soviet system was
placed firmly on the back burner. The attempt to renew the communist
system by establishing a more humane and democratic form of socialism
in Czechoslovakia in 1968 was crushed by Soviet tanks in August of that
year. Instead, the last years of Brezhnev’s rule gave way to what later was
called the period of stagnation (zastoi) as the high hopes of the period of
détente with the West gave way to an intensified and extremely dangerous
renewed phase of the Cold War.

Already in 1983 Yuri Andropov, who had headed the KGB since 1967
and then briefly took over as General Secretary of the CPSU between
Brezhnev’s death in November 1982 and his own death in February 1984,
posed the fundamental issue: “We do not know the country we live in’.
Andropov’s response was a programme of ‘authoritarian modernisation’,
including the intensification of labour discipline, the struggle against
corruption and the restoration of a more ascetic form of communist
morality. On Andropov’s death the Brezhnevite Konstantin Chernenko
managed to claw his way to power for a brief period despite his many
illnesses. Chernenko’s death in March 1985 finally allowed a new gener-
ation to assume the reins of leadership.

Perestroika: from rationalisation to disintegration

The appointment of a reforming General Secretary of the CPSU in March
1985 set in motion changes whose outcome is still not clear. Even though
Gorbachev came to power as Andropov’s protégé, his programme of
reform quickly transcended even a residual notion of ‘authoritarian
modernisation’. In domestic politics full-scale reforms were adopted,
while at the same time he sought to put an end to the Cold War conflict
with the West, a struggle that he increasingly considered both futile and
damaging for all concerned. Gorbachev came to power with a clear
vision that the old way of governing the Soviet Union could no longer
continue, but his plans for change swiftly came up against some hard
realities. He achieved some significant success in democratising the
Soviet system, but by 1991 the communist order was dissolving and the
country disintegrating.

On a visit to Canada in May 1983, Gorbachev and the Soviet ambas-
sador, Alexander Yakovlev (who later was to play a large part in shaping
the reforms) agreed that ‘We cannot continue to live in this way’
(Remnick 1993: 294-5). Gorbachev came to power committed to
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modernising the Soviet system. In the space of six years peﬁestrozka
moved through five main stages: initial attempts to rationalise the system
moved to a phase of liberalisation, and then to democmtlz.sat;)on
(demokratizatsiya) that began to transform the.soc1ety and polity but
which provoked the dissolution of the fogndatlons .of the communist
order and culminated in a final stage of dz§zn.tegratzon .of the cmfmtry
itself. Once changes began they could not be limited by regime-led rehoim,
and by 1991 pressure for a radical change of system becz}me ovlfir\i\(/i E mk
ing. The attempt in August 1991 by a group of conservatives to ho .a;
the tide of change precipitated the result that they had sought to avert% the
dissolution of the communist system of government and, by the end of the
year, the disintegration of the USSR. e did
Gorbachev did not come to power with a clear set of policies; but he di
have an attitude towards change to which he remained loyal to the bitter
end. He intended to achieve a modernisation of the communist systli:rg
through perestroika, and within that framework launched what hz calle
2 ‘revolution within the revolution’ to save the system and not to estrcl))y
it. Gorbachev understood that the system was suffermg from major prob-
lems, including declining economi.c growth rates, soc1al.deca)ff, ixcesilve
secrecy in scientific and political life, and the degeneration of the ruling
elite into an ever more venal and incompetent class. Gorbachev qexg;r
repudiated the basic idea that the communist system remame.d a viable
and in some respects a superior one to capl'tallst'de.mocracy. His aim (\izvlz;s
to provide Soviet communism with dynamlgm similar to that (ein)oye ! }i
capitalism, but without its defects. He certainly never 1nte1}de to under
mine what was called the ‘leading role’ of the Communlft Party 05 lt)o
destroy the planned economy. Perestroikq, he insisted, was prompr d}i
awareness that the potential of socialism ha[d] been underutilise
ev 1987:10). .
(G?;l?c?lzheconomic sp)here he got off on the wrong foot rlghF away:fthe
policy of acceleration (uskorenie) sought' to achlgve economic trans gf—
mation and increased output at the same time, apd in the event was unable
to gain the long-term achievement of either. This was accompan@ddbyf an
anti-alcohol campaign that deprived the country of pearly one-thlr of its
tax revenues. Soon after came glasnost’ (openness), 1nt§:nded at flll"St not fto
be freedom of speech but to be used as a way of exposing the failings of a
corrupt bureaucracy, and thus to strengthen the Soviet system. However,
glasnost’ soon became a devastating search fqr the truth ab.out Lemnlgt
and Stalinist repression and took on a life of its own, escaping from the
instrumental constraints that Gorbachev had at first intended.
Gorbachev’s own views about the past were filtered through a roman-
tic Leninism, believing in an allegedly more democratic and evolutionary
T L N Fennamic Policy of the 1920s. By the end

Richard Sakwa 5

of 1987 demokratizatsiya came to the fore, with the gradual introduction
of multi-candidate elections accompanied by a relaxation of the Leninist
rule against the formation of groups in the Communist Party.
Gorbachev’s own views at this time were eloquently developed in his
book Perestroika: New Thinking for Our Country and the World (1987),
in which he talked of perestroika as a revolution both from above and
below. The ‘from below’ element was by now taking hold in the form of
thousands of ‘informal’ associations, representing the rebirth of an inde-
pendent civil society. The changes begun by Gorbachev began to outrun
his ability to control them. The proliferation of neformaly (informals) and
an independent press reflected a distinctive type of negative popular
mobilisation against the old regime that proved very difficult to channel
into positive civic endeavour. The establishment of the Democratic Union
on 9 May 1988 marked the beginning of the renewed era of multiparty
politics in Russia, but its radical anti-communism signalled that
Gorbachev’s attempts to constrain and control political pluralism within
the framework of ‘reform communism’ would fail and the communist
order would dissolve. In some non-Russian republics the informal move-
ment took the form of popular fronts, with Sajudis in Lithuania one of the
largest representing aspirations for national autonomy and, later, inde-
pendence. Once the genie of political pluralism had been let out of the
bottle, it would take on a life of its own.
The high point of Gorbachev’s hopes that a humane and democratic
socialism could replace the moribund system that he inherited was the
Nineteenth Party Conference in June-July 1988, where he outlined a
programme of democratic political change and a new role for the USSR in
the world. Soon after, institutional changes weakened the role of the party
apparatus, and constitutional changes in November 1988 created a new
two-tier parliament, with a large Congress of People’s Deputies meeting
twice a year selecting a working Supreme Soviet. The first elections to this
body took place in March 1989, and revealed the depths of the unpopu-
larity of party rule. The early debates of the parliament riveted the nation,
as problems were openly discussed for the first time in decades. The
Congress stripped the Communist Party of its constitutionally entrenched
‘leading role’ in March 1990, and at the same time Gorbachev was elected
to the new post of president of the USSR. His failure to stand in a national
ballot is often considered one of his major mistakes. Lacking a popular
mandate, he was sidelined by those who did — above all Boris Yeltsin, who
became head of the Russian Congress of People’s Deputies in May 1990
and then went on to win a popular ballot in June 1991 to become Russia’s
first president.
What was called the ‘nationalities question’ now began to threaten the
integrity of the country. Although Gorbachev was responsive to calls for
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greater autonomy by the 15 union republics making up the USSR, he had
no time for any talk of independence. Through an increasingly desperate
attempt to negotiate a new Union Treaty Gorbachev hoped to transform
what was in effect a unitary state into a genuinely confederal community
of nations. These hopes were dashed by Lithuania’s declaration of inde-
pendence in 1990, followed by that of Georgia and other republics in
1991. In foreign affairs Gorbachev advanced the idea of ‘new political
thinking’, based on the notion of interdependence and a new co-operative
relationship with the West. On a visit to the European Parliament in
Strasbourg in September 19838 he talked of the establishment of a
‘common European home’, but it was not clear what form this would
take. By 1989 the Eastern European countries in the Soviet bloc took
Gorbachev at his word when he called for change, and from the later
months of that year one after another the communist regimes fell.
Gorbachev facilitated the unification of Germany, although he is much
criticised for failing to guarantee in treaty form the demilitarised status of
the eastern part of the new country and of eastern Europe in general.

At home resistance to his aims and his policies grew to the point that a
group prepared to seize power in a coup. The specific issue was the
planned signing of the new Union Treaty on 20 August 1991, but the plot-
ters were also concerned about economic disintegration and the loss of
political control. For three days in August (19-21) Gorbachev was
isolated in his holiday home at Foros in the Crimea, while his nemesis,
Yeltsin, emerged much strengthened. In the days following the coup
Yeltsin put an end to communist rule by banning the party in Russia.
Attempts to save the Soviet Union in the last months of 1991 failed. The
pressure for increased sovereignty for republics grew into demands for
independence, and following the creation of the Commonwealth of
Independent States (CIS) on 7_8 December comprising Russia, Ukraine
and Belarus, the USSR was clearly on its last legs. The CIS was broadened
on 21 December to include most (with the exception of the Baltic
republics and Georgia) former Soviet republics. Gorbachev formally
resigned as president on 25 December 1991, and:on 31 December the
USSR formally ceased to exist.

Gorbachev’s reform of the Soviet system provoked its demise. The
debate over whether the Soviet Union could have been reformed while
remaining recognisably communist continues to this day (see for instance
Cohen 2004). Gorbachev’s perestroika clearly showed the system’s evolu-
tionary potential, but this was an evolution that effectively meant the
peaceful transcendence of the system it was meant to save. The funda-
mental question remains whether Gorbachev’s reforms were a success or

a failure. The issue depends on the definition of both. In one sense, they
o L T leamme ralativelv
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derpocratic, it was moving towards becoming a market economy, the
union was changing into a community of sovereign states, and the Cold
War had been overcome largely by Gorbachev’s efforts. However, the
terminal crisis of the system in 1991 revealed deep structural flavs,ls in
Go?bachev’s conception of reform and in the system’s capacity for change
Wh11§ remaining recognisably communist in orientation. Gorbachev
rerpamed remarkably consistent in his commitment to a humane democ-
ratic socialism with a limited market in a renewed federation of Soviet
states. However, his attempts to constrain the process of change within
the framework of his preconceived notions soon crashed against some
harsh realities: the aspirations for independence in a number of republics

notably of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania, forcibly incorporated into the’:
USSR by Stalin; the inherent instability of a semi-marketised system — it
elther had to be one thing or another, a planned or a market economy; and
ultimately the lack of popular support for any socialism, irrespecti;e of
how humane or democratic it may have been. The attempt to reform the
Soviet system brought into the open its many contradictions, and these
ultimately brought the whole system crashing down. ,

Post-communist Russia

Ryssia entered the twenty-first century and the new millennium a very
different country from the one that had entered the twentieth. The tsarist
empire ha}d disintegrated, the autocracy had been overthrown, the Soviet
communist system had been and gone, and the USSR had also disinte-
grated leaving fifteen separate republics. Independent Russia was for the
first time developing as a nation state rather than as an empire; its econ-
omy was severely distorted by the Soviet attempt to establish a planned
economy and by the subsequent privatisation of the 1990s with its
oligarchs; and the country was engaged in an extraordinary act of politi-
cal reconstitution intended to establish a liberal democratic system.
Democratic politics, defined as the procedural contest for political power
apd governmental accountability to a freely elected legislature and subor-
d}nate to the rule of law, accompanied by a public sphere of debate, criti-
cism and information exchange, had finally arrived in Russia. W}’lether
the so-called transition actually achieved democracy is another question

and one to which we shall return. ’

Yeltsin: the politics of reform

f}lussxa emerged as an independent and sovereign state in 1991 and since
then has been undergoing a complex process of accelerated political
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change. The Yeltsin administration was committed to Russia bec;ommg a
democratic market state allied with the advanced Western nations and
integrated into the world economy. There ‘was far less agreement,
however, on how these three goals - democratisation, marketisation and
international integration — were to be achieved. Bitter debates raged
throughout the 1990s over all three, and aspects of these controversies
will be discussed in later chapters of this book. On one thing, however,
there was broad agreement: the borders of the Russia that emerged as an
independent state in 1991 should not be changed? however .unfaxr gnd
arbitrary many considered them to be. Some 25 mlll}on ethnic Russians
found themselves scattered across the 14 other newly independents states,
yet Yeltsin’s refusal to exploit the real and imagined grievances of the
Russian diaspora to gain cheap political capital must forever stand as one
of his major achievements (for a comprehensive review, see Coltorll 2008).
Politics in the post-communist era would be in Russia, and not in some
mythical re-established Soviet Union in whatever guise.

The nature of these politics is less clear. For the first two years follow-
ing independence Russian politics was wracked by the struggle to adopF a
new constitution (Andrews 2002; Sakwa 2008a: Chapter 3). The two-tier
parliament that Russia inherited from the Soviet Union was clearly an
unworkable arrangement, and ultimately provoked an armed copfrontg-
tion between the Congress of People’s Deputies and the President in
October 1993. The constitution was finally adopted in December. 19?3,
and gave Russia a degree of political stability. A.lthough the constitution
is a fundamentally liberal document, proclaiming a range of freedon.ls
that would be expected of a liberal democratic state, the balgnce drawq in
the separation of powers between the parliament and pregldent remains
controversial. For Fish, Russia’s ‘low-caliber democracy’ is a result o.f a
particular institutional design, namely an excessively strong executive
that he and others call ‘super-presidential’ (Fish 2001b, 2005). o

The presidency emerged as the guarantor not only of the constitutional
order (as stated in the constitution itself), but also of a reform process.that
under Yeltsin was driven forward with a single-mindedness that at times
threatened to undermine democracy itself (Reddaway and Glinsk.i 2001).
This is most vividly in evidence when it came to elections. Fearing that
neo-communists and other opponents of moves towards the market apd
international integration would come to power in the 1996 presidential
elections, some in Yeltsin’s entourage urged him to cancel them altogether.
In the event, although in ill-health, he won a second term and dominated
politics to the end of the decade (McFaul 2001). . '

Although Yeltsin formally remained committed to Russia’s democFatlc
development, there were features of his rule that undermined the ac;hleve-
e o owooc the unhealthy penetration of
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economic interests into the decision-making process. Rapid and chaotic
privatisation from the early 1990s gave birth to a new class of powerful
economic magnates, colloquially known as oligarchs. Their support for
Yeltsin’s re-election in 1996 brought them into the centre of the political
process, and gave rise to the creation of what was known as the ‘Family’,
a mix of Yeltsin family members, politicians and oligarchs. Most notori-
ous of them was Boris Berezovsky, who effectively used political influence
as a major economic resource. Many others at this time could exploit
insider knowledge to gain economic assets for a fraction of their real
worth. It was in these years that the empires of Mikhail Khodorkovsky
(pre-eminently the Yukos oil company), Roman Abramovich (with
Berezovsky at the head of the Sibneft oil company), Vladimir Potanin at
the head of Norilsk Nickel, Vladimir Gusinsky at the head of the Media-
Most empire, and many others were built (Fortescue 2006). Their heyday
were the years between the presidential election of 1996 and the partial
default of August 1998, and thereafter oligarchical power as such waned
although as individuals they remained important players.

The second feature was the exaggerated power of the presidency as an
institution. Granted extensive authority by the 1993 constitution as part
of a deliberate institutional design to ensure adequate powers for the
executive to drive through reform, the presidency lacked adequate
constraints. Too many decisions were taken by small groups of unac-
countable individuals around the president, notably in the case of the
decision to launch the first Chechen war in December 1994. We will
return to this question below, but associated with that is the third prob-
lem, the weakness of mechanisms of popular accountability. Although far
from powerless, the State Duma (see Chapter 3) was not able effectively
to hold the executive to account. This is related to the weakness of the
development of the party system (see Chapter 5). The fourth issue is the
question of the succession. While all incumbent leaders try to perpetuate
their power or to ensure a transfer to favourable successors, in Yeltsin’s
case the stakes were particularly high: he feared that a new president
could mean a change of system in its entirety, with the possibility of
personal sanctions being taken against him and his family. For this reason
the Kremlin engaged in a long search for a successor who would be able
to ensure continuity and the personal inviolability of Russia’s first presi-
dent (as he liked to style himself) and his associates. They found this guar-
antee in the person of Vladimir Putin, nominated prime minister on 9
August 1999, acting president on Yeltsin’s resignation on 31 December,
formally elected for a first term on 14 March 2000 and a second term on
14 March 2004, who then assumed the prime minister’s office on 8 May
2008 under the presidency of his chosen successor, Dmitri Medvedeyv,
whose inauguration had taken place the previous day.
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Putin: the politics of stability

Putin’s accession to the presidency in 2000 did not at first represent a
rupture in the constitutional system inherited from Yeltsin, but changes in
leadership style, policy orientations and ideological innovations effec-
tively marked the beginning of a distinct era. It is still too early to provide
a full analysis of this period or to discern the underlying significance of the
events. It is abundantly clear, however, that Putin’s programme of
‘normal’ politics, accompanied by attempts to build a state established on
the basis of a modified understanding of the principles of order, repre-
sented a new stage in the restless dialectic of continuity and change in
Russia’s endlessly unforgiving attempts to come to terms with modernity
(Sakwa 2008).

Putin’s approach was characterised by the pursuit of a politics of stabil-
ity. The sharp polarisation that attended Yeltsin’s rule gave way to an
explicitly consensual and ‘centrist’ approach. The nature of this centrism
was not simply an avoidance of the extremes of left and right but was
based on a transformative centrism that allowed the regime to reassert its
own predominance while allowing the socio-economic transformation of
the country to continue. The regime took a relatively pragmatic and tech-
nocratic approach that allowed society to get on with its business as long
as it did not challenge the leadership’s claim that it knew what was best for
the country. A relatively coherent and apparently durable new political
order began to emerge.

While Putin was undoubtedly a reformer, his approach to change was
no longer one of systemic transformation but of system management. His
speeches and interventions are peppered with the concept of ‘normality’.
The concept of normality suggests a certain naturalness of political debate
and choice of policy options, relatively unconstrained by the formal
imposition of ideological norms. Putin’s strategic goal of modernisation
of the economy was accompanied by an attempt to consolidate society.
Although these goals were not always compatible, a common principle
underlay both: the attempt to avoid extremes in policy and to neutralise
extremist political actors. Putin’s rule was technocratic and based on the
exercise of administrative power.

Putin’s politics of stability was characterised by the refusal to accept
changes to the constitution, the acceptance of the privatisations of the
Yeltsin years, and the explicit repudiation of revolution as an effective
form of achieving positive political change. This echoed Putin’s senti-
ments voiced in his address on ‘Russia at the Turn of the Millennium’ at
the end of December 1999, where he noted that the communist revolu-
tionary model of development not only had not delivered the goods, but
b dane <o (Putin 2000: 212). Although regretting the
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break-up of the Soviet Union (but not the dissolution of the communist
system), Putin never considered the restoration of anything resembling
the USSR as remotely possible, let alone desirable. At the heart of Putin’s
politics of stability was the attempt to reconcile the various phases of
Russian history, especially over the last century: the Tsarist, the Soviet and
the democratic eras. In the foreign policy sphere Putin insisted that Russia
should be treated as a ‘normal’ great power. He insisted that Russia’s
foreign policy should serve the country’s economic interests, a policy that
was evident in debates over the union of Russia and Belarus.

At the heart of Putin’s leadership was the reassertion of the constitu-
tional prerogatives of the state (what he called the ‘dictatorship of
law’), accompanied by the struggle to ensure that that the regime did
not fall under the influence of societal actors. In particular, the
‘oligarchs’ under Yeltsin had exercised what was perceived to be undue
influence; this was now repudiated. However, the regime increasingly
became insulated from all political actors, including independent polit-
ical parties and parliament. Accountability mechanisms were weak-
ened, and what was gained in the ability of the government to act as an
indgpendent force was lost in its lack of autonomous interaction with
society.

An important aspect of Putin’s politics was the tension between
stability and order. This was a feature of Brezhnev’s rule that in the end
gave way to stagnation. Stability is the short-term attempt to achieve
political and social stabilisation without having resolved the underlying
problems and contradictions besetting society. Thus Brezhnev refused
to take the hard choices that could have threatened the regime’s precar-
jous political stability. Order in this context is something that arises
when society, economy and political system are in some sort of balance.
To a large extent an ordered society operates according to spontaneous
processes, whereas in a system based on the politics of stability admin-
istrative measures tend to predominate. As Samuel Huntington (1968)
had already noted, political order in changing societies sometimes
requires the hard hand of the military or some other force that is not
itself subordinate to democratic politics. Putin on a number of occa-
s_ions explicitly sought to distance himself from this sort of tutelary poli-
tics, yet overall the leitmotif of his leadership was the technocratic
assertion that the regime knows best. To achieve this, a system of
‘managed democracy’ applied administrative resources to manage the
political process, undermining the spontaneous interaction of pluralis-
tic political and social forces. This was in evidence as Putin managed the
succession in 2007-08 to allow Medvedev to assume the presidency.
Thf: aim was continuity, and this was confirmed by Putin taking up the
office of prime minister.
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Problems and perspectives

The scope of transformation in post-communist Russia has been unprece-
dented. A monolithic society was converted into a pluralistic one, a
planned economy was reoriented towards the market, a new nation was
born, and the state rejoined the international community. None of these
processes 18 complete, and probably by definition never can be. The
reform process itself generated new phenomena that raise questions
about the received wisdom of the political sciences and economics. There
has been rapid divergence in the fate of the post-communist countries,
with the majority of Central and East European countries joining the
European Union in May 2004 with a second wave in January 2007, while
the twelve former Soviet states grouped in the Commonwealth of
Independent States (CIS) look ever more different from each other, with
some having established more or less functioning democracies while
others are firmly locked into authoritarian systems. Russia finds itself

somewhere in the middle.

The transition and regime type

The ‘third wave’ transitions, to use Huntington’s (1991) term to describe
the mass extinction of authoritarian regimes since the fall of the dictator-
ship in Portugal in 1974, prompted a renewed interest in problems of
democratisation. The fall of communism encouraged political scientists
to look again at the theoretical literature on democratisation and to
compare the current transitions in the post-communist bloc with earlier
transitions in Latin America and Southern Europe. The insights gathered
from the study of the democratisation process clsewhere provide a theo-
retical framework to study the problem of the reconstitution of central
political authority on principles of democratic accountability. The degree
to which this literature has anything to offer when political regime change
is accompanied by economic transformation, state and nation building
and societal reconstruction remains a moot point (Bunce 1995).

The view that democracy is the inevitable outcome of post-communist
transition is clearly mistaken. There is far too much that is contingent in
processes of systemic change to allow any firm teleological view to be
convincing. While about a hundred countries have set out on the path of
democracy during the ‘third wave’, at most three dozen have achieved
functioning democracies. The contrary view — that the legacy of commu-
nist and even pre-communist authoritarian political cultures, economies
and social structures doom the attempt to build democracies where there

had at best been weak traditions of pluralism, toleration and political
o L Narerrinistic views of democratisation
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It is in this context that the notion of ‘sovereign democracy’ was
advanced by Vladislav Surkov, 2 deputy head of the presidential adminis-
tration, and others. The debate over sovereignty and democracy and
Russia’s place in the international system took shape in the months
following the Beslan hostage crisis; although certainly not absent earlier,
the crisis brought to the fore concerns about territorial integrity and polit-
ical manageability. This period coincided with solid evidence that the
economic situation had improved, with the country registering an average
of seven per cent annual growth throughout Putin’s presidency, but tailing
off rapidly asa result of the economic crisis from 2008. Thus from the first
the debate has manifested contradictory aspects: a growing confidence
based on domestic economic and political stabilisation and windfall
energy revenues, accompanied by a deep-rooted insecurity about Russia’s
international position and domestic integrity. The term then came to the
fore following the ‘orange’ revolution in Ukraine in late 2004, when a
broad popular movement forced a third round run-off presidential
contest between Viktor Yushchenko, favoured by the West, and Viktor
Yanukovych, the candidate promoted by Russia.

Without going into too much detail, three key aspects can be identified
in the ‘sovereign democracy’ debate. The first focuses on real sovereignty
for the state. In one of the most considered expositions of the implications
of sovereign democracy, Andrei Kokoshin argued that ‘real sovereignty’
was ‘the capacity of a state in reality (and not merely in declaratory fash-
ion) to conduct independently its internal, external and defence policies,
to conclude and tear up agreements, enter into strategic partnerships or

not’. He held up India and China as exemplars of countries able to uphold
real sovereignty in the face of the desovereignisation accompanying glob-
alisation, although he was at pains to stress that he was not defending
autarchy or isolation (Kokoshin 2006). The key point was to achieve state
sovereignty in the international system, accompanied by what Surkov and
others have called the democratisation of international relations (Surkov
2007: 31-32).

The second aspect focuses on domestic concerns and the sovereignty of
experience. In the aftermath of the Beslan crisis Surkov launched a debate
about national priorities, and perhaps even more than that, a new ideol-
ogy of state development, f not a new state ideology. The latter element
was reflected in the debate over the adoption of new school history text-
books, which was imbued with the spirit of ‘sovereign democracy’, assert-
ing what was considered to be a more balanced approach to Russia’s
Soviet past. The aim was to build a political system for Russia that
claimed to be responsive to its specific needs and national characteristics.

Surkov defined sovereign democracy as ‘a form of political life of society,
L S o . tions are selected, formed

Richard Sakwa 15

and dir i i
and letz(;ted excluswely. l?y the Russian nation in all its variety and
aChiEVC ess S0 that all citizens, social groups and peoples comprising it
hiev Cr:f;ﬁnal erll};belmgél freedom and justice’ (Surkov 2006: 28) i
ary of this leads to the third a s der
. spect, autochth
L ahec R onous democ-
devzlo Hllz sttrgsseﬁ the autonomous character of Russian democratic
develo i}()) i nt. At the heart of the concept is the view that democracy is an
evoluti tar}f prlocfes}sl, a;nd the revolutionary view of a leap to democrac
s typical of the first post-communi is rej .
: . unist decade i d,i i
that was s rejected, in keepin
with ¢ Fezx;allitfnary approach espoused by Putin himself. In,his adcfresz(:sz
to the Fed p?l ¥ s.ser.nblg (;ln 25 April 2008, in the wake of the ‘orange’
ol , Putin insisted that the stren i
S re gthenmg of democracy was the top
priority for Rt : main political-ideological task is the develop-
ment of R nsgia ai a free, democratic country.’ Political freedom, he
. , just necessary but economically beneficial’ ’
msisted, s ot lically eneficial’. He took issue
e Wé)r(;htlcal }fulture approach, which suggested that the Russian
people wer 1s)orr'le oW not sqlt.ed to democratic government, the rule of
thir;k nd }el aljlc values qf civil society: ‘I would like to bring those who
think I e g at acé( to political reality ... Without liberty and democracy
n be no order, no stability and i
' no sustainable i icies.’
e can ity economic policies.
‘Speda[l)fen(:mg’tc; West.efn criticism, however, Putin stressedpthat the
ey :nlilre 0 Ru}?sm s democracy was that it would be pursued in its
not at the price of law and o i i
. - ' rder or social stability: ¢ i
own stability: ‘Russia
ool rdaeccm}e Afﬁr 1}t1§elf the pace, terms and conditions of moving};’ towards
democra rylfl.eth dt 1sf would be done in a legal way, warning that ‘An
unlawiy met ods o 'struggle ... for ethnic, religious and other interest}s,
o ill)rmaples of democracy. The state will react (to such
2005)pAd§Zlet . egal, but tough, means’ (Rossiiskaya gazeta, 25 April
2005 .Surko sscling a conference of United Russia activists on 7 Februar
more,than ¢ r\l/ l1)rotve home the message that sovereign democracy wa}s'
abstract concept but a basi i
e e p sis for action for the long term
Thi i i
e dz r:;vas in effect the manifesto of ‘sovereign democracy’, in the sense
that der O(;i;acy Woulc,l be developed in Russia at its own p,ace and in a
rhanner of 1 Setcl:logntry s fch(l)losmg. While an entirely legitimate approach
e issue of who would be doing the decidi ,
o ey o e g the deciding about the pace
ic development, and thus th
and « velc 2 us there was the danger on
i Iiplicifi;hfhreglme subs'ﬁtutmg for the people. There is a secon%i then::
e message: the autonomy of th i
. e regime from soci
it in g society. In that
e fnag,e ; (C)I\e/frllr(c;lcgiz d,etrlrllocracy Eerpetuates the thinking be}}llind the
cy’ that was characteristic of Putin’s fi i
anaged ' ic of Putin’s first presidential
. Th se 203 many sovereign democracy was little more thanpa synonym
by an. %nSiSt§mo<;facy. It was on these grounds that Medvedev rejected
, ing that democracy did not need any qualifying adjectives



16 Politics in Russia

Regime and administered democracy

Democratic political institutions have been created in Russia and function
with a degree of autonomy, yet the people remain distant from decision
making and the authorities are only weakly accountable to society. Dahl’s
(1971) polyarchy (contestation and participation) has not yet been estab-
lished, although Joseph Schumpeter’s procedural democracy, defined as
the structured competition for votes in exchange for policies, does exist
(Schumpeter 1976). A type of co-optive rule has emerged characterised by
the interaction of a powerful executive while parliamentary and other
elites represent not mass MOvements but their own interests. This system
was given political form by the emergence of a powerful hegemonic party
in the form of United Russia, which dominated parliament following the
clections of 2003 and 2007. How can we explain the gulf between formal
democracy and displaced sovereignty in Russia’s ‘managed democracy’?
To help characterise the present system we will first look at two substan-
tive approaches before providing our own analysis of the system.

Fareed Zakaria (1997: 23) distinguishes between liberal democracy,
defined as ‘a political system marked not only by free and fair elections,
but also by the rule of law, a separation of powers, and the protection of
basic liberties of speech, assembly, religion and property’, what he calls
constitutional liberalism, and illiberal democracy. In the latter
‘Democratically elected regimes, often ones that have been re-elected or
reaffirmed through referenda, are routinely ignoring constitutional limits
on their power and depriving their citizens of basic rights and freedoms’
(p. 23). For Zakaria, the regular staging of relatively fair, competitive,
multiparty elections might make a country democratic, but it does not
ensure good governance. In practice, even relatively free elections ‘have
resulted in strong executives, weak legislatures and judiciaries, and few
civil and economic liberties’ (p- 28).In a later work Zakaria (2003) devel-
oped his argument that while constitutional liberalism can lead to democ-
racy, democracy does not necessarily lead to constitutional liberalism.
The Central European post-communist states are negotiating the passage
to democracy more successfully than the former Soviet states, it is argued,
because they went through a long phase of liberalisation without democ-
racy in the nineteenth century that grounded the rule of law and property
rights into social practices.

In a similar vein, Guillermo O’Donnell (1994: 59) argued that in weakly
established democracies a leader can become so strong that he or she can
ignore those whom they are meant to represent. O’Donnell characterises
these countries as having ‘delegative’ rather than representative democ-

racy, with the electorate allegedly having delegated to the executive the
B R A e 1. hv the hard facts of existing
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and entrench the practice of the rule of law. At the heart of the idea of
modern constitutionalism is the separation of powers, and this is indeed
embedded in the 1993 document, although this separation is unbalanced
in various aspects.

The contrast between the informal relations of power established
within the framework of regime politics, on the one hand, and the institu-
tionalised competitive and accountable politics characteristic of a
genuinely constitutional democratic state, on the other, is typical of many
countries in the post-communist era. In Russia, as elsewhere, particular-
istic informal practices have been in tension with the proclaimed princi-
ples of the universal and impartial prerogatives of the constitutional state.
Under Yeltsin personalised leadership came to the fore, with the power
system and its oligarchical allies operating largely independently from the
formal rules of the political system, whose main structural features were
outlined in the constitution. Behind the formal fagade of democratic poli-
tics conducted at the level of the state, the regime considered itself largely
free from genuine democratic accountability and popular oversight.
These features, as Hahn (2002) stresses, were accentuated by the high
degree of institutional and personal continuity between the Soviet and
democratic’ political systems. This is a finding confirmed by
Kryshtanovskaya’s and White’s study (2003). While a party state ruled up
to 1991, the emergence of a presidential state in the 1990s fostered the
creation of a system that perpetuated in new forms some of the arbitrari-
ness of the old order. Both the power system and the constitutional state
succumbed to clientelist pressures exerted by powerful interests in society,
some of whom (above all the so-called oligarchs) had been spawned by
the regime itself.

Instead of government being accountable to the representative insti-
tutions of the people and constrained by the constitutional state and its
legal instruments, the government assumes an independent political
existence. It is at this point that a politically responsible and account-
able government becomes a regime; formal institutions are unable to
constrain political actors and informal practices predominate (North
1990). The outward forms of the constitutional state are preserved, but
legality and accountability are subverted. A set of para—constitutional
behavioural norms predominate that while perhaps not formally violat-
ing the letter of the constitution undermine the spirit of constitutional-
ism. Para-constitutional behaviour gets things done, but ultimately
prove counter-productive because they rely on the personal intervention
of leadership politics rather than the self-sustaining practices of a
genuinely constitutional system. The regime is constrained by the
constitutional state but the system lacks effective mechanism of
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Conclusion

./bX democra;ltlc transition is usually considered to be over when democracy
arelcc:loirﬁng'.c e only game in tow,n and where there is ‘definiteness of rules
andinc .1n(11teness of outcomes’. According to Kulik (2001) Russia’s tran-
‘ ion is indeed over, but instead of democratic consolidation Russia’s
managed democracy’ has reversed the formula to ensure ‘definit f
outcomes and indefiniteness of rules’. This is true to a degree ebnesslcl)
scope for democratic development in Russia remains open gThe, vern.
ment does seek to deliver a set of public goods, and it does .not a gOvelr o
an e?ctra—democratic logic to achieve them. The regime is le pif'ea to
precisely because it claims to be democratic. Putin’s goverrtlgmlmat'e
undoubtedly. considered legitimate by the great majority of the R rosian
peo;;le, as evidenced by the outcomes of the 2003-04 and 2007—-0;3l Seslleacn
Eﬁiiuci'lcles,ha}ccompanled by Putin’s consistently high personal ratings
ghout his two terms. Whether the system is becoming an illiberal
delegative democracy is more contentious. Too much is settled not i l(:r
frameW(l)rk Qf competitive politics but within the confines of the pl(r)lvtre(r3
izstem, eaving government only Weakly accountable to society and its
representatives. Nevertheless, the sinews of constitutionality are devel
ing, and polltles is not yet entirely subsumed into the administrative ¥ <(i) o
Just as the price of freedom is eternal vigilance so, too, the struggcl)z ff(:;

. .



Chapter 2

Semi-presidentialism and the
Evolving Executive

JOHN P WILLERTON

The spring 2008 presidential election and inaggu}r}atlon (t)éoll)lsr;x;ti
Medvedev represented an unprecedented moment in the O\S:rh ousanc-
year history of the Russian state, as a politically strong an eaS im?l >
year-old chief executive willingly turned over for.mal powesrs to atl milar ,};
vigorous new leader. These events, constituting post-o0vi€ Russia’s
second leadership succession, revealed' a.ll of the complex1tles an L aneer
tainties that surrounded Russian pohjucs.nearly fl.fte.en years ;11 :V the
adoption of the 1993 democratic cqnstltuthn. VladlmlrdPut;n, t aeS i
elected president who was at the. height of his power an }\;v (t) \;vm i
public approval ratings in the high 70 per cent range as is }el. ¢ thirc,l
chose to avoid efforts to amend thei c’onstltutwn to perrrclilt gm  thit
term, voiced support for a loyal protége to §ucceed him, 3n su S:iciion o};
agreed to assume the more junior, but highly demap m%, po1 on of
prime minister. The political signi.flcance of these unique ge op ments
was subject to varying interpretations, but most observers, usswll1 1 and
Western, were agreed that Russia was moving onto a}nd llmcd irte
political-institutional course that entglled a new and untrie eat Z ang
arrangement: a dual-headed executive, with a to—be—cons.trucbet nd
nuanced balancing of decision-making powers and prerogatives betw

not only the country’s two top executive positions, but two capable and |

mbitious individuals. . ' .
: The 1993 Russian constitution had formally setup a semi-presidential

system entailing a dual-headed executive, with a separation :i)f exectia:z
powers between a popularly elected.head 'of. state or president an 2
appointed head of government or prime minister, the latter 1;§spo;rileet
both to that president and to the natlonal. legislature, the State Dum S anci
(looking both at the constitutional particulars and to expeciclatxoa and
experience, post-Soviet Russia had been.governed by alr<1 a —p((i) ekt
residency, a ‘hegemonic president’, assisted by a weaker and highly
presidency, & R T e NIndeed  the Russian
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Federation’s (RF) first two presidents, Boris Yeltsin (1991-9) and
Vladimir Putin (2000~8), had proven to be forceful leaders who had very
much moulded the politics and socio-economic realities of their times. In
contrast, the nine men who had served as prime minister during the
January 1992-May 2008 period had constituted a varied group in back-
ground, orientation, political standing, and bureaucratic savvy, but they
had 4ll proven to be subordinate to the president, their tenures, decision-
making roles, and policy programmes fully defined by the country’s head
of state. None of these prime ministers had come into office with strong
public support; some had been little known. Only Vladimir Putin had left
the prime minister’s office with a respectable public approval level
(approximately 50 per cent), albeit this was as he assumed the position of
acting president on Boris Yeltsin’s unexpected retirement on 31 December
1999.

Thus, the 2008 succession raised many questions about the logic of the
Russian political system, where power lay, how institutions would oper-
ate, and what would be the political-institutional settings from which
policy would now arise. As we will see, newly elected President Dmitri
Medvedev was not without considerable abilities and experience, even as
he assumed office appearing junior to his powerful mentor and new prime
minister, Vladimir Putin. Medvedev’s own initial high public approval
ratings, also in the 70-80 per cent range, and building upon his first round
presidential electoral triumph with more than 70 per cent of the popular
vote, seemingly placed him on a comparable plane to Putin. The newly
Medvedev-Putin tandem communicated a solidarity in both policy pref-
erences and style that suggested a unified presidential-governmental
team. It suggested that the Kremlin cohort that had long governed Russia,
going back to the Yeltsin presidency and continuing through the eight-
year Putin term, would continue. Yet throughout the later 1990s and early
2000s, the ruling Kremlin cohort had evolved, as had the Russian politi-
cal system and the policy programme. If a putatively democratic system
had arisen, and a domestic and foreign policy thrust was in place, they
were products of a relatively short period of less than two decades.

The intriguing institutional and personnel changes arising out of
Russia’s second leadership succession raised uncertainties regarding both
the decision-making process and the policy line of the preceding eight
years. The ongoing centrality of the federal executive, the president, and
the presidential team to Russia’s political and economic life is a core
feature of contemporary Russian reality. The Yeltsin—Putin team’s prefer-
ence for a strong state, with a powerful federal government led by a strong
and multi-faceted executive branch and powerful chief executive, has
been fully adopted by the country’s elite and populace. The Putin period
theory of ‘sovereien democracy’. grounded in the integrity of the state. a
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reasserted Russian Eurasian (and global) leadership position, is joined
with the concepts of a ‘managed democracy’ and ‘directed economy’ that
assume a strong state. If a powerful legacy of the Putin presidency was to
reassert and advance these systemic and policy ends, then the Medvedev
presidency portended their continuing consolidation. Russia’s third post-
Soviet president promised a fuller realisation of the ‘dictatorship of the
law’ set out in his predecessor’s term, pointing to a new strengthening of
the courts and the judicial system and a renewed but more serious assault
on corruption. He also put renewed emphasis on high-profile domestic
$OCio-economic programmes, the National Priority Projects, which he
himself had guided during his predecessor’s second term.

After more than sixteen years of an increasingly centralised decision-
making system, the evolution of the Russian semi-presidential system into
the Medvedev-Putin administration suggested a spreading of decision-
making powers across more executive actors. What appeared in the
Medvedev presidency to be a modestly reconfigured Kremlin team still
entailed a large set of executive institutions and officials, overlapping
from the presidential administration into the central government,
through the team’s platform party, United Russia, into the legislature, and
downward into the regions. Questions remained as to the long-term
integrity and viability of this extensive conglomeration of political-
bureaucratic interests, whether it could move the ambitious agenda set
out by President Medvedev and amplified upon by Prime Minister Putin,
and what the implications of its successful operation would be for
Russia’s ‘emerging democracy’.

In assessing these questions, we focus here on the federal executive, the
president, prime minister and government, examining key institutions,
their roles in the Russian polity, and the influential politicians who direct
policy making and implementation. We consider the evolving relation-
ship between these federal executive bodies and other actors, federal and
subfederal, in the process illuminating the hegemonic decision-making

position the executive has carved out for iself. However, to better under-
stand the realities of the contemporary Russian political scene and to
appreciate the complexities inherent in continued system building and
governance, we must underscore several important considerations that
are key to both the operation of the political process and the prospects for
democratic consolidation. First, we must distinguish between formal
offices such as the presidency and prime ministership and the officials
who hold these positions. The constitution invests offices with powers
and prerogatives, but these are separate from the abilities, intentions, and
potential authority of the individuals who hold such offices. Thus, Dmitri

Medvedev, like his predecessor Vladimir Putin, entered the presidency
v e e I aloantaral
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of Putin’s strong leadership was the reality that the institutionalised hege-
monic presidency was joined with a decisive, energetic, and highly
respected occupant: renewed state power was joined with leadership
authority.

Putin’s modest background and forceful yet unassuming leadership

style fitted with Russian preferences in the emerging democratic era. Born
to a working-class family and a product of the post-Stalinist era, Putin
had made a career in the Soviet security services that entailed a more elite
education, travel and work abroad, and a broader awareness of both the
Russian society and the outside world. His life experiences of the late
Soviet and immediate post-Soviet periods left him subject to divergent
and conflicting influences that were evident both in his rise to power and
in his own presidency. As a security agent, Putin was well conditioned to
a chain-of-command culture that emphasised loyalty and strict subordi-
nation, public order, and commitment to a strong state. Working as a key
associate of the reformist St Petersburg mayor Anatolii Sobchak,
however, he personally experienced the need for root and branch system
change, and became sensitive to bottom-up societal pressures, notions of
elite and governmental accountability, electoral procedures, and the
messiness of democracy building. Taken in its totality, Putin’s life and
career experience provided him with a mounting awareness of the
complexities of system change and of governmental administration, and
not only of commercial life but of civil society.

Perspectives on Vladimir Putin and his eight-year tenure were varied,
with especially divergent judgements separating Russian elite and public
perspectives from those of many Western observers. At the heart of
Russian assessments were widespread elite and public perceptions of
significant domestic and foreign policy successes. Other chapters will
detail the various socio-economic and other developments of the Putin
years, but suffice it to highlight here the considerable national economic
growth, the resultant, very evident rise in citizens’ standard of living, and
Russia’s return as a major global player. Putin government initiatives
reversed most of the conditions and developments associated with
Russia’s failing state’; the “failing state’ signifying a state that is losing its
vibrancy and legitimacy as it fails to carry out the tasks or provide the
services to which it is committed (Willerton, Beznosov and Carrier 2005).
A combination of factors was responsible for this turnaround, but force-
ful political leadership must be included among them. Putin’s modest style
and ‘samurai warrior’ personal ethic, his decisiveness from the onset of
his presidency to tackle complex problems (such as taking on the influen-
tial oligarchs, beginning the process of reining in regional power barons,

and crafting an intelligible tax programme), his soon-evident ability to
- e L amine the state and
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campaign season and in the conduct of the elections. For Westerners, the
Kremlin’s seeming dedication to retain power reinforced Medvedev’s
prospects while undercutting the legitimacy of the electoral process.
Russians paid less attention to these developments, for instance dismiss-
ing Kas’yanov as a shady figure with questionable ties to the Yeltsin past
and Kasparov as an eccentric, politically naive publicity hound. Russians
well understood the numerous advantages provided to Medvedev, but
they voted for him anyway, and at the high turnout level (of about 70 per
cent) seen in earlier elections. They opted for a close confidant and key
member of the Kremlin team, a man central to the functioning of the Putin
administration, a new leader tapped to maintain that team’s governing
position while continuing its programmatic thrust.

Putin’s successor, Dmitri Medvedeyv, is a politician who should not be
underestimated. While he was young (42) upon assuming high office, he
brought a surprisingly impressive résumé to the presidency. Growing up
in a family of academics, he had focused on civil law while a student at the
prestigious Leningrad State University, ultimately earning a PhD in
private law in 1990. A lawyer—academic who worked in the St Petersburg
government under the reformist mayor Anatoli Sobchak, Medvedev early
in his career developed a close working relationship with Vladimir Putin,
initially serving as a Jegal adviser when Putin was heading a city commit-
tee negotiating with foreign businesses. Troubled by the collapse of the
USSR and the dilemmas of post-Soviet Russia’s ‘failing state’, both
Medvedev and Putin saw a strong state and economic reform — via the
market — as keys to Russia’s revival. From 1991, when his and Putin’s
careers first crossed, to his election as RF President seventeen years later,
Medvedev served in an impressive array of posts that left him with
tremendous organisational experience and policy knowledge. He moved
into the federal executive in 1999, shortly after Putin was elevated to the
premiership, quickly becoming deputy head of the presidential adminis-
tration and heading Putin’s 2000 presidential campaign. As head of the
presidential administration (2003-5), he became well attuned to the intri-
cacies of Kremlin politics. As a first deputy prime minister (2005-8), he
oversaw priority projects (agriculture, education, health care and hous-
ing) that were at the heart of Russian policy reforms. Meanwhile, chosen
to guide (2000-8) and reassert the state’s control over Gazprom, the
world’s most powerful energy conglomerate, he dealt with the important
resource questions that have been key to Russia’s impressive growth and
emergence as an important global economic player. It was during
Medvedev’s tenure that Gazprom’s debts were restructured, its declining

production reversed, and its market capitalisation grew from US$9 to

$300 billion (as of early 2008). On the international scene, it was
o err ermee L, Leantes with Ukraine
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most modern democracies are either parliamentary (where the prime
minister and government arise out of a popularly elected legislature) or
presidential (where the top executive, the president, and legislature are
separate and elected separately), there is a handful of semi-presidential
systems, France and Finland being among the most notable. The logic and
organisation of the emerging Russian democratic system are in some ways
reflective of the French-Finnish type of semi-presidential system.

ﬁThe president

A vast array of institutions and officials comprise the federal executive,
with the hegemonic presidency at the helm. Informal arrangements,
involving various whirlpools of interest, bureaucratic elements, and
groupings of personnel also structure the president’s decision-making

primacy. The federal presidency has been hegemonic not only because its

position is legally superior to that of other institutions, but because it has
possessed independence and freedom of manoeuvre. Since 1992, the pres-
ident, through presidential decrees, legislative proposals, and vetoes, has
been able to direct the decision-making process. Moreovet, he has been
able to appoint and guide the work of the prime minister and government,
with key cabinet members (such as the foreign, defence, internal affairs,
and justice ministers) appointed by and directly accountable to the head
of state. He has been supported by a large set of agencies and officials that
link him to all federal and major subfederal institutions (see Figure 2.1).
While the Putin government did oversee some institutional changes
that further bolstered the president’s position (such as in nominating
regional governors, rather than allowing them to be directly elected),
these changes only modestly expanded the highly advantageous position
of the head of state. The 1993 Yeltsin constitution specified that the pres-
ident ‘defines the basic directions of the domestic and foreign policy of the
state’, while the president also represents the country domestically and
internationally (see Articles 80-93). As the head of state and commander-
in-chief of the armed forces, the president has the right to declare a state
of emergency and martial law, call for referendums, and even suspend the
decisions of other state bodies f their actions violate the constitution or
federal laws. Changes during the Putin leadership only strengthened the
president’s ability to direct Russia’s centre—periphery relations, this in a
country that is as vast asitis varied in its regional and ethnic composition.
Much decision-making initiative comes out of the president’s office
and the presidential administration, but the president directs the federal
government through the appointment and supervision of the prime minis-

ter and other ministers. The president, acting through the vast structure of
- e e e oAl to a Joint
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Figure 2.1  Major institutions of the Putin-Medvedev executive

President -\

Prime Minister

r I
. ‘ ' ' 15t Deputy Prime
Advisory Bodies Presidential Administration Ministers (2)
Security Council D I P;
eputy Prime
Ministers (5)
o
Governmental
Numerous Others Directorates (12) Apparatus Presidium
Constitutional & Legal Affairs Mini I
Presidential Control i i i e
pLreadenal Domestic Policy Foreign Affairs | Finance
p Expert Defence ) Industry & Trade
Reps o Stare D Foreign A hairs Internal Affairs | Energy
and CFEden-llnon Info;matlon l&&Document Supply g::fgCenc gegional Development
ounci ersonnel & State Awards Eency conomic Development
Press Service & Information Situations Health & Social Development
Reps. to Federal Protocol Service & Organizational Agriculure
 Districts (7) Questions of Public Service Education
Chief Federal Inspectors Response to Citizens’ Questions Transportation
to Regions {88) Securing of Citizens’ Constitutional Federal § . Ig]altural Resources & Ecology
Rights ral Security | Culture
Numerous Others Service Communications & Press
Sports, Tourism & Youth

giﬁfglex:itary ;essiqn on his government’s domestic and foreign policy.
sed such sessions, as well as annual length .
good f:nd in promoting his agenda and furthergcor}lrslc))lifj:ltcignfl?ir: ZcilS; .
itzfr,lyvflth e.veI-'if ei(pectation that Medvedev would approachgsuch (;lppglrr_
ities similarly. Meanwhile, there are conditi i -
president can dissolve the lower house of the (:)I:rillizggltu Itll(li: gt‘:t};llc)h Y
bgt th(?se entail unusual circumstances that to date have ’not materi ll'lmg’
E;l;:yélse; tfhe rivall }egislative branch has the formal ability to remiilésfhe.
ident for malfeasance, but the procedures for impeachmen
ccué?ll;frs((:)(r)r:; ;ildtl'nvollve numerous federal bodies includilljlg the Sup’;e?;:
Federa,tion Couu l'(l)nsa'l Court, anc} upper hquse of the parliament, the
pederation Co 1rnc1 : 1(r11ce a two-thirds majority of the full membership of
N ;&lﬁfedto remove a Pfemdent, the probability of ouster is
by Ru};sia On,l fe (})lmmant position of 'Fhe Kremlin’s platform party,
Onited Ru mo,re y urtllfzr ensures the near-invulnerability of the head of
saase. Lhe more compelling constraint on a president’s tenure in office
Cortes with 2Oogo(?st.lt'utlonally mandated consecutive two-term limit,
Vet s 2008 ecision to step down after two terms, following upon
s 19 te0c1s}1lon to retire after nearly two terms, setting a precedent
fhat o und 2Oy change. However? the Medvedev-initiated legislation at
of 2008 to extend the presidential term to six years (it had been




30  Semi-presidentialism and the Evolving Executive

four), as from the end of Medvedev’s first term, makes this two-term limit
a much weakened constraint.
/"’ An important, constitutionally permitted, means by which the chief
executive can manoeuvte unilaterally is through the issuing of presiden-
tial decrees (ukazy), which have the force of law. The Constitution (Art.
90) provides the president extensive leeway in issuing decrees to make
institutional and policy changes, and while such decrees are inferior to
laws, they are binding so long as they do not contradict the Constitution
or federal laws In the face of a massive state bureaucracy, with its numer-
ous and ofteftonflicting ministries, there is a need for powerful top-
down mechanisms such as presidential decrees to direct its activities.
[While policy-making decrees may be overridden by parliament, a two-
thirds vote of both chambers is needed, and this is highly unlikely to occur
given the parliament’s highly fragmented structure, the weakness of the
party system, and the continuing strength of the Kremlin’s platform party,
United Russia.JIn the past, most notably during the Yeltsin period, decrees
had a significant impact on Russian politics, and Putin relied on them
during his first term to advance important initiatives (such as the estab-
lishment of the country’s seven macro-districts and restoration of the
system of presidential envoys, efforts to ‘normalise’ Chechnya, and
energy and economic reforms). Yet as the Putin team further strengthened
its position, including within the federal legislature, decrees became less
critical and Kremlin initiatives were advanced through legislation."Some
late Putin and early Medvedev period decrees involved institutional
matters (for instance, further federal governmental supervision of
regional officials) that could prove important to the functioning of the
Medvedev—Putin team, but the continued dominance of the Kremlin team
after the 2008 succession suggested most of its agenda would be advanced

via the legislative process.

Presidential administration and advisory bodies

As Figure 2.1 reveals, a Vastigresidential administration}supports the
activities of the country’s chiet executive and supervises the implementa-
tion of presidential decisions. Originally built on the organisational
resources of the defunct Soviet Communist Party central apparatus,(chis
extensive set of institutions is composed of dozens of agencies and
includes approximately 3,000 full-time staff members: a number suggest-

ing it is larger than the comparable support structure of the US president)

he 12 directorates that are at the heart of the presidential administra-
tion, reorganised during the Putin presidency and continuing under

Medvedev, reflect the decision-making and supervisory interests of the
T i T i dan manoeuvrings of
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the varied organisations and informal groups of officials constituting a
sort Qf ‘checks and balances’ system within the federal executive. Since ;ghe
Russ.la.n Constitu'tion is silent on the organisation and function{ng of this
admlnl'stratlon, it is up to each president to structure and manage it
a.ccordlng to his own power and policy needs.)ilite and public expecta-
tions of a chief executive being able to supervise and direct this adﬁlinis—
tration — along with the federal government and the political process
overall — are critical to positive evaluations of strong leadership Putin
proved very able in this regard, and while Medvedev appears to llfa.lve the
orggnlsatlonal experience and understanding of the subtleties of Kremlin
politics to do likewise, he will need to project the gravitas and build th

authority to be successful. e

Management of the presidential administration requires a team of reli-
able subordinates and Medvedev appears to have this, even if his team is
composed of associates also closely linked with Vladirnir Putin. Critical is
the head of the presidential administration, the president’s chie.f of staff as
of 2009, Sergei Naryshkin, who oversees both administrative and person-
nel matters and operates as a sort of éminence grise of the federalp execu-
tive. Medvedev held this post during the middle of the Putin tenure, so he
is well tuned to the realities of the presidential administr’ation
Medvedev’s own chief of staff, Sergei Naryshkin, is a long-time confidan;
of bqth Medvedev and Putin and served for some time on both the presi-
dentlnl administration and prime minister’s administrative staffp His
experience and connections make him a key figure, not only in linkin. the
Pres%dent to the extensive set of institutions below, but in connecting the
Premdent to the government, Prime Minister Putin, and senior o:(l;ern-
ment officials. Other top presidential administration personnel iotabl
the deputy heads, Vladislav Surkov (first deputy head), Mikhail ,GromO\z,
nnd Aleksandr Beglov, similarly bring significant past p’residential adrninj
istrative experience while having worked directly under both Medvedev
and Pntln. Finally, dozens of top functionaries who head directorates and
agencies beneath these senior officials bring considerable experience and
ongoing work relationships with the President and Prime Minister.

Flgure ;.1 also indicates that the federal executive includes nurnerou
premdentlal representatives to most federal and sub-federal organis ?
tions, \’mth.these representatives serving as liaisons to co-ordinatge tho?e
bod.les actions with presidential preferences. It also includes numerous
adv1sor¥ bodies that deal with selected policy areas while formally linkin

vtgbe premdent and his executive team to other institutional actor}; Thes%
Odl,CS also do not have a constitutional status, they operate at th;: resi-
den.t S pleasure,.and similar to the presidential administration can be[i*eor—
}glzl\l:ii or abolished as tne cnief.executive sees fit. Several of these bodies
w accrued some institutional history, encompass senior officials,
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and facilitate the president’s handling of high-level policy matters. This
is true of the Security Council (created 1994), which deals with foreign
and security issues and includes the prime minister, relevant ministers,
and the heads of the seven federal districts. Its secretary, Nikolai
Patrushev, a former intelligence-security official, confidant of Putin, and
one time head of the FSB, is an intriguing liaison between Putin and
Medvedev as the latter tries to use the Security Council to legitimate his
decisions and to influence government actions (especially vis-a-vis the
Presidium of the Cabinet of Ministers headed by Prime Minister Putin).
Meanwhile, the State Council (created in 2000) includes the heads of
Russia’s 80 or so regions and is the main institutional setting where
regional leaders can deal directly with the president. Created.to compen-
sate regional leaders for the loss of their seats — and power — in the upper
house of the parliament (Federation Council), the State Council
addresses centre-periphery and subfederal policy issues through meet-
ings held every three months, a smaller presidium — or governing Foqnql
_ of seven rotating regional leaders, one from each of the federal districts,
meeting monthly.

Prime minister and government

The president’s power and authority has also been traditionally grounded
in his direct influence over the prime minister and cabinet, which form the
government and define the ‘basic guidelines of the government’s activity’.
The constitution does not specify which ministries shall be formed, leav-
ing it to the president and prime minister to make the desired choices, but
it does identify the policy areas with which the government will deal. The
government crafts the federal budget and implements fiscal and monetary
policies. Itis responsible for the conduct of the economy and has oversight
of social issues. The government implements the country’s foreign and
defence policies, administers state property, protects private property and
public order, and ensures the rule of law and civil rights. .

At the government’s helm stands the prime minister, who is nominated
by the president and must be approved by the Duma. While the Duma can
remove the prime minister through the passage of two ‘no confidence’
votes within three months, there are political constraints on the parlia-
ment doing so; while the Duma for its part must be dissolved by the pres-
ident if it does not approve his prime minister designate three times in a
row. Traditionally, the prime minister’s power is grounded in presidential
approval rather than parliamentary support. The position and power of
current Prime Minister Putin, however, while formally nominated by

President Medvedev and approved by an overwhelming vote of the State
T s 1209 £ writh anlv Communict deputies voting against), 1S
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grounded in the tremendous authority he brought to the office after eight
years in the presidency, not to mention the presence of a vast array of
protégés and allies in top governmental and presidential posts.

The prime minister chairs the Cabinet of Ministers, which oversees the
state bureaucracy and has both political and law-making functions.
Individual ministers set objectives for their ministries, craft their own
subordinate bodies’ budgets, and oversee policy implementation, but they
do not have independent power bases. While most ministers report to the
prime minister, five ‘power” ministries (Foreign Affairs, Defence, Internal
Affairs, Justice, and Emergency Situations) are directly accountable to the
president. Putin has further consolidated his power over the ministries
through a recently reconstituted Cabinet Presidium, led by the Prime
Minister and including the seven first and deputy prime ministers and
seven other senior ministers. The Presidium co-ordinates and manages the
government’s work and, with it including three of the power ministers
(foreign, defence, and internal affairs) who report directly to Medvedev, it
places Putin in a central executive supervisory role. Presidents Putin and
Medvedev exhibited similar preferences in the setting out of ministerial
portfolios, with only modest organisational changes coming in May
2008. Putin and now Medvedev have set out a vertical, top-down admin-
istration arrangement which Putin claims has as a consequence ‘universal
elements of management’ to streamline the policy process (Moscow
Times, 16 May 2008). Meanwhile, the 2008 Putin government included
two first deputy prime ministers, five deputy prime ministers, and 18
ministers (Table 2.1), an arrangement similar to that of immediate past
governments but including a rotation of personnel that has bolstered the
real power position of the prime minister. Putin assembled a diverse set of
ministers, many drawn from his presidential administration, who were
not only competent and reliable managers, but experienced political
watchdogs.

The composition of the Putin government included many top officials
drawn from Putin’s presidential administration and last government.
Former Prime Minister Viktor Zubkov, a no-nonsense bureaucrat who
had been involved in financial monitoring and tax inspection and who
had a reputation as a task-master when he held the top governmental
position during Putin’s last year as president, was tapped as one of Putin’s
main assistants as First Deputy Prime Minister. The other First Deputy
Prime Minister, Igor Shuvalov, was a Putin confidant who was drawn
from the presidential administration and who previously served under
Medvedev in supervising the National Priority Projects that were devel-
oped from 2005 onwards as a means of focusing government attention on
education, health, agriculture and housing. Putin was further assisted by
five deputy prime ministers, all of them protégés of the Prime Minister,
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Table 2.1  Leading officials in Putin and Medvedev executive teams

President Viadimir Putin (2nd term) Dmitri Medvedev
Head, Presidential Sergei Sobyanin Sergei Naryshkin
Administration
Deputy Head Igor Sechin Vladislav Surkov (1%t Dep.)
Vladislav Surkov Aleksei Gromov
Aleksandr Beglov
Prime Minister Viktor Zubkov Vladimir Putin
1st Deputy Prime Minister Sergei Ivanov Viktor Zubkov
Dmitri Medvedev Igor Shuvalov
Deputy Prime Minister Aleksei Kudrin Sergei Ivanov
Sergei Naryshkin Aleksandr Zhukov
Aleksandr Zhukov Aleksei Kudrin
Igor Sechin
Sergei Sobyanin
Leading Ministries & Services
Foreign Affairs Sergei Lavrov Sergei Lavrov
Defence Anatolii Serdyukov Anatolii Serdyukov
Internal affairs Rashid Nurgaliev Rashid Nurgaliev
Justice Vladimir Ustinov Aleksandr Konovalov
Emergency Situations Sergei Shoigu Sergei Shoigu
Finance Aleksei Kudrin Aleksei Kudrin
Federal Security Service ~ Nikolai Patrushev Aleksandr Bortnikov
Industry & Trade Viktor Khristenko (Industry) ~ Viktor Khristenko
Energy Viktor Khristenko Sergi Shmatko
Regional Development Dmitri Kozak Dmitri Kozak
Economic Development  Elvira Nabiullina Elvira Nabiullina
Health & Social Tatyana Golikova Tatyana Golikova
Development
Agriculture Aleksei Gordeev Aleksei Gordeev
Education Andrei Fursenko Andrei Fursenko
Transportation Igor Levitin Igor Levitin
Natural Resources & Yuri Trutnev Yuri Trutnev
Ecology
Culture Aleksandr Sokolov Aleksandr Avdeev
Communications & Press Leonid Reiman Igor Shchegolev
Sports, Tourism & Youth - Vitalii Matko

d

but with different specialties and political orientations. While we will
discuss the informal groups that comprise the Medvedev—Putin team in
the next section, suffice it to note here that these first and deputy prime
ministers reflected a balance of more ‘conservative’ (Sergei Ivanov and
Igor Sechin, together with Zubkov) and more ‘liberal’ (Aleksei Kudrin
and Aleksandr Zhukov, together with Shuvalov) forces, with the ideolog-
ically neutral deputy prime minister Sergei Sobyanin supervising the divi-
sion of powers among federal, regional, and municipal bodies and
overseeing legislative initiatives; a set of responsibilities similar to those
Sobvanin assumed when he was Putin’s last head of the presidential
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administration. Meanwhile, a perusal of Table 2.1 reveals that upwards of
two-thirds of the ministers within the Medvedev—Putin Cabinet were
holdovers from the Putin—Zubkov regime, with five of the six most senior
ministers retaining their posts, the sixth entailing the elevation of a
Medvedev protégé, Aleksandr Konovalov, to the Ministry of Justice. While
acknowledging there are many nuances in fully appreciating this configu-
ration of ministries and inclusion of ministers, we can generalise that expe-
rience combined with reliability of membership in the Kremlin team were
the key factors explaining the composition of the Putin government.

The Medvedev-Putin (or Putin-Medvedev?) team

Informal politics — the politics of personalities, career networks, regional
and sectoral interests, and competing institutions — have been central to
the conduct of Russian politics, as they were in Soviet times. The fact that
the post-Soviet system is less than a generation old only reinforces this
reality. Analysis of informal politics is difficult: definitive evidence is often
lacking, with the necessary interpretation always subject to sceptical
judgement. We proceed cautiously in assessing contemporary Russia’s
informal politics, our focus on the elements and logic of an evolving
Kremlin team that has governed Russia for more than a decade.

As RF President, Dmitri Medvedev is in a strong institutional position
to elevate trusted associates while directing alliances and bridging link-
ages to other federal and subfederal actors. His past experience in the
presidential administration and federal government yielded nuanced
knowledge of high-level elite politics and countless personal connections,
while his overall training and career reveal regional, institutional, and
policy preferences that structure his personnel and decision-making
choices. With an educational and early career focus on legal issues, his
network of associates includes academics, lawyers, and officials dealing
with various aspects of jurisprudence. Not surprisingly, many of the offi-
cials linked with Medvedev come from the President’s hometown, St
Petersburg, and are a component in a group termed the ‘St Petersburg
lawyers’ (Figure 2.2). Justice Minister Aleksandr Konovalov, Supreme
Arbitration Court Chair Anton Ivanov, Head of the Federal Bailiffs
Services Nikolai Vinnichenko, together with senior Gazprom official
Konstantin Chuichenko, are among the President’s protégés who have
previously studied or worked with him, have ascended to high office with
him, and in background and expressed perspectives look to be highly
valuable as he promotes his policy and programmatic preferences: fight-
ing crime and corruption, strengthening the law and the court system,
while retaining influence over the country’s primary income generator,
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Figure 2.2 Major informal groups of the Putin—-Medvedev team

Vladimir Putin — Dmitri Medvedev

Aleksei Kudrin (E)
Aleksei Miller German Greg (E)
Anatolii Chubais Dmitri Kozak (L)
Sergei Naryshkin

St Petersburg Lawyers (L)
& Economists (E)

Medvedev
Associates

St Petersburg
Political-Business
Elements

Igor Sechin
Sergei Ivanov
Boris Gryzlov

Aleksandr Konovalov (L)
Anton Ivanov (L)
Konstantin

Chuychenko (L)

Administrators-Specialists

Viktor Zubkov
Sergei Lavrov
Sergei Shoigu

Others:
Igor Shuvalov
Sergei Sobyanin
Aleksandr Voloshin

the energy sector. Beyond this group of St Petersburg protégés, other asso-
ciates who have worked with Medvedev since he came to Moscow in
1999 appear to be allied with him and his causes, among the most influ-
ential meriting mention: Presidential Administration Head Sergei
Naryshkin, First Deputy Prime Minister Igor Shuvalov, and Deputy Prime
Minister and Finance Minister Aleksei Kudrin.

Medvedev and his relatively small cohort (to date) of associates,
however, must be nested in the larger and more expansive set of informal
groups that are primarily organised around the career and presidency of
Vladimir Putin who, in assuming the prime ministership, retained a lead-
ing position in the configuration of the federal political elite. As we have
noted, Medvedev himself is a protégé of Putin, he rose to federal promi-
nence under Putin, and it was Putin who, with his nomination of
Medvedev for the country’s highest office, did more than anyone to make
Medvedev president. As Figure 2.2 indicates, a complex array of forces
have comprised what we see is a Putin-constructed cohort, but what we

call the Putin-Medvedev team. Major elements include the siloviki (secu- -

rity and intelligence officials), St Petersburg political-business elements,
St Petersburg lawyers and economists, and administrators and specialists:
they reflect both the career trajectory and presidential history of Vladimir
Putin. While Figure 2.2 singles out the modestly sized ‘Medvedev associ-
ates’ cohort, a cohort that is narrowly situated, in fact arguably all of the
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names listed as examples of the various groupings of the Putin-Medvedev
team are Putin protégés, associates, or allies. Indeed, a comparison of
Table 2.1 and Figure 2.2 reinforces the fact that the Medvedev team is
essentially composed of Putin second-term officials, with some rotation
of offices as many who served in the Putin presidential executive moved
over with Putin to federal government posts. Even when considering the
group identified as ‘administrator-specialists’, long-term government
functionaries or career specialists, we find officials sponsored by the
former president who continued in high office under Medvedev (such as
former Prime Minister and current First Deputy Prime Minister Viktor
Zubkov). Meanwhile, this Putin-Medvedev team that has dominated the
Russian political scene since Putin’s first term must be nested within the
onetime governing team of President Boris Yeltsin, a cohort that came to
be known as ‘the Family’ (since it literally included a few relatives of
Yeltsin as well as a large set of trusted protégés) and that included
members who continue to influence Medvedev period politics, albeit in
the background (such as one-time Yeltsin presidential administration
heads Anatolii Chubais and Aleksandr Voloshin, now prominent
political-business officials).

Considerations of space preclude a full-blown analysis of all the offi-
cials noted in Table 2.1 and Figure 2.2, but the major informal groups
listed in Figure 2.2 reflect the diversity of elements comprising the govern-
ing team. The so-called ‘St Petersburg lawyers and economists’ are a
highly educated group of academics and specialists, trained and starting
their careers in the northern capital, who have been central to the crafting
and implementation of Russia’s economic and political transformation.
Generally educated in the late or immediate post-Soviet period, they
ascended to federal importance under Putin, though older figures tied
with them were important in the Yeltsin years (such as Anatolii Chubais).
Here are officials often focused on the technical complexities of the coun-
try’s economic and political overhaul, they are generally committed to a
market economy, privatisation, careful structuring of the state’s role in the
country’s socio-economic life and full engagement of Russia with the
global system, but nested in a democratic political system. This chapter
has distinguished another grouping, ‘St Petersburg political-business
elements’, as these officials, also from Putin’s hometown, have back-
grounds more grounded in practical business experience and politics, but
their policy preferences generally have been aligned with those of the St
Petersburg lawyers and economists. Overall, while organising officials
into these groups, there are differences in background and articulated
priorities: we can differentiate the Gazprom executive Aleksei Miller
from Anatolii Chubais, Chairman (until 2008) of Russia’s national power
company, Unified Energy Systems, with the most important part of
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politician-businessman Sergei Naryshkin’s career coming in the presiden-
tial administration. Likewise, the policy trouble-shooter, Dmitri Kozak,
who has tackled numerous high-profile issues (including problems in the
Caucasus and Chechnya) and has served of late as the Regional
Development Minister, brings tremendous ‘hands on’ political experience
while Aleksandr Konovalov and Anton Ivanov have more focused insti-
tutional-legal interests. In contrast, Aleksei Kudrin and German Gref
have been key intellectual forces in the crafting of the Putin (and now
Medvedev) domestic economic policies. While there are reported
personal—career rivalries among these elements, it is difficult to assess

their dynamics, while all of them appear committed to the governing

Medvedev-Putin team’s power and policy agenda.

The other major group in the governing Kremlin team of the past near
decade is the siloviki (derived from the Russian word for power), officials
from the intelligence-security services who constituted a dominant force
during the Putin presidency, and who continue to be well represented at
the high level. It is challenging to draw a broad description that accurately
captures a common interest or shared set of perspectives for all siloviki,
but many would conclude they have a natural preference for a strong state
and less sensitivity to the nuances of the democratic system. Siloviki have
presented themselves as disciplined professionals, they are generally
highly educated, and some have brought past commercial experience to
their government positions. Finally, a view of many in Russia, if not in the
West, is that the siloviki are generally non-ideological, have a pragmatic
law and order focus, and emphasise Russian national-state interests.
Setting aside Prime Minister Putin, who has strong connections with all
Kremlin informal groups, the siloviki do not have a single leader, do not
form a cohesive group, and do not promote a common agenda, but they
seem to bring the work ethic and skills that have been especially appreci-
ated by one-time President and current Prime Minister Putin. In the
Medvedev—Putin regime, long-serving Putin lieutenants, Deputy Prime
Ministers Igor Sechin and Sergei Ivanov and State Duma Speaker Boris
Gryzlov are among the most prominent siloviki, and while their and their
allies’ collective presence was reduced with the 2008 succession, they
constitute a continuing formidable bloc involved in some of the country’s
highest priority areas (such as energy and the military—industrial
complex). Factoring into our discussion such senior ministers as Rashid
Nurgaliev (Internal Affairs), Aleksandr Bortnikov (Federal Security
Service), and Nikolai Patrushev (Security Council) only drives home this
point.

Finally, as Figure 2.2 indicates, all of these groups should be juxtaposed
not only to one another, but to the numerous experienced administrators
and specialists who hold senior positions within the presidency and
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government. Many ministers in the Medvedev government are holdovers
from the previous regime, and among them are seasoned officials not
easily associated with a given career group (such as Zubkov, Foreign
Minister Sergei Lavrov, and Emergency Situations Minister Sergei
Shoigu). Their credentials and past experience have provided them the
personal connections and reputations that make them formidable figures
in the governing team. Some bring an organisational prowess that makes
them highly valuable to the decisionmaking process (for instance, Sergei
Sobyanin). Overall, reviewing Figure 2.2 and Table 2.1, we can see that
the constellation of figures responsible for executive branch and federal
level policy making is large, multifaceted, and spans both co-operating
and competing elements. It reveals the complex interconnection of organ-
isation and personnel considerations. Putative ‘conservative’ groupings
(such as siloviki Sechin, Sergei Ivanov, and Patrushev) manoeuvre around
‘liberal’ groupings (like Shuvalov, Konovalov, and Kudrin), while other
influential officials retain their distinguishable positions (among them
Zubkov and Sobyanin). If not prone to simple explanation, this constel-
lation of varied actors reinforces the conclusion that a priority concern for
all Russian chief executives must be the management of both institutions
and personnel. If Vladimir Putin proved highly successful to this end, only
time will tell whether Dmitri Medvedev will be likewise.

The executive and governance

As the Medvedev regime moved through its first term, uncertainties
surrounded the distribution of power within the federal executive, with
President Medvedev consolidating his position and projecting authority
as the Putin government demonstrated its capabilities in developing and
administering policy. Medvedev assumed a high public profile, whether in
well-publicised trips to China and Germany, in his presence at the G8
Summit, or in forcefully setting out Russia’s position in the August 2008
Russian-Georgian-South Ossetian war. He was also highly visible in
promoting his anti-corruption campaign, pressing for judicial reform,
and championing small and medium-sized businesses. It did not take
long for a ‘Medvedev leadership style’ to emerge, characterised in one
newspaper as entailing ‘predictability, rationality, and composure’
(Komsomol’skaya pravda, 14-21 August 2008). Meanwhile, Prime
Minister Putin was immersed in managing domestic policy administra-
tion, from the ongoing transformation of agriculture to tax policies and
state regulation of large corporations. The reality of a fluid power rela-
tionship between the presidency and government, while new to Russia,
was not new to the semi-presidential system, the more mature French and
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Finnish systems having experienced changes in the roles of its top execu-
tive bodies. Over the past twenty years, France experienced several polit-
ical cohabitations that entailed complex power relations between
competing presidents and prime ministers, while Finland altered its
constitutional arrangements to bolster the decision-making position of
the prime minister vis-g-vis a dominating president. Clearly, the
Medvedev first term entailed a new phase in the development of the
Russian political system, with the Putin stewardship of the federal
government resulting in some shifting of powers, at least some deconcen-
tration of power from the presidency, and a sharing of policy-making
functions among a wider array of institutional actors.

Observers could draw very different judgements regarding develop-
ments surrounding the 2008 succession and formation of the third post-
Soviet administration. Some saw an eight-year incumbent Vladimir Putin
retaining power through a shrewd, but legal, sleight of hand by assuming
an upgraded prime ministership, that upgrading coming not by constitu-
tional change but by Putin’s considerable authority. Others saw Putin
helping the designated protégé-successor Dmitri Medvedev to consoli-
date power so as to continue the Putin-Medvedev team’s programmatic
agenda. Was the powerful Patin altering the operation of the Russian
semi-presidential system to retain effective decision-making primacy, or
was Putin laying the institutional-personnel foundation to maintain
system—policy stability while withdrawing from the public stage and at
best operating as an éminence grise in the background? Was the ascending
Medvedev motivated to assert his own leadership authority and policy
interests, distinguished from those of his mentor-predecessor, or was he
motivated to assume more of a caretaker role in pursuing an agenda that
would be little more than a derivative of his predecessor’s?

Early Medvedev regime posturing and actions suggested the Kremlin
team would pursue an agenda similar to that of its predecessor, with
attention given to continuing to build the economy and to bolster with
investments the areas of the four National Priority Projects that
Medvedev himself had previously overseen. Some differing points of
accent offered by the Medvedev regime involved the law, court system,
and addressing the country’s widespread corruption, all areas that Putin
had acknowledged had not been adequately addressed by his govern-
ment. Interestingly, the stabilisation fund (worth US$158 billion) that had
emerged during the Putin second term was reorganised in early 2008 and
appeared to offer some of the vast resources needed to address these issues
as well as under-funded pensions and state wages. Indeed, these resources
would prove especially valuable as the Russian (and global) economy
suffered a significant downturn beginning in the second half of 2008. An
especially suggestive institutional-personnel-policy trend of the Putin
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period that was continued under Medvedev involved corporatist
approaches to strategic sectors of the economy (including energy, other
natural resources, defence, and transportation industries), as the state
assumed guiding control over these corporations and inserted leading
members of the Kremlin team as chief executives (a so-called
‘private—state corporate partnership’). Referring back to our figures and
table, note these high-profile Kremlin team figures and the important
corporations they headed in the early days of the Medvedev regime:
Viktor Zubkov, gas giant Gazprom; Igor Sechin, oil giant Rosneft; Igor
Shuvalov, sea shipping company Sovkomflot; Sergei Ivanov, Unified
Aircraft Building Corporation, OAK; Sergei Naryshkin, the Channel One
television network; and (until 2008) Anatolii Chubais, electricity giant
UES, to name a few of the most prominent. Managerial and legal means
were replacing the use of force in the Russian struggle for power and
property. One sensed that the creeping power of the Kremlin and the state
in the country’s socio-economic life, a hallmark of the Putin years, was
continuing.

Each presidential term has entailed unforeseen developments and
policy choices, but we can conclude that post-Soviet Russia’s third admin-
istration exhibited institutional and personnel arrangements and an artic-
ulated policy line that were fairly predictable and intelligible. What is
important for the viewer of the evolving Russian system to keep in mind
is that all choices and decisions are subject to change, that no institutional
structures or configuration of personnel is ‘set in stone’. Moreover as Lilia
Shevtsova has observed, Russia to date has developed according to the
‘law of unintended consequences’, so one must be careful not to over-
analyse or over-emphasise any single development or action (The Daily
Telegraph, 20 February 2008). Some observers were already engaging in
such over-analysis in the first year of the Medvedev-Putin administration,
as supposed differences in public pronouncements by the President and
Prime Minister were said to reflect ‘disputes’ or the tendency of one to be
more ‘liberal’ or the other to be more ‘conservative’. Closer to reality was
the fact that both Medvedev and Putin were members of the same team,
with both the presidential administration and government committed to
power and policy coherence. It is clear that Russia today, as in the past,
desires what we could term a ‘stability of power’, and as Russia’s richest
citizen, billionaire Oleg Deripaska remarked, ‘In Russia, in our culture,
we need a leader’ (AP, § May 2008). Russians had such a leader for eight
years, and we will need a full four-year presidential term to determine
whether Dmitri Medvedev alone, or with his Prime Minister Vladimir
Putin, fills that role. Indeed, we will need that four-year term to assess
whether, in fact, that 2008 succession was little more than a shifting of
formal positions, with a system patron continuing to hold the real reins of
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power for the foreseeable future. By 2012 we will also learn, with the
extended six-year presidential term, whether Dmitri Medvedev opts for a
second term and a ten-year tenure, or whether Vladimir Putin returns to
the top executive post for a second presidency that could last up to
another twelve years. However these personnel matters are sorted out, the
federal executive continues to be the pre-eminent force in the Russian
polity, and by all indications Russian elites and citizens support this and
will ensure its long-term continuation.

Chapter 3

Parliamentary Politics in Russia

THOMAS F REMINGTON

Changes in the status and role of Russia’s parliament reflect the turbulent
evolution of the post-communist political system. Mikhail Gorbachev’s
democratising reforms in the late 1980s transformed the Soviet parlia-
ment from a ceremonial adornment of communist rule into an arena of
stormy debate and tense political confrontation in the 1990s when Boris
Yeltsin was president. In the 2000s, however, under Vladimir Putin’s pres-
idency, parliament for the most part reverted to its Soviet-era role as a
docile rubber stamp for the leadership’s proposals. In this process of
transformation are reflected the hopes, contradictions, and failures of
democratic reform. Still, while parliament is not the source of political
legitimacy and authority for the state in Russia that it is in liberal democ-
racies, neither is it quite the decorative window-dressing that it was in the
Soviet era. As at the time of writing, with Dmitri Medvedev having
succeeded Putin as president and Putin himself becoming prime minister,
parliament remains a site of bargaining and deal making among organ-
ised intererests over the distribution of benefits and liabilities while
providing the president and prime minister secure support for their
legislative agenda. Of particular importance is the dominant position of
the United Russia party in parliament: United Russia serves as the mech-
anism for converting the political needs and ambitions of members of
parliament into a solid bloc of voting support for the Kremlin. The trans-
formation of parliament’s place over the years since the communist
regime ended tells us a great deal about the dynamics of power in Russia.

To understand the contemporary Federal Assembly, it helps to begin
with a brief review of the status of elective representative bodies in the
Soviet Union. Although they exercised little actual power, they symbolised
the idea that the people were sovereign in the state. Legally, the Soviet polit-
ical system rested on the fiction that state power resided in the hierarchy of
soviets (soviet means council). Soviets were popularly elected bodies in
which, according to Soviet doctrine, legislative and executive power were
fused. Each village and town, region and republic, had its nominally
elected soviet (elected in the characteristic, uncontested elections for which
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the regime was famous), while at the apex of the system, the USSR’s
Supreme Soviet was the equivalent of a parliament for the Soviet Union as
a whole. At the same time, it was understood that actual political power
lay with the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, which exercised power
through the soviets and the executive bodies that were nominally
accountable to the soviets. Therefore the few votes that soviets were
called upon to take were exercises in the unanimous affirmation of deci-
sions that had been made by the Communist Party. Both Soviet political
thought and practice rejected any notion of a separation of powers, and
thus reinforced the older Russian tradition of an absolutist state.

This system changed markedly when Mikhail Gorbachev launched his
political reforms in the late 1980s. Gorbachev used new expanded parlia-
mentary structures and open elections as instruments for awakening
popular political energies. His goal was to channel the country’s newly
active political life into a new set of legislative structures where he would
be able to guide decision making. Gorbachev created a cumbersome four-
tiered parliament for the USSR, consisting of a huge, 2250-member
Congress of People’s Deputies, which elected a smaller, full-time parlia-
ment called the Supreme Soviet. In turn, the Supreme Soviet was guided
by its Presidium, which was overseen by a Chairman. The first election of
deputies to this new parliamentary structure was held in 1989; in 1990,
elections were held for the equivalent bodies at the level of the union
republics and in regions and towns throughout the Soviet Union.

Gorbachev’s strategy was to give glasnost’, his policy of open political
communication, an institutional base. He sought to incorporate many
diverse groups into the new parliamentary arena while ensuring that he
would have the ultimate power of decision over policy. But liberalisation
of politics under Gorbachev had unanticipated consequences. Not only
did it mobilise radical democrats against defenders of the old order, it also
encouraged coalitions of democrats and nationalists in the republics,
including Russia, to rally around demands for national independence. As
a result, the new USSR parliament and its counterparts at lower levels
represented reasonably well the political divisions existing in the country
between defenders and challengers of the’old order. But they were
woefully unsuited to deciding the grave policy questions that the country
faced. They lacked even the most rudimentary institutional means to
generate and debate coherent alternative policy options. They depended
heavily on the executive to set their agendas and guide their decision
making. Sessions of the new USSR parliament, and the parliaments in the
union republics and lower-level territories, were frequently the sites of
passionate but inconclusive debate, dramatic walkouts by embattled
minorities, and deep frustration as the deputies found themselves unable
to reach majority decisions on difficult issues. Little wonder that they
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were never able to resolve the most serious crises that the Soviet Union
faced.

Gorbachev’s awkwardly remodelled parliament did achieve some

‘notable results, passing some major new legislation and stimulating the

formation of proto-parties. But faced with the fundamental conflict
between radical reformers and hardliners over market-oriented reform,
the parliament simply ducked: it created a state presidency for the USSR,
a curiosity that was logically incompatible with the principle of CPSU
rule. Then it delegated extraordinary powers to President Gorbacheyv,
who fell into a trap of his own making by constantly expanding the nomi-
nal powers of the president. What he failed to recognise at the time was
that by doing so, he only encouraged the presidents of the union republics
to follow suit at their own level of jurisdiction, thus deepening the disin-
tegration of the Soviet state. The more power Gorbachev claimed for
himself as president of the USSR, the less power he had in actuality, and
the more he undercut the possibility that any central level institution —
president, parliament or Communist Party — could have held the union
together.

Boris Yeltsin and the crisis of 1993

The 1990-3 period was marked by the rise of Boris Yeltsin, who made
Russia’s parliament his initial base of power. Yeltsin led a coalition of
radical democrats and Russian nationalists in a struggle for greater auton-
omy for Russia within the union. Yeltsin’s own position was strength-
ened, rather than weakened, by Gorbachev’s clumsy attempts to
undermine him. In 1990, Yeltsin was elected by a narrow margin to the
position of Chairman of the RSFSR Supreme Soviet, enabling him to use
the parliament as his institutional base for challenging Gorbachev. In
spring 1991, Yeltsin rallied a majority of deputies who endorsed his
proposal for a powerful, directly elected Russian president. In June 1991,
he was elected president of Russia in a nationwide election.

Establishing the presidency, however, led to a contest between the
legislative and executive branches. The leadership of the parliament
began to challenge Yeltsin for supremacy, claiming that the legislative
branch was the supreme seat of state power. Yeltsin claimed that as popu-
larly elected president, he embodied the Russian people’s will. The August
1991 coup attempt further solidified Yeltsin’s political position. The
popular resistance to the coup in Moscow, Leningrad, and other Russian
cities, and his own uncompromising opposition, gave Yeltsin a substan-
tial political bonus. Many of his communist opponents in the Russian

- parliament lost their political bases through a series of presidential
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decrees which suspended, and later outlawed, the activity of the CPSU
and confiscated its considerable property. In October 1991, at the Fifth
Congress, Yeltsin sought and received special powers to enact economic
reform measures by decree; he won the congress’s consent to put off elec-
tions of local heads of government until 1 December 1992, and its
approval of constitutional amendments giving him the right to suspend
the acts of lower authorities in Russia if he found they violated the consti-
tution and to suspend legal acts of the union if they violated Russian
sovereignty; and the congress approved his programme for radical
economic transformation. A few days later Yeltsin assumed the position
of prime minister himself, named a new cabinet dominated by young
economists committed to rapid liberalisation, and issued a package of
decrees launching the radical ‘shock therapy’ that is discussed in Chapter
11.

Making full use of his expanded powers, Yeltsin pursued his
programme of reform throughout 1992. Although the impetus of ‘shock
therapy’ fizzled out as the year proceeded, opposition to Yeltsin grew, and
the majority in the parliament shifted further and further away from him.
Yeltsin was also unable to win legislative approval of a new constitution
that would formalise his powers vis-g-vis the government and the legisla-
tive branch. Under the old constitution, however, only the Congress had
the power to amend the constitution or adopt a new one. Confrontation
between Yeltsin and the Congress-Supreme Soviet intensified. In March
1993 the Congress attempted to remove Yeltsin from power through
impeachment but fell slightly short of the required two-thirds majority of
its entire membership. Yeltsin responded by holding a popular referen-
dum on support for his policies in April, which gave him a surprisingly
strong vote of confidence. However, the constitutional crisis continued to
deepen.

Finally, on September 21, Yeltsin issued decrees that lacked constitu-
tional foundation although they offered a political solution to the
impasse. He shut down parliament, declared the deputies’ powers null
and void, and called elections for a new parliament to be held on
December 12. He also decreed that there was to be a national vote on the
same date on the draft constitution that had been developed under his
direction. In the December referendum, Yeltsin’s constitution was
approved. It has remained in force ever since.

Yeltsin’s constitution created a two-chamber Federal Assembly. The
upper chamber, the Federation Council, allocated two seats to each of
Russia’s 89 constituent territories (called ‘subjects of the federation’).
Under the initial election law that Yeltsin put into effect, half of the 450
seats in the lower house — the State Duma — were to be filled by candidates
elected from parties’ electoral lists according to the share of votes that
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party received, so long as it won at least 5 per cent of the party list votes.
The other half of the seats were filled by plurality voting in 225 single-
member districts. In the first election held under this plan, in 1993, voters
were also given the opportunity to elect their two representatives to the
Federation Council.

Not surprisingly, Yeltsin’s draft constitution provided for a very strong
presidency. The president could issue decrees with the force of law, as well
as veto laws passed by parliament. Yet the constitution also provided for
the ‘separation of legislative, executive and judicial powers’ (Article 10).
Contradictions between the powerful presidentialist elements in the
constitution and the principle of separation of powers have been resolved
very differently at different times since the adoption of the constitution.
Under Yeltsin, the president shared some power with the parliament;
since Putin took office, however, parliament has been pushed to the side-
lines of the political system. The changes in the balance of power between
president and parliament reflect both changes in the organisational
arrangements within parliament itself as well as shifts in the larger insti-
tutional environment in which parliament and president operate.

The first and second Dumas

One of the most important determinants of the balance of power between
president and parliament is the outcome of elections. The first elections
held under the new electoral system in 1993 gave no one political party or
coalition a majority of seats in the Duma. Winning voting coalitions in the
1994-5 Duma often were formed from the votes of the Communists,
Agrarians, and their allies. As a result, parliament fought Yeltsin over
much of the legislation he proposed, with the result that Yeltsin some-
times simply bypassed parliament by issuing presidential decrees. Yet
both Yeltsin and the parliamentary leadership generally sought to avoid
the sort of mutually destructive confrontations that had brought the
country to the brink of civil war in 1991 and 1993. Regular bargaining
and consultation between the executive and legislative branches
succeeded in working out compromises on numerous pieces of legislation.

This pattern continued in the second Duma, which sat from 1996
through 1999. Yeltsin had decreed that the Duma elected in 1993 would
serve for only two years and that elections would be held again in
December 1995 for a new Duma that would serve a normal four-year
term. The December 1995 election was characterised by a huge number of
political groups running: 43 parties registered and ran lists — far more
Fhan could hope to win seats given the S per cent threshold rule for receiv-
Ing seats. Four parties succeeded in winning seats on the party list ballot.
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and they divided the 225 proportional representation seats among them-
selves: the Communists, Vladimir Zhirinovsky’s Liberal Democratic
Party of Russia, the ‘Our Home is Russia’ bloc formed around Prime
Minister Viktor Chernomyrdin, and the Yabloko bloc led by economist
Grigorii Yavlinsky. Of these, the Communists were by far the most
successful. Russia’s Democratic Choice, which had been the major reform
faction in the previous Duma, failed to receive even 4 per cent, and alto-
gether, half of the votes were cast for parties that failed to win any seats on
the party list ballot. The Communists were also successful in winning
district seats, taking more than 50. Combined with the seats they won
through the party list vote, they wound up with one-third of the seats in
parliament, the highest share that they or any party had held in the previ-
ous Duma.

The Communists and the factions allied with them came close to
commanding a majority of seats in the new Duma. The Communists
therefore became an indispensable member of many majority coalitions.
However, their position was not secure. To win majorities, they generally
needed to offer concessions to other factions or to moderate their policy
stance. The Communists refrained from seeking full control over the
chamber and largely abided by the previous working arrangements in
such matters as the distribution of committee chairmanships among
factions, and the practice of forming task forces and legislative commis-
sions by recruiting members from all factions. Most important, they
retained the rule under which the Duma’s steering committee, the Council
of the Duma, comprised the leader of every faction, one leader per faction.

Likewise, President Yeltsin devoted considerable effort to bargaining
with the Duma over legislation. Both the president and the government
maintained permanent representative offices in the Duma, working
closely with deputies to ensure the passage of key legislation. Altogether,
around one hundred executive branch officials were detailed to liaison
duty with the Duma. Much of the bargaining within the Duma and
between Duma and the executive took place out of public view; public
attention instead tended to focus on the histrionic displays of temper on
the floor and high-stakes brinkmanship between president and Duma.
One of the most memorable confrontations between the branches came as
the Duma tried to remove the president through impeachment. The
deputies were well aware that removal of the president by means of
impeachment was a long and complicated process of which a two-thirds
parliamentary vote was only the first step, and that even if they succeeded
in passing a motion to impeach, the odds of actually removing Yeltsin
were remote indeed. The action thus served largely symbolic purposes for
the parliamentary opposition.

The Communists in the Duma had long tried to put impeachment on
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the agenda. They finally succeeded in June 1998, when the chamber
agreed to form a commission to examine five accusations against Yeltsin:
that he had committed treason by signing the agreement in December
1991 to dissolve the Soviet Union; that he had illegally initiated the war in
Chechnya in 1994; that he had illegally dissolved the Russian Congress
and Supreme Soviet in 1993; that he had destroyed Russia’s defence
capacity; and that he had committed genocide against the Russian people
through the effects of the economic policies of his government since 1992.
In March 1999 the commission approved all five charges and submitted
them to the full chamber for its consideration. On May 15 the deputies
voted on the five charges. None gained the required 300 votes, although
the charge that Yeltsin had illegally initiated and conducted military oper-
ations in Chechnya came close. Yeltsin used the full range of carrots and
sticks at his disposal to avert impeachment, promising material rewards
to some deputies in return for their support, and reminding the Duma that
he still had other trump cards in his hand.

Yet spectacular as this pyrotechnic display of president—parliament
conflict was, it was already a sideshow by 1999. The polarisation between
democratic and communist forces, real enough in the early 1990s, had
faded in importance by the end of the decade in guiding actual alignments
in parliament. Although episodes such as the impeachment vote contin-
ued to attract public attention, actual parliamentary politics increasingly
came to centre on distributive issues — how government spending should
be allocated; on whom the burdens of taxes should be imposed; who
should control the privatisation of state enterprises; to whom access
rights to the exploitation of lucrative mineral resources should be
granted. The Duma became a central arena for wheeling and dealing
among powerful organised interests, including firms, business associa-
tions, regional governments, federal ministries, and shadowy bureau-
cratic ‘clans’ linked to senior figures in the presidency and government.
The fine details of legislation were the object of acute interest; vast sums
of money were at stake, not a little of which wound up in the pockets of
those drafting and voting on the legislation itself (see Barnes 2001).

The high point of parliamentary power occurred after the August 1998
financial crash. Yeltsin tried to bring back Chernomyrdin as prime minis-
ter, but the Duma adamantly refused to confirm him. After two tense
confirmation votes failed, Yeltsin backed down and appointed Yevgenii
PFimakov, a centrist acceptable to the Communists. The Duma confirmed
him and Primakov formed a government reflective of the balance of
power in parliament. With Yeltsin weakened both physically and politi-
Cal!y Primakov began making the major decisions on economic policy.
This was as close as Russia has yet come to parliamentary government,
where the cabinet is made up of the majority coalition in parliament. This
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phase was short-lived, however. Yeltsin dismissed Primakov in May
1999, on the eve of the impeachment vote in the Duma.

The stormy era of confrontation between president and parliament
ended in December 1999. Elections to the third Duma were held on
December 19; five days later the second Duma held its final session. On
December 31, Yeltsin resigned as president. He was succeeded by his
prime minister, Vladimir Putin, whose powerful political appeal had been
demonstrated by the remarkable electoral success of the party with which
he was loosely affiliated, Unity, in the parliamentary election. Putin’s
accession to the presidency, combined with the outcome of the parlia-
mentary election of December 1999, produced a fundamentally new
dynamic in legislative—executive relations. After January 2000 the Duma
was no longer an arena for confrontations between the president and the
opposition, but instead became an instrument for legislative endorsement
of nearly any initiative offered by the president. This trend grew still more
marked following the 2003 presidential election, when the president’s
allies gained an overwhelming majority in the Duma, and the president
had succeeded in taming or suppressing nearly every source of indepen-
dent political initiative in the country. At the same time, the Duma
remained an arena for the resolution of distributive conflicts.

The third, fourth and fifth Dumas

The 1999 election gave the party most closely allied with Putin — Unity —
a strong plurality in the Duma. Unity had to work to build majority coali-
tions that could pass legislation proposed by the president and govern-
ment. Its success in forming a fairly reliable cross-factional majority
coalition reflects the skill with which the presidential administration
manipulated parliamentary politics. Table 3.1 shows the strength of
parliamentary parties in the third, fourth, and fifth Dumas.

Working in close co-operation with the president’s parliamentary
managers, Unity assembled a coalition of four parliamentary factions that
co-ordinated voting on major legislation proposed by the president and
government. Faction leaders could not always enforce party discipline
(two of these factions were made up of deputies elected in single-member
districts, who had to pay close attention to powerful local interests back
home), but by drawing votes as needed from other factions, they ensured
that the president’s legislative agenda almost never suffered a defeat and
the president almost never had to veto legislation passed by parliament.
As Table 3.2 indicates, only 76 per cent of the legislation that passed the
Duma in third (final) reading was eventually signed by the president in the
1994-5 Duma (sometimes the president only signed after multiple rounds
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Table 3.1  Party factions in 3rd, 4th and Sth Duma convocations

3rd Duma 4th Duma 5th Duma
(2000-2003) (2003-2007) (2007-2011)

Partylist ~ seatsin  Partylist seatsin  Partylist  seatsin
vote % Duma (%) vote% Duma (%) wvote% Duma (%)

Unity/ 23.32 18.4 37.4 68 64.3 70
United Russia®

OVR 13.33 10.2

CPRF 24.29 20.2 12.65 11.56 11.57 13
LDPR 5.98 3.9 11.49 8 8.14 9
SPS 8.52 7.3 3.97 0 0.96 0
Yabloko 5.93 4.8 4.32 0 1.59 0
Motherland/ 9.04 8.67 7.74 8

A Just Russia™*

#*Unity merged with OVR in 2001 to form United Russia.
** A Just Russia formed in 2006 from the merger of Motherland, the Pensioners’ Party,
and the Party of Life.

Abbreviations:

OVR = Fatherland-All Russia

CPRF = Communist Party of the Russian Federation
LDPR = Liberal Democratic Party of Russia

SPS = Union of Rightist Forces

Table 3.2 Passage rates for legislation, Russian State Duma,

1994-2007
First Second Third Fourth
convocation: convocation: convocation: convocation:

1994-1995 1996-1999 2000-2003 2004-2007

No. As % No. As% No. As % No. As%

Total no. of (na) 2133 2125 2713
bills considered
in any reading

Laws passed 464 100 1045 100 781 100 1087 100
(in 3rd reading)

Vetoed by 263 29.3 185 18 31 4 7 .64
president only

Vetoed by 113 11 10 1 3 .28
president + FC

Signed by 354 76 724 69 730 93 735 91.9
president (of
those passed
in this period)

Source: Based on Analytic Reports of Russian State Duma, various years.
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of veto and revision), and only 69 per cent of the legislation passed in the
1996-9 period was signed. But over 90 per cent of the laws passed in the
third and fourth Dumas were signed by the president. It is notable that
whereas Yeltsin had often resorted to his decree powers to enact major
decisions, Putin almost never did: thanks to his commanding base of
support in the parliament, he was able to pass a far more sweeping legisla-
tive agenda than Yeltsin had proposed. Putin’s legislative achievements
included significant reductions in taxes, legalisation of a market for trans-
actions in land, foundations for a system of mortgage lending, sweeping
changes in the pension system, overhaul of the labour market, major
changes to federal relations, substantial liberalisation of the judicial
system, and breakups of major national monopolies. Painful as many of
these changes were for the deputies to swallow, they ultimately passed
them, albeit sometimes in modified form.

The 2003 elections produced a decisive victory for the president’s
forces and a humiliating defeat for the opposition both on the right and
the left. The liberal democratic forces failed entirely to win party list
seats and the Communists’ share of the party list fell by nearly half, while
the party backed by the Kremlin, United Russia (the successor of Unity,
which had performed so well in 1999) took more than 37 per cent of the
party list vote. Together with deputies elected in single-member districts,
United Russia wound up with two-thirds of the seats in the new Duma.
Since the advent of democratisation in the late 1980s, no party had ever
held so dominant a position in parliament. United Russia used its
commanding majority to make sweeping changes to the way parliament
was run. They replaced the old power-sharing, proportional arrange-
ments of the previous three Dumas with a new majoritarian system in
which their members held nearly all the committee chairmanships and
seats on the governing Council of the Duma, and their leader was elected
the Duma’s chairman. They quickly moved to impose a gag rule on their
members, demanding that no member speak to the press without party
approval.

But for all their ability to control the Duma, theirs was a pyrrhic
victory, because the power to make policy decisions lay in the Kremlin.
As total as United Russia’s influence was in the Duma, the Kremlin’s
monopoly on policy making was just as absolute. As a result, United
Russia placed itself in a position of complete subservience to the
Kremlin for its power and privileges. Its base of support in society is
thin, and it has identified itself completely with the interests of office
holders rather than offering a clear policy programme. This is a mixed
blessing for the Kremlin. The party’s effectiveness in delivering reliable
majorities in parliament depends on its ability to win elections.
Therefore. if the Kremlin were to withdraw its support from the party
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and its fortunes collapsed, the president and government might not be
able to ensure such solid voting support in parliament. President Putin
has repeatedly said that Russia needs a capable (deesposbnyi) parlia-
ment and has tied that to the ability of United Russia to forge consistent,
coherent majorities. That is the reason, he explained in October 2007,
that he had agreed to head the United Russia list in the forthcoming
election (Rossiiskaya gazeta, 2 October 2007).

The legislative agenda shifted somewhat between the third and fourth
Dumas, reflecting the president’s changed priorities. Modernising
economic reform took a back seat, while anti-terrorism legislation, gener-
ous increases in social spending, and the establishment of a number of
new state corporations taking over ownership and control of many of
Russia’s most significant public and private industries occupied much
more of the parliament’s time. These pieces of legislation gave deputies,
particularly those from United Russia, many opportunities to showcase
their effectiveness in bringing benefits back to their home districts and to
the powerful business lobbies that backed them. So although they ceded
even more power to the executive branch (for example, supporting the
law replacing direct elections of governors with a system of presidential
nomination and greatly expanding the power of the security police to deal
with terrorists), they also reinforced the popularity of United Russia with
the electorate.

Preparations for the December 2007 Duma election proceeded amidst
great uncertainty about the presidential succession. President Putin
resolved many fears and doubts when he announced that he intended to
run at the top of United Russia’s election list and to stay on in power — but
not as president. The presidential administration pulled out all the stops
to ensure a smooth and controlled succession. The first step was to guar-
antee a large victory for United Russia in the Duma election by methods
that included manipulation of media coverage, massive funding for
United Russia’s campaign, disqualification of popular opposition politi-
cians, and outright falsification of voting returns in many districts
(Myagkov and Ordeshook 2008). The official results gave United Russia
64.3 per cent of the vote. Because this election was entirely based on
proportional representation from party lists (there are no longer any
single-member district mandates), and because the threshold to receiving
seats was raised from 5 to 7 per cent, only four parties won representation
(see Chapter 5). As in the fourth Duma, United Russia took three-quarters
of the seats and full control of the Duma: it holds 26 of the 32 committee
chairmanships and 8 of the 11 seats on the Duma’s steering committee,
the Council of the Duma. The party’s leader, Boris Gryzlov, was once
again elected speaker.
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The Federation Council

The president and government enjoy a similar position of dominance
in the Russian upper house, the Federation Council. Here, however,
executive control is not directly transmitted through the United Russia
party.

Like the United States Senate, the Federation Council is designed as an
instrument of federalism in that every constituent unit of the federation
sends two representatives to it. Thus the populations of small ethnic-
national territories are greatly overrepresented compared with more
populous regions. Members of the Federation Council were elected by
direct popular vote in December 1993 but since the constitution was
silent on how they were to be chosen in the future, requiring only that one
representative from the executive branch and one from the legislative
branch from each region be members of the chamber, new legislation was
required to detail how members of the Federation Council should be
chosen. Under a law passed in 1995, the heads of the executive and
legislative branches of each constituent unit of the federation were auto-
matically given seats in the Federation Council, and this was the system in
force between 1996 and 1999. Under President Putin, however, new legis-
lation was passed in 2000 which provided that the governors and legisla-
tures of the regions were to choose full-time representatives to occupy
their regions’ seats in the Federation Council.

Because the Federation Council has rejected the use of political factions
to organise political bargaining, United Russia has only an informal
status in the chamber. Nevertheless, the president and government guide
its deliberations closely. Under the constitution, some legislation is not
required to be considered by the Federation Council, although it can
choose to take up any bill it wishes to consider. Actual voting in the
Federation Council routinely produces lop-sided majorities favouring the
president’s position; the chamber spends very little time on floor debate,
since the decisions have been agreed upon beforehand in consultations
among committee chairs and the president’s representatives. Often
members of the Federation Council involve themselves in shaping legisla-
tion while it is still being considered by the Duma, so that by the time it has
passed the Duma it already reflects their interests. Federation Council
members also spend a good deal of time in lobbying with federal govern-
ment agencies on behalf of their home regions or business interests
(Remington 2003).

Constitutionally, the Federation Council has important powers. It
approves presidential nominees for high courts such as the Supreme
Court and the Constitutional Court. It approves presidential decrees
declarineg martial law or a state of emergency, and any actions altering the
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boundaries of territorial units in Russia. It must consider any legislation
dealing with taxes, budget, financial policy, treaties, customs and decla-
rations of war. In the Yeltsin period, the Federation Council defied the
president’s will on a number of issues. After President Putin entered office,
however, the Federation Council lost the independence it once had
enjoyed. Its members, although often caught between the conflicting
imperatives of their home regions and the president’s domination of the
political system, have rarely had much difficulty deciding to take the pres-
ident’s side. The highly centralised nature of the current system means
that it is far more costly to members to oppose the president than to side
with the president against their home regions.

The legislative process in the Federal Assembly

Basic legislative procedure

The State Duma originates all legislation except in certain areas of policy
that are under the jurisdiction of the upper house, the Federation Council.
Upon final passage in the State Duma, a bill goes to the Federation
Council. If the upper house rejects it, the bill goes back to the Duma,
where a commission comprising members of both houses may seek to iron
out differences. If the Duma rejects the upper house’s changes, it may
override the Federation Council by a two-thirds majority. Otherwise it
votes on the version of the bill proposed by the commission (see Figures
3.1-3.3). When the bill has cleared both chambers of the Federal
Assembly, it goes to the president for signature. If the president refuses to
sign the bill, it returns to the Duma. The Duma may pass it with the pres-
ident’s proposed amendments by a simple absolute majority, or override
the president’s veto, for which a two-thirds vote of the entire membership
is required. The Federation Council must then also approve the bill, by a
simple majority if the president’s amendments are accepted, or a two-
thirds vote if it chooses to override him.

State Duma

The steering committee of the Duma is the Council of the Duma. The
Council of the Duma makes the principal decisions in the Duma concern-
ing the agenda, and acts on occasion to overcome deadlocks among the
political groups represented in the Duma. Until the sweeping changes of
2004, it was made up of the leader of each party faction or registered
deputy group regardless of size, and thus served to diffuse political power
in the chamber. Since 2004, however, it has been dominated by the United
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Figure 3.1 The legislative process: overview

State Duma

The legislative process begins
in the State Duma. Draft
legislation can be submitted by
the government, the president,
or members of the Federal
Assembly either individually or
collectively. After a law is
passed by the State Duma, it is
considered by the Federation
Council.

Federation
Council

The Federation Council considers
laws passed by the Duma. If it
passes them, they go to the
president for his signature. If it
rejects a bill, the Duma may try to
override the rejection. Or the two
chambers form a cnciliation
commission to iron out their
disagreements. The resulting
compromise version is then voted
on by both chambers and if both
pass it, it is sent to the president
for his signature.

President

The president decides whether to
sign or reject the laws sent to him
by parliament. If he signs a bill, it
becomes law. If he rejects it, it is
sent back to the Duma for further
consideration. The Duma may vote
to override a presidential veta. A
two-thirds vote of each chamber is
needed to override successfully.

If the chambers cannot override
the veto, normally they form a
commission with representatives of
the president and attempt to agree
on a compromise version of the
law.

- “:JH . Figure 3.2  The legislative process: bill introduction

Government
ministries

President

Duma committees,
political factions,
individual deputies

Draft legislation can be
submitted by the government,
the president, or Duma
deputies either individually

or collectively. Bills may also
be submitted by regional
legislatures as well as by
members of the Federation
Council. The three high courts
may also propose legislation on
judicial matters. Most draft
legislation is introduced by
members of the Duma, by the
government, and the president.

Council of the
Duma

s

When a bill is introduced, the
‘Council of the Duma reviews it
to ensure it meets the standards
for draft legislation, and assigns
it to one or more standing
committees. The Council of the
Duma is made up of the leaders
of each party faction or
registered deputy group.

Standing
Committee

The committee to which the bill
has been assigned prepares the
bill for first reading. When a
bill is ready for first reading,
the Council of the Duma puts it
on the agenda of the floor.
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Figure 3.3 The legislative process: three readings

Council of the
Duma schedules
bill for second
reading on the
floor

Committee
prepares bill

First reading for second

reading

After the committee has
completed its work, it reports
back to the Council of the
Duma which schedules it for a
vote in the second reading by
the full Duma.

After a bill has passed the
first reading, it returns to
the responsible committee,
which receives and debates

The Duma debates the draft

law and considers whether to
adopt it as a basis for further
consideration. Passage in the

first reading moves the item to amendments. It prepares lists
the next step. of amendments recommended
for adoption and for rejection.

Council of the
Federation

Second reading Third reading

Y

President

The Duma debates the bill
and amendments. If it passes,
the committee prepares it for
the third reading. H it is

If the Federation Council
passes the bill, it goes to the
president for his signature.

Normally the vote on the bill
in the third reading is a
formality. After passage the
bill goes to the Federation
defeated, the committee Council.

reworks it for a new vote in

the second reading.

Russia faction, whose members hold eight out of the eleven seats on the
Council.

All deputies in the Duma belong to the political faction tied to the party
on whose list they were elected. Under new Standing Rules, they may not
change factions (on pain of losing their seat). Each party that has won at
least 7 per cent of the party-list vote is entitled to form a faction in the
Duma made up of its elected deputies. The factions use the Duma as a
means for showcasing their pet legislative projects, giving their leaders a
national forum, obtaining crucial organisational support for their party
work, and providing service to their constituents. However, only the
United Russia faction has any real power to shape legislation. It is so large
and diverse that it has subdivided into four internal groupings, organised
.around common policy interests (such as the interests of the oil and gas
industries), or particular leaders. United Russia also uses three political
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clubs, one with a vaguely pro-market orientation, one broadly social-
democratic and the third focused on patriotic and moral concerns, as
forums to debate policy.

The Duma also has a system of standing legislative committees to
handle legislation in particular issue jurisdictions. Each deputy is a
member of one committee. The work of drafting and developing legisla-
tion goes on in the committees, and committees report out legislation
along with recommendations on amendments that have been proposed.
Members join committees according to the issues areas in which they wish
to specialise.

Formally, bills are considered in three readings (see Figure 3.3). In the
first reading, the Duma simply decides whether or not to approve the bill’s
basic conception. If it passes, the bill goes back to the committee, which
then sifts through the amendments that are offered. When the committee
has agreed on its recommended version of the bill, it reports it out again
to the floor for a second reading, and the whole chamber decides on which
amendments to approve and which to reject. At that point the floor votes
on the bill in its entirety, and sends it back to the committee for a final edit-
ing and polishing. The third reading gives the Duma’s final approval to
the bill, after which it goes to the Federation Council.

In recent years, a practice has evolved whereby much of the bargaining
over legislation occurs at the so-called ‘zero reading’ stage. This refers to
the consultation between the government and its supporters in the Duma
before a bill is ever formally submitted to the Duma. For example, before
the government formally introduces the annual budget bill to the Duma,
it meets with the United Russia faction leaders, who press for increases in
spending in areas that will be politically and electorally useful for it. For
example, before the government submitted the 2009 budget, it heard
requests from United Russia to add another 20 billion rubles in spending
on highway construction, 2 billion on supercomputers, 660 million rubles
on preparations to celebrate the 1150th anniversary of the city of
Novgorod, and so on. Through the ‘zero reading,” deputies in the United
Russia faction are able to reward their friends and supporters by such
budget revisions — something much easier to do when oil revenues are
swelling the budget.

The relationship between the executive and the United Russia party
illustrates the dynamics of a dominant party regime. In such a regime, the
rulers use the dominant party to control the political process. As in other
authoritarian regimes where such a model has been used (as during the
era of dominance of the Party of the Institutionalised Revolution in
Mexico or that of the United Malays National Organization in
Malaysia), the party gives ambitious politicians an opportunity to build
political careers. Thanks to their privileged access to the government,
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elected party politicians can reward the wealthy and powerful interests
that back them, steering lucrative contracts or jobs their way. The party
operates as a giant national patronage machine. The rulers benefit by
ensuring that politicians will be loyal to the authorities rather than
competing against it. The party mobilises support for the regime at the
elections, and the authorities use all their powers of control over the
media, money, election commissions, courts, police and the like, to make
sure that opposition parties cannot make serious inroads into the ruling
party’s dominant status. In parliament, the dominant party organises
large, lopsided voting majorities to pass the executive’s proposed legisla-
tion. In effect, the politicians in the dominant party give up their political
voice in return for access to the benefits of office. This allows them to pay
back the business interests that have funded their election campaigns.

As a result of the new relationship between parliament and president
established under Vladimir Putin and continuing under President
Medvedev, almost no legislation that passes the Duma and Federation
Counctl is vetoed. Vigorous debates over legislation continue, but rarely
on the floor of either chamber. Bills can be slowed down by disagreements
within the executive branch itself (as different ministries lobby for differ-
ent versions of the legislation) or when the United Russia is given new
marching orders by the Kremlin. (For example, in the spring of 2008, a
bill making it easy for public officials to sue media organisations for
defamation, which passed by a wide margin in first reading, met a crush-
ing defeat in its second reading after President Medvedev told United
Russia that he thought the bill excessive and unnecessary; the party’s atti-
tude to the bill turned around 180 degrees.)

The 1993 Constitution did not give the Federal Assembly a formal
power of ‘oversight’ over the executive, such as the United States
Congress has. Parliament has, however, other formal powers which it can
use to monitor and check executive power if it is so inclined and if the
executive allows it to do so. One of its instruments is the Audit Chamber,
which reviews the accounts of state bodies including federal ministries,
regional governments, and even private companies. Another is the prac-
tice of inviting government officials to parliament to respond to deputies’
questions during ‘government hour’. Committees frequently organise
hearings to gather public testimony on matters of public policy and assist
in developing legislation. Parliament can also conduct investigations of
allegations of executive branch misconduct. All of these powers, however,
can only be exercised to the extent that parliament chooses to wield them
and the executive branch consents to their being used. In the current
period, when political power in the state is highly concentrated in the
presidential administration, parliament’s oversight power has been
reduced to virtually nil.
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The Federal Assembly in perspective

The ability of a legislature to exercise its constitutional prerogatives
depends both on its own internal rules and structures and on features of
its institutional environment. One critical aspect of that environment in
Russia is the degree to which the president dominates political processes.
The 1990s and 2000s present two very different models in this regard.
Yeltsin’s political and physical weakness, and, undoubtedly, his own fitful
but sincere political instincts, allowed parliament to play a stronger role
than has been the case under Putin and Medvedev. Although under Yeltsin
the balance between the branches was asymmetric, with the presidency
still possessing the upper hand over parliament, parliament still managed
to check the president’s power and influence public policy in a number of
significant issue areas. This was because parliament found its own insti-
tutional means to overcome fragmentation and to produce majorities on
legislative issues, and because the presidential administration and govern-
ment were often divided, encouraging bureaucratic interest groups to
compete for support in parliament.

Putin reversed both patterns. He centralised and disciplined policy
making within the executive branch, and reengineered the internal proce-
dures of both chambers of parliament in such a way as to ensure him
consistent and reliable majorities. In the Duma this has come about
through the domination of parliament by United Russia. In the Federation
Council Putin’s reforms of 2000 deprived the Federation Council of any
political independence, allowing him to shape the chamber’s majorities as
he chose. Thus neither chamber has the means or inclination to challenge
the president. This state of affairs is not necessarily permanent, but a shift
to a more balanced relationship between the branches will require signifi-
cant changes on both sides. The president would need give up much of the
informal power he presently possesses, and parliament would need to win
an independent political mandate from the electorate.

Putin’s move to the prime ministership in 2008 has opened yet a new set
of possibilities for the evolution of the regime. It makes it more difficult
for the United Russia party to play the familiar role of expressing total
loyalty to the president while blaming the government for shortcomings
in policy implementation. On the other hand, it requires United Russia to
link Putin as prime minister to the parliament, to big business, to regional
governors, and to other sources of power. Putin and Medvedev need
United Russia and its dominance of parliament just as United Russia
depends on the life-support system from the Kremlin. Regardless of how
the system of power sharing between president and prime minister works
out in the future, the political legacy of Putin is likely to be institution-
alised in a party that outlives him.
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Over the past fifteen years, parliament’s role in the political system has
changed fundamentally. In the early 1990s, parliament reflected the sharp
polarisation in the country, together with the grave debility of all the
central political institutions. No one party held a majority in parliament,
and the weakness of parliament and the president forced them to bargain
with one another as best they could. After the August 1998 financial
crash, another model began to take shape. For a period of several months
in late 1998 and early 1999, Russia’s political system even gravitated
toward a parliamentary system, in that the head of government (at that
point Yevgenii Primakov) derived his power from the support of a parlia-
mentary majority rather than from the president. Under Putin, the
authorities took pains to construct a lasting dominant party system built
around United Russia.

Radical shifts of this kind in the balance of power across the institu-
tions suggest that Russia’s political system is likely to evolve still further.
If the current dominance of United Russia eventually gives way to a more
truly competitive party system, so that political parties in Russia offer
alternative visions of policy direction, then parliament will again become
a more important arena for deliberation. Likewise, if the mass media,
national interest groups, and judicial bodies gain greater independence,
they will encourage members of parliament to stake out policy positions
independent of the president and to position themselves as counter-
weights to the executive branch. Finally, if the president himself comes to
recognise that a system in which the government is in fact accountable to
parliament makes it a more reliable, disciplined, and effective instrument
for exercising power, Russia’s political system may eventually see a more
even balance in the distribution of power between the executive and
legislative branches.
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Chapter 4 ons as certain procedures with uncertain

=

EIECtlons and VOterS 1 June 1991 and December 1993, Russia did not hold elections

onal office. In the tumultuous period between August 1991 and
olution of the Soviet Union later that year, organising new elec-
16 the last item on Yeltsin’s agenda/ First and foremost, he concen-
ti breaking up the Soviet Unionina peaceful manner, a mammoth
at involved dismantling the Communist Party of the Soviet
;’d splitting into pieces the Soviet army and intelligence services
¥eping his own Federation from experiencing a similar fate,/His

t priority was jumpstarting Russian economic reform. Yeltsin
4 that he already had secured an electoral mandate from the
s recently as June 1991. His allies in the Russian Congress were
the spring of 1990, just a year earlier{ New elections in post-
ssia, therefore, seemed distracting, dangerous, and unneces-
sin even postponed local elections scheduled for December
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Competitive elections were the most dramatic institutional change thagl
distinguished the old Soviet dictatorship from the Russian politicalg
system that emerged following the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991
uring the Soviet period, elections occurred on a regular basis, but sincg
the ballot offered no choice between candidates or parties, and Soviet citif
zens faced sanctions if they did not vote, these elections lacked real poli i
ical consequences.|Beginning in 1989, however, Soviet leader Mikhail
AT T Gorbachev introduced reforms that allowed for semi-competitive elecf
R tions to the USSR Congress of People’s Deputies.)lThis reform, in cémbj
. nation with others, brought about a fundamental transformation of t
I Soviet political system, which eventually led to the collapse of the USSE
‘ and the emergence of the Russian Federation as an independent stat 4
the end of 1991.

The function of Russian elections has evolved and changed ovj
time. Since 1993, the formal institutions, rules, and regulatiog
governing the practice of elections in Russia have changed slightl
However, the political implications of elections have changed consif
erably. If elections in the early 1990s constituted the main politig
drama of post-Soviet politics, then they most certainly no longer plg
that role today.K)In particular, under President Putin (2000-8), §

“butcomes of elections became more certain, less competitive, a
therefore less meaningful in Russian politics. This change occurred]
part because Putin was so popular and faced few serious challeng]
during his time in office.|Additionally, Putin’s own political ‘refor
that is, changes in the political system that made Russian politi

_pluralist during and following Putin’s tenure as Presifent
contributed to the lessening importance of elections. Since
competitive elections no longer determine who governs Russia in et}
the legislative or executive branches, Russia_can no longer be
ered a democracy (Diamond 2002, 2008 and Freedom House 20
consider such issues further in Chapter 15).

s failure to secure a new electoral mandate, however, had desta-
onsequences for the new state. The combination of major
=dislocation, in part fuelled by Yeltsin’s reforms, and poorly
olitical institutions created ambiguity, stalemate and conflict
en the federal and sub-national units of the state, and then,
uentially, between the president and the Congress of People’s
er price liberalisation and the beginning of radical economic
anuary 1992, the Congress, once loyal to Yeltsin, began a
 reassert its superiority over the president. The disagreement
mic reform in turn spawned a constitutional crisis between
¢nt and the president. (With no formal or even informal insti-
tructure relations between the president and the Congress,
larisation not unlike the standoff between Gorbachev and
1901 re-emerged.

Wly polarised context, both sides claimed to represent the will
.In the heat of the stalemate Yeltsin and the Congress agreed
ters directly which political institution and what reforms they

the Apr_il 1993 referendum, voters went to the polls to give
following questions:

ast Russian President Yeltsin?

pprove of the socio-economic policy conducted by the
‘esident and by the Russian government since 1992?

ew pres‘ldential election be conducted ahead of schedule?
€W parliamentary election be conducted ahead of schedule?

62
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On the first question, despite the serious economic hardshlp that most
people endured at the time, 58.7 per cent of.Voters affirmed their trust 11n
Yeltsin, compared with 39.3 per cent who dld'not. Even more arpazu;g VA
53 per cent expressed their approval of Ygltsm’s socio-economic policy,
while 44.5 per cent disapproved. Regarding questions thrge and f}(:};r a
plurality (49.5 per cent) supported early premdfzntlal elections, while a
solid majority (67.2 per cent) called for new parliamentary elections. f
These results reflected the highly divided and Polarlsed nature o
Russian politics at the time. In essence, voters were l?elng asked their opin-
ion about the revolution midstream in the revolptlon: half supported it,
half did not. This electoral result, therefore, did little to defuse the consti-
tutional crisis in Russia. On 21 September 1993, Ygltsm issued
Presidential Decree Number 1400, which dissolved the Russian Cong;ess
of People’s Deputies and called for a referendum to adopt a new constltu(i
tion. The Congress rejected Yeltsin’s dec.ree as uncqnstltutlonal ari1
instead impeached him and appointed his vice-president, Al§k'san r
Rutskoi, as the new president. In a replay of August 1??1, the crisis only
ended when one side — Yeltsin’s side — prevailed in a military conflict.

The development of more certain rules

After Yeltsin’s successful use of force against the Congress, Whlch endgd
on 4 October 1993, the president sent mixed signgls about h1§ commit-
ment to elections and the democratic process. Obviously, Fhe .dISSOluthI’l
of the Congress was a blatant violation of both the constitution alr)ld tﬁe
spirit of democracy. [The deputies, after all,_ had been elected by t ei
Russian people. Yeltsin showed the same dlsregarq for thef electo.rat

process by dissolving the regional soviets (elected Parhamgnts in Ru(slsm ;
89 provinces). He also removed three out of eight reg.lonal heads o

administration who had been elected several m(?r}ths earlle.r‘.fAt the same
time, Yeltsin seemed eager to establish new political rules i \'VVhl.Ch elecc-1
tions would play a central role. He published a draft constitution an

called for a referendum to approve it in Decemb.er. After 4 O.ctober,
Yeltsin also announced that elections for a new bicameral parliament

ke place in December. .

Wog(}ic'ldtzut garliament in place, Yeltsin used decrees to establish new elec-
toral laws. As we saw in Chapter 3, he dictated that the new lower house

of parliament, the State Duma, would be elected according to a mixed .

i irst-part-the-post
stem; half of the 450 seats would be determlneq by a first-part-t
%;Ei;rl'in newly drawn up electoral districts, while the other half would

be allocated according to a system of proportional represeptatlon.&l’artles
e Af the nopular vote to win seats on the

bR R R S o

.
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proportional representation ballot. (In 2007 this threshold was raised to
7 per cent, as explained later in this chapter.) For the Federation Council,
the upper house, Yeltsin decreed that voters in each of Russia’s 89 regions
would cast two votes for their senatorial candidates on one list. The top
two finishers in each region would win. (This too would change to a
system of de facto appointment under Putin’s presidency.)

The December 1993 elections served as the founding elections for
Russia’s new political system. A majority of Russian voters ratified
Yeltsin’s draft constitution, giving popular legitimacy to a set of political
rules for governing Russia. The new constitution outlined difficult proce-
dures for amendment, meaning that adoption of this constitution was
likely to produce a lasting set of political institutions for post-communist
Russia. Since 1993, the constitution has not been substantially amended,
although there was some discussion about doing so in order to enable
Putin to run for a third time as president. The December 1993 vote was
also the first election in Russia’s brief democratic history in which politi-
cal parties had the opportunity to participate fully, with proportional
representation being an additional incentive for stimulating party partic-
ipation and development.

The basic rules of the game for elections to the Duma established
during this tumultuous period in late 1993 endured for the first four of the
(so far) five parliamentary elections. Eventually the newly elected Duma
codified Yeltsin’s mixed electoral system in to law, meaning that four
parliamentary elections (1993, 1995, 1999, and 2003) took place using
the same electoral system, while the fifth, in December 2007, was held
under a new electoral law that severely circumscribed the number of
parties that could gain representation in the Duma. The minimum thresh-
old for parties to gain representation in the Duma was increased to 7 from

5 per cent. This step effectively eliminated small liberal parties, including
Yabloko, and the Union of Right Forces (SPS), which had hovered at
around the S per cent level in the Duma elections of 2003, and who gained
more seats through the single mandate races than through proportional
representation. In 2007 the single mandate system was eliminated
completely such that all Duma deputies are now by law elected only
according to party list. As noted later in this chapter, in our discussion of
the 2007 parliamentary election results, this served to cement United
Russia’s dominance of the Duma. Registration requirements for candi-
dates have fluctuated, and become increasingly ad boc such that at the
regional and national levels there have been clear efforts to block the
participation of candidates deemed undesirable by the Kremlin and local
business leaders. Although since 1993, all parliamentary elections
occurred as scheduled as prescribed by law and some electoral districts
have been redrawn, although not in a radical way, elections have become
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much less competitive under the system of ‘managed’ democracy that
Putin installed after 2000 in Russia.

The 2000 presidential vote took place three months earlier than
planned because Boris Yeltsin suddenly resigned from his office on the last
day of the millennium. As prescribed by the law on presidential elections,
a new election had to be held three months after Yeltsin’s resignation,
meaning that the vote was held in March instead of June 2000. All other
major rules and practices governing presidential elections, however, have
remained stable up to the time of writing. If examining the formal rules
and procedures, elections in Russia have become normal, certain events.
The predictability of elections and the stability of those institutions run by
clected officials in Russia during the last decade stand in sharp contrast to
the earlier electoral history from 1989-93, when not a single elected
legislative body served out its full term. Formally, the Russian president
has the power to disband the Duma under certain circumstances spelled
out in the constitution. Since the end of 1993, however, the Russian
parliament has never been dissolved.

The Federation Council is the one government body that has experi-
enced volatility in how it is constituted. Originally, as just discussed,
deputies to this upper house of parliament were elected in double-
mandate districts; in each region in Russia the top two finishers won
seats in the Federation Council. After the 1993 vote, however, the rules
governing the formation of the Federation Council twice changed
dramatically. Before the parliamentary election in 1995, regional execu-
tives (presidents in republics and governors in regions and territories)
and heads of regional parliaments pushed hard for and succeeded in
winning the right for direct elections to their regional offices, followed
by automatic appointment to this Federation Council rather than direct
elections. Such a formulation gave governors increased local legitimacy
and greater autonomy from Yeltsin and Moscow, because elected gover-
nors were harder to dismiss than appointed ones. This new formulation

also gave governors a direct voice in national legislative affairs, blurring
the divisions both between executive and legislative powers and
between national and sub-national units of the federal system. This
formulation lasted until Vladimir Putin was elected president in the
spring of 2000. In one of his first acts as president, Putin pressed for and
eventually succeeded in changing the composition of the Federation
Council. Instead of elected governors and head of regional parliaments,
Putin called on regional executive and legislative heads to appoint repre-
sentatives to the Federation Council from their regions. In effect, this
new procedure for selecting ‘senators’ made the upper house less power-

ful, since those serving did not have an electoral mandate. Many
T 1 aealv if ever. visited the regions that
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they purporredly represented and behaved more like paid lobbyists for
their respective provinces, rather than elected representatives.

From uncertain electoral outcomes to one party
dominance

From 1993-2007, Russia’s electoral rules were relatively certain
Thropghout the 1990s, the outcome of these elections however.
remained uncertain. For those interested in the development’of Russia’s
electoral democracy, this was good news, as the presence of stable elec-
toral rules and unpredictable electoral outcomes is the essence of genuine
democracy (Przeworski 1991). However, following the Duma elections of
2093, and the increased dominance of Putin’s preferred ‘party of power’
United Russia/Unity, this situation changed notably and dramatically. ’

The constitutional referendum in December 1993 produced

predlctarble if somewhat contentious results. Not surprisingly, a majorit
of Russians approved the new constitution. But the vote for the Duma dig
produce a shocking, unexpected outcome (these and later results are set
out in Table 4.1). The pro-reform party affiliated with Yeltsin, Russia’s
Choice, won only 1§ per cent of the popular vote, only a thirc,l of what
pollsters and analysts had predicted just two months earlier. Even more
amazing was the strong showing of Vladimir Zhirinovsky’s Liberal
Democratlc Party of Russia (LDPR), a xenophobic, nationalist organisa-
tion that was neither liberal nor democratic. In essence, Russian voters
remained divided in rather equal proportions between those who
supported Yeltsin’s ‘reforms’ and those that did not. Zhirinovsky’s
supporters were simply a new, non-communist expression of dissatisfac-
tion erh Yeltsin’s course. Zhirinovsky’s sudden splash created the
impression that Russian voters yearned for a fascist resolution to the
tumultuous times in which they lived.

The results of the 1995 parliamentary vote were.also surprising (the
parliament elected in 1993 was an interim body whose term expired after
two years, instead of the normal four as prescribed in the constitution). In
the. two-year interval between the first and second Duma elections
Zhirinovsky’s star had waned. Taking advantage of Zhirinovsky’s demise
was the Communist Party of the Russian Federation (CPRF), which
reemerged as the leading force of the anti-Yeltsin coalition. The CPRF
made 1nspressive gains, winning almost a quarter of the popular vote and
reclarmmg its role as the leader of the opposition. Buoyed by party identi-
fication on the ballot, CPRF candidates also dominated the single-
mandate races. Zhirinovsky won less than half his 1993 total, but still
came second, and Prime Minister Viktor Chernomyrdin’s Our’Home is
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Table 4.1 Elections to the Russian State Duma, 1993-2003
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Source: Based on Central Electoral Commission.

Party; PRUC: Party of
United Russia; URF:

RC: Russia’s Choice (in 1995,
AP: Agrarian

FAR: Fatherland-All Russia; UR:

in 1999, as the Zhirinovsky Bloc);
WR: Women of Russia;

n Federation;
QOur Home is Russia;

(competing,

Party of Russia; OHR:

R: Liberal Democratic Party of Russia (
CPRF: Communist Party of the Russia

abbreviations are: LDP
>s Democratic Choice);

Party
Russia .
Russian Unity and Concord; DPR: Democratic

Union of Right Forces.
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Russia (OHIR) was the only reformist party to break through to double
digits. Grigorii Yavlinsky’s Yabloko, the self-proclaimed leader of
Russia’s democratic opposition, dropped almost a full percentage point,
and former acting prime minister Yegor Gaidar and his Democratic
Choice of Russia (a modified reincarnation of Russia’s Choice from 1993)
suffered the greatest setback, winning less than a third of its 1993 total.
The Kremlin did not orchestrate this election result. On the contrary,
Yeltsin aides created, generously funded, and provided massive media
coverage to the Our Home is Russia, yet the pro-Kremlin bloc placed a
distant third, while outright opponents of those in power scored major
gains.

Coming just six months after the Communist comeback in the
December 1995 parliamentary elections, the 1996 presidential election
also exhibited great uncertainty, especially in the early months of the
campaign. President Yeltsin began the New Year with a single-digit
approval rating. Support for his policies, such as the Chechnya war,
hovered in the low double digits. Russia seemed poised to follow the elec-
toral trajectories in other post-communist countries in which first gener-
ation reformers lost their second election to left-of-centre parties.

Yeltsin, however, still enjoyed several advantages over his opponents
that eventually helped him win a second term. Perhaps most importantly,
Yeltsin was offered the opportunity to campaign yet again against an old-
style Communist, CPRF leader Gennadii Zyuganov. The reemergence of
the Communist Party as the main opposition force allowed those in
power to frame the 1996 election as a referendum between communism
and the past versus anti-communism and the future. With the contest
framed in this way, Yeltsin could assert that he was the only reform candi-
date capable of defeating the communist challenge (McFaul 1997).

Yeltsin enjoyed the additional advantage of controlling Russia’s two
major television stations, ORT and RTR. Both channels broadcast relent-
lessly pro-Yeltsin and anti-Zyuganov ads, news, talk shows, and ‘docu-
mentaries’. Russia’s third national channel at the time, NTV, was a
private company, but its owner, Vladimir Gusinsky, backed Yeltsin, as
did all the other business tycoons — the so-called oligarchs — who had
made their fortunes during the Yeltsin era. Yeltsin also employed the
more traditional tactics of distributing government pork to obtain
support from regional heads of administration (Triesman 1998). During

the campaign, Yeltsin raised pensions and increased the salaries of
government employees. For the first time since 1989, the administrative
resources of the state were playing an instrumental role in deciding the
outcome of a national election.

In a field of a dozen candidates, Yeltsin barely managed to win more
votes than his communist opponent: in the first round he took 35 per cent
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of the vote, while Zyuganov captured 32 per cent. However, when the
vote became a binary choice between the ‘communist’ and the ‘reformer’,
the vast majority of Russians still favoured moving forward, not back-
ward. In the second round, Yeltsin’s entire campaign message painted him
as the lesser of two evils. Yeltsin won easily in the second round, winning
54 per cent of the popular vote compared with Zyuganov’s 40 per cent. In
contrast with electoral trends in many parts of post-communist Europe,
Russian voters opted to retain their first democratically elected leader for
a second term.

The 1999 Duma elections continued to exhibit the same mix of
certainty about the procedures, but uncertainty about the results. In fact,
the December 1999 parliamentary election may have been Russia’s most
competitive in the 1990s, since the ruling elite was openly divided. In the
prelude to the 1999 campaign, the combination of the August 1998 finan-
cial crash, the subsequent instability in the government, and Yeltsin’s
declining health created the appearance of weakness and disarray in the
Kremlin. Those in power looked vulnerable. Just a year before the presi-
dential election, they had not produced a candidate to replace Yeltsin. The
Kremlin’s lack of a game plan for staying in power eventually triggered
the defection of many considered to be part of the ruling party of power.
Moscow mayor Yuri Luzhkov planned to participate in the next electoral
cycle as an opposition candidate. Former Prime Minister Yevgenii
Primakov joined Luzhkov’s coalition, Fatherland-All Russia (OVR), as a
step toward winning the 2000 presidential election. At the beginning of
the 1999 campaign, Primakov was ahead of all other presidential
contenders by a large margin. For the first time in its post-communist
history, Russia appeared poised to hand over presidential power from one
political group to another through the ballot box.

Those close to Yeltsin in the Kremlin were not going to vacate their
fortress without a fight. Because Primakov decided to compete in the
1999 parliamentary vote as a way to build momentum for 2000, his
enemies in and close to the Kremlin decided to join the battle against the
former prime minister in the parliamentary election as well. As a result,
the 1999 election was the first time the federal government became
actively involved in a parliamentary contest.

As in the 1996 presidential contest, the state played a tremendous role
in shaping the outcome. Working closely with figures in the presidential
administration, Russian tycoon Boris Berezovsky helped to invent a new
pro-presidential electoral bloc, Unity. State resources contributed to this
new electoral bloc, often referred to in the Russian press at the time as a
‘virtual’ party. {Berezovsky hired the best electoral consultants money
could buy and then deployed the full force of his ORT television station
e T e  AUR Ta a leccer deeree. RTR assumed a
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31.n?11ar mission. ORT newscasters and commentators unleashed the most
vicious personal attacks of any Russian campaign against OVR leaders
(White, Oates and McAllister 2005).

Inflirectly, another arm of the state - the armed forces — contributed to
the rise of Unity and the eventual presidential winner, Putin. Russian
armed forces responded to an attack by Chechen rebel forces against
Dagestan and alleged terrorist attacks against Russian civilians in
Moscqw and elsewhere by sending forces into Chechnya in September
1999[ At the time, Prime Minister Putin had a negligible approval rating;
however, the war effort — especially as portrayed on ORT and RTR - wa;
popular, and soon catapulted Putin’s popularity into double digits and
abov§ all other presidential contenders{Putin in turn endorsed Unity. The
bl-essmg of the popular prime minister helped the virtual electoral bloc
win nearly a quarter of the popular vote.

The results of the 1999 parliamentary vote radically altered the

balance of power within the Duma and determined the winner of the
2000 presidential race. As in 1995, the CPRF won the largest percentage
of any party, 24 per cent, an outcome that ensured Zyuganov a second-
place finish yet again in the presidential contest the next year. Unity came
second with 23 per cent, followed by OVR in a distant third place with a
vote that was so disappointing that Primakov decided not to run in the
ZOQO presidential election. The newly revamped liberal coalition, the
Union of Right Forces (SPS), surprised many by winning more than é per
cent of the popular vote, almost double the total of its chief liberal rival
Yablokp. Zhirinovsky’s Liberal Democratic Party of Russia continued tc;
fade, winning only 6 per cent of the party list vote and just barely crossing
the 5 per cent threshold.
. When the distribution of seats from single-mandate races was added
into the.equation, the balance of power within the parliament had moved
ina deusively pro-Putin direction. The Communist Party still controlled
a solid minority of seats, but it could not construct opposition majorities
to Kremlin initiatives. The combination of a loyal Unity, a divided and
weakpned Communist Party, a sometimes supportive SPS, and strong
backing from independents and other smaller factions produced a parlia-
ment supportive of Putin on major issues — an outcome that few would
have predicted just a year earlier.

The Putin era: the rise of one man and one party
dominance

Th.e results .of the 1999 parliamentary election made clear that Putin was
going to win the 2000 presidential election. Upon naming Putin prime
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minister in August 1999, Yeltsin had hinted that he hoped PuFin would
replace him as president the following year. Yeltsin gave his heir one last
boost by resigning as president on 31 December 1999, an act that moved
the date of the presidential election from June to March. As Put}n’s popu-
larity peaked in January and slowly declined until election day in March,
'Yeltsin’s decision to resign was critical in helping Putin win the 2000 pres-
idential election in the first round. .

During the abbreviated campaign period in 2000, Putin c01.1t1n1.16d to
enjoy the unequivocal support of ORT and RTR. Though Putin dx.d not
run an official campaign, which he considered demeaning for a sitting
president, these television stations continued to document his every move
in glowing terms/His gpponents, by contrast, received no attention at all
from these Kremlin-friendly media outlets{Most oligarchs and regional
heads of administration also stumbled over each other in trying to show
their support for Putin, since everyone knew he was going to wig./Apd
they were right to jump on board since Putin won in a landslide, winning
more than half of the popular vote in the first ballot, compared to 24 per
cent for the runner up, Communist candidate Zyuganov.

(Unity’s surge in 1999 and then Putin’s victory in 2000 mark?d the
beginning of the Kremlin’s dominance over national electoral pol.ltlcs.m
Russia \Throughout the 1990s, electoral support for Yeltsin and his allies
always seemed precarious. Yeltsin orchestrated a dramatic comeback to
win reelection in 1996, but parliamentary votes both before and after
1996 demonstrated that support for Yeltsin’s policies was soft. The
volatility in voter preferences in 1999, expressed in opinion polls during
the campaign, suggested that the traditional cleavage among voters
between ‘democrats’ and ‘communists’ had faded as the central driver of
Russian electoral politics/(Beginning in the 1999-2000 electoral cycle,
Putin offered a different reason to support his party and his candidacy —
sta 'litc}? After a decade of chaotic revolutionary change, Russian citizer}s
yearned for it. With the exception of the ongoing war in Chechnya, Pupn
delivered it. The Russian economy grew more in each year of Putin’s first
term in office than in all of the previous decade. Voters did not care
whether this growth was due to Putin’s economic reforms, which were
substantial, or to the combination of high oil prices and low international
interest rates. Putin got the credit regardless. More generally, Putin’s p(?si—
tive rating as a leader hovered well above 70 per cent for his entire first
term. In contrast to Yeltsin, Putin appeared to be a young and able leader
who showed up for work every day and made Russians proud again of
their president and their country. o

It was not surprising, therefore, that@utin and his allies won again 1n
the 2003 parliamentary elections and the 2004 presidential elections. Yn
T T T AR e mareo _ TTnired Ruccia (the latest incarnation of Unity
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from 1999) — won a major victory, capturing more than a third of the
popular vote on the party list and winning more than a hundred of the
single-mandate contests/Two other parties close to the Kremlin also
performed well beyond expectations: Zhirinovsky’s LDPR doubled its
total from the 1999 parliamentary election, winning 11.5 per cent of the
popular vote. The other Kremlin-friendly party to cross the threshold on
the party list, with 9.2 per cent of the popular vote, was Rodina
(Motherland), a loose coalition of nationalist and left-of-centre politi-
cians that the Kremlin helped to organise and then advertise over the
course of the campaign. fAfter the vote and after independents lined up
behind different factions in the Duma, United Russia and its allies
controlled the two-thirds majority needed to pass amendments to the
constitution.

While thé pro-Kremlin parties surged in 2003, the main opposition
parties on hoth the left and right faltered. On the left, the CPRF lost half
of its party-list vote from 1999, and managed only eleven victories in
single-member districts./As aresult, the CPRF faction in the Duma shrank
by 61 seats, falling from 113 in 1999 to 52 in 2003{ Liberal opponents of
the Kremlin fared even worse than their comrades on the left. Both
Yabloko and the Union of Right Forces (SPS) failed to cross the 5 per cent
threshold. In the single-mandate contests, Yabloko won only four seats,
while candidates affiliated with SPS won three seats. For the first time
since competitivg elections began in 1990, the liberals had no faction in
the parliamentﬁo varying degrees, all three parliamentary parties that
increased their share of the popular vote since the 1999 election
supported Putin and enjoyed support from the state. /All three parties that
criticised Putin (and hence did not enjoy state support) fared worse in
2003 than they had in 1999)] By 2007, Yabloko and SPS would be effec-
tively eliminated from the Duma.

The overwhelming victory of United Russia in the Duma elections
made it clear that Putin would win the presidential ballot without any
difficulty. "Indeed,CPutin’s reelection was so certain that none of the party
leaders who competed in the December parliamentary vote ran as presi-
dential candidates in March)| Zhirinovsky, Communist Gennadii
Zyuganov, Yabloko leader Grigorii Yavlinsky, and SPS leader Boris
Nemtsov all stepped aside, and let other lesser-known figures in their
parties run in vain against Putin,/In March, Putin won on the first ballot,
capturing more than 71 per cent of the popular vote. The Communist
Party candidate Nikolai Kharitonov came a distant second with 13.7 per
cent. Former Motherland leader Sergei Glaz’ev came in third with 4.1 per
cent; Irina Khakamada of the SPS garnered only 3.8 per cent; the LDPR
candidate, Zhirinovsky bodyguard Oleg Malyshkin, managed just 2.0
per cent; and Putin backer and Russian Party of Life candidate Sergei
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Mironov trailed the field with 0.7 per cent, well behind ‘against all’, the
choice of 3.4 per cent of those who went to the polls. .
By December 2007, and the most recent elections to the Duma, Russian
viters had clearly lost the meaningful right to choose their leaders. In
2007, the Russian Duma was elected according to party list votes alone
with an increased threshold, now 7 per cent. This effectively eliminated
smaller, liberal parties like Yabloko and SPS, which had done better ip
single mandate than list voting, where they had barely cleared th.e previ-
ously required 5 per cent barrier for representation, from parllam.entD
TFurther, the changes to campaign laws in late 2006 included restrictions
of political parties on using airtime on television to campaign against
other candidates and parties. The law also eliminated the minimum voter
turnout requirement for elections at both national, local, and regional
levels, such that even elections with a turnout of, for example 10 per cent
or less, will be counted as valid. |
The effect of these changes and some tougher party, candidate and

voter registration requirements was another stunning victory for United
Russia, which garnered more than 64 per cent of the popular vote, trans-
lating into 315 seats of the 450 seat Duma (see Table 4.2).Eor the first
time, Vladimir Putin’s name appeared on the United Party list — indeed, it
was the only name on the list, and given his high personal populari.ty
rating as president, this undoubtedly help fuel United Russia’s big win.)
/The CPRF received a respectable, although relatively meagre 11.6 per
cent of the popular vote, which translated into 57 seats. LDPR followed

Table 4.2 The Russian Duma election of 2 December 2007

Name Vote Share of  Seats
vote (%)

United Russia 44,714,241 64.30 315

Communist Party of the Russian Federation 8,046,886 11.57 57

Liberal-Democratic Party of Russia 5,660,823 8.14 40

Fair Russia: Rodina/Pensioners/Life 5 ,3‘ 83,639 7.74 38

[7 per cent threshold] g

Agrarian Party of Russia 1,600,234 2.30

Yabloko 1,108,985 1.59

Civic Force 733,604 1.05

Union of Right Forces 669,444 0.96

Patriots of Russia 615,417 0.89

Party of Social Justice 154,083 0.22

Democratic Party of Russia 89,780 0.13

Invalid votes 759,929 1.09

Source: Based on Central Electoral Commission communiqué in Vestnik Tsentral’noi

izbiratel’noi komissii, No. 19(222), 2007, pp. 5-22. The registered electorate was

109 145 517. or whom 69,537,065 cast a valid or invalid ballot (63.71 per cent}.
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with 8.1 per cent of the vote, giving Zhirinovsky’s party 40 seats in the
Duma, while Just (or Fair) Russia, a new party created shortly before the
elections and strongly backed by the Kremlin as the second half of what
was then envisioned as two party system (with United Russia), received

7.7 per cent of the vote or 38 seats./T hese were the only four parties to
gain representation in the Duma, since single mandate seats-had been

eliminated and also the phenomenon of independents gaining representa-
tion in the Duma (in the previous election approximately 100 Duma seats
had been occupied by independents)./ Moreover(the unsurpassed domi-
nance of United Russia, along with the election in March 2008 of his
protégé Dmitri Medvedev, truly cemented Putin’s control of both the
legislative and executive branches of government.)

A political transition that did not bring about
any change

Dmitri Medvedev was elected in March 2008 in the most highly managed
political event in Russia’s post-communist history. He was nominated to
the position in December 2007, days after Unity’s overwhelming victory
in the Duma elections,Sure enough, upon accepting the nomination,
Medvedev immediately announced his intention to run for the presidency
only if Putin, his long time political mentor, would serve as his prime
minister should he win./Putin consented to do so, and this afforded him
the opportunity of staying in control of government without having to
amend the Russian constitution to allow him to have a third term as
President.

Even with Putin’s personal seal of approval, no measure was spared in
ensuring Medvedev’s resounding victory in the presidential elections on 2
March 2008 (see Table 4.3).!1‘[6 faced no real opposition, his image
flooded Russian television, and news of his and Putin’s travels around the
countey dominated the largely now state-controlled Russian print media.
Huge billboards picturing Putin and Medvedev walking shoulder to
shoulder into Russia’s evidently glorious future loomed over city squares
—the largest of all on Manezh Square, just outside the Kremlin in Moscow.

[In case voters didn’t get the message: Medvedev would continue the good

times and good policies of his mentor, Vladimir Putin. Russian citizens
were exhorted to vote at every turn — receiving (eminders by text message
and even on the back of Moscow metro tickets — since poor voter turnout
might delegitimise what was correctly expected to be an overwhelming
mandate for Medvedev — remarkable for someone running for elective
office for the first time in his life —and Putin, by extension. Medvedev won
convincingly with more than 70 per cent of the vote (just one per cent less
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Table 4.3 The Russian presidential election of 2 March 2008

Name Nominated by Vote %
itri 1 1 70.28

Dmitri Medvedev United Russia 52,530,712

Gennadii Zyuganov Communist Party of the 13,243,550 17.72
, Russian Federation

Vladimir Zhirinovsky Liberal-Democratic Party 6,988,510 9.35

o 968,344 1.30
Andrei Bogdanov Independent s .
Invalid votes 1,105,533 1.36

Source: Based on Central Electoral Commission communiqué in Rossiiskaya gazeta,
March 2008, p. 1. The registered electorate was 107,222,016, of whom 74,746,649
(69.71 per cent) cast a valid or invalid ballot.

than Putin had won in 2004). The resurrected Communist leadfar,
Gennadii Zyuganov, was second, followed by perennial presidentla!
candidate and leader of the LDPR, Vladimir Zhirinovsky, and Andrei
Bogdanov, a lightweight character thought to have been financed and
parachuted into the election by the Kremlin to make the race look more

competitive.

State limits on the electoral playing field

Given the president’s popularity, it is hard to imagine how Putin and his
surrogates could have lost free and fair elections frqm ZOQ3 onward./We
can only speculate about the results of free and fair elections, however,
because the actual elections have taken place in a context that .dJ..d\th
offer a level playing ﬁeld/ Instead, Putin’s regime lpi_r‘n)'gg_@_pgm:nmm for

iti hallengers while at the same it provided Putin, and then
Medvedev, and their preferred party, United Russia, with virtually unlim-
ited ‘administrative resources’ to wield during the campaign/To be sure,
Putin did not inherit a consolidated democracy from Boris Yeltsin. At the
end of Yeltsin’s rule, Russia’s democratic institutions were still weak

(McFaul 2001)./Nonetheless¥Putin did little t _democratic
institutions and much to weaken them (McFaul, Petrov and Ryabov
2004; McFaul and Stoner-Weiss 2008). .

First, Putin and his government initiated a series of successful

campaigns against independent media outlets. When Putin came to power,
only three television networks had the national reach to really count in

politics - ORT, RTR, and NTV. }By running billionaire Boris Berezovsky

out of the country with a politically motivated criminal prosecution, Putin
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effectively acquired control of ORT, the channel with the biggest national
audience./RTR was always fully state-owned, and so it was even easier to
tame. Controlling the third channel, NTV, proved more difficult since its
owner, Vladimir Gusinsky, decided to fight. But in the end, he too lost not
only NTV but also the daily newspaper Segodnya and the weekly Itogi
when prosecutors pressed charges{When the parliamentary campaign
started, the Kremlin de facto controlled all television networks with a
national reach)This continued through the 2007 and 2008 electoral
cycles.

At the same time, the independence of electronic media eroded on the
regional level. Heads of local state-owned television stations continue to
follow political signals from regional executives, and most regional heads
of administration stood firmly behind Putin in the last electoral cycle.

/Private and cable stations steer clear of political analysis altogether.

Dozens of newspapers and web portals have remained independent and
offer a platform for political figures of all persuasions, but none of these
platforms enjoys mass audiences.|Moreover, Putin changed the atmos-
phere for doing journalistic work. When journalists criticised his policies,
such as the war in Chechnya or his handling the sinking of the submarine
Kursk in 2000, he called them traitors./Similarly, during the August war
with Georgia over South Ossetia and Abkhazia, critics of the Russian side
were hard to find in the Russian press. |As we note in Chapter 7, media
independence eroded so significantly during Putin’s first term that
Freedom House downgraded Russia’s media from Partly Free to Not
Free, and it has maintained that rating every year since 2005 /Reporters
without Borders, which published their first worldwide press-freedom
index in 2002, ranked Russia 121st out of 139 countries assessed (just one
ranking above Iran), making it one of the worst performers in the post-
communist world/The Committee to Protect Journalists accorded Russia
the dubious distinction of being one of the ten worst places in the world
to be a journalist.

Given these changes|, the media has come to play a very different role in
elections than they had in the 19908/ During the campaign for the 1999
parliamentary elections, Russian elites supported different electoral
blocs: OVR or Unity. Russia’s national media outlets lined up on both
sides of this divide. ORT and RTR backed Unity, while Gusinsky’s NTV
as well as Luzhkov’s Moscow television station TV-Tsentr and several
other regional stations backed OVR) The playing field was not equal, but
opposing points of view were represented in the national electronic
media)In the 2003 and 2007 parliamentary votes and 2004 and 2008
presidential elections, by contrast, the Kremlin controlled all the major
national television stations, and because most regional elites were now
united behind Putin and then Putin and Medvedev, the vast majority of
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regional stations (including Moscow’s TV-Centre) also sided with pro-
Kremlin candidates.

v, A second important political change carried out on Putin’s watch was
‘regional reforms’ and these have remained in place since he moved from
the presidency to the prime minister’s office. Almost immediately after
becoming president in 2000, Putin made reining in Russia’s regional
barons a top priority./As we discuss more fully in Chapters 9 and 10, he

(began his campaign to reassert Moscow’s authority by establishing seven
supra-regional districts headed primarily by former generals and KGB
officers. These new super-governors were assigned the task of taking
control of all federal agencies in their jurisdictions, many of which had
developed affinities if not loyalties to regional governments during the
Yeltsin eraThese seven representatives of federal executive authority also
investigated governors and presidents of republics as a way of undermin-
ing their autonomy and threatening them into subjugation.(As already
discussed, Putin also emasculated the Federation Council, and regional
leaders who resisted his authority found elections rigged against them.)

These reforms regarding the distribution of power between Moscow
and the regions had important consequences for national elections in
2003 and 2004 and 2007 and 2008 beyond that. Wielding carrots and
sticks, the Kremlin eliminated the serious divisions among regional elites
that had created the main drama of the 1999 parliamentary elections. Q%y
late W@g&wﬂg@suppmmgmman@med
Russia. These regional executives also deployed their local resources to
support United Russia candidates in the single-mandate district races.[By
Wsﬁmﬂy@gppgsi,tmn to United Russia-n the provinces,
and governors were encouraged to deliver votes for the party and then for
Medvedev in the presidential elections of 2008.

A third context-changing initiative by the Putin regime was a crack-
down on the oligarchs. /’Very carly in his first term, Putin made clear that
the oligarchs could no longer treat the state as simply another tool to be
used for their personal enrichment. lInstead, Putin implied that the
rQlljigarchs had to get out of politics altogether. Eventually, he arrested or
chased into exile three major oligarchs — Boris Berezovsky, Vladimir
Gusinsky, and Russia’s richest man, Mikhail Khodorkovsky, head of the
oil conglomerate Yukos)All three had previously played significant roles
in funding and supporting political parties and individuals not deemed
loyal to the Kremlin. The marginalisation of these three sent a chilling
message to other tycoons/ In the 2003 parliamentary campaign, oligarchs
continued to contribute significant resources to political campaigns, but
only as sanctioned by the Kremlin; Compared to the previous electoral
cycle, big business in 2003 was relatively united in backing United Russia
L e o didates/In 2004, everyone backed Putin and in
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ﬁggfﬁlgz‘ifsév\jvay to demonstrate continued support for Putin was to
The ab§ence of independence or internal divisions within medi
reglon.a! elite, and oligarchic ranks reduced the freedom to manoeuv f1 -
opposition political Parties and candidates in elections since 2003)’33 tl(l)(re
Zir:re Hflme, Wg@n&@@ﬂgrd cycle gave incumbents
1 ous advantages, be it positive, continuous, and free national televi-
sion coverage, massive logistical and administrative support fr
regional executives, or enormous financial resources from comp anies l(')lin
Gazprom and Lukoil. Before the legislative balloting, the Orpanisati1 .
for Secqut.y and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) issuec’l its firsfever cri(;'n
cal p.rehmlnary report on a Russian election, ruling that the State D "
elections had failed to meet many OSCE and Council of Europe ¢ mit.
ments for democratic elections./In 2007, the OSCE refused to fendoartn (in ll .
gation to pbserve the Russian elections for parliament bec use
representatives of the Office for Democratic Institutions and H man
Rights (ODIHR) maintained that they were issued an invitatigrl?in
ol?se.rve so close to the elections that they could not field a meaningf (i
mission of electoral observers/ The OSCE also did not field a monitog' .
team for the 20Q8 presidential elections, asserting that the Rus;ilgﬁ
government was insisting on too many restrictions on the monitorin
team that observers would not be able to do an effective job.]Alth E
none of Russia’s previous elections was wholly free and fai;' th o
recent ones have been the least free and fair of all. > e most

Conclusion: do elections still matter?

In th.e last years of the Soviet Union and the first years of independ
Russia, elc.:c.tlons helped to weaken or remove communist incumbgnt enci
open political opportunities for non-communist challengers Isa?l
context of social, political, and economic upheaval electionsgin tlfe II}Sth
and then Russia often were convoked to serve ar’l immediate political
Ip;lg:posi. rThey were not simply ways to choose leaders, but were used and
nipu aFed in the heat of battle over such major issues as the fate of th
Sov1.et Union or the course of economic reform. e
Since 1993, nat.ional elections were more regular and anticipated
:;:tr;;sl cor;ilvlzcted in btllle context of a widely accepted constitutional
ot h f;le bee\Ifler, stal 1 1113' in Fhe elec_toral ca.l.endar and electoral proce-
clures bave been para cf: eI by' increasing stability in the outcomes of elec-
ton: .a el tusr npower ;1 office in the country — the presidency — has not
hon 2 true tur over of power: Medvedev has clearly governed in the
prime minister, mentor, and sometime boss, former
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President Putin./The landslide victory of the party of power in the 2003
and 2007 parliamentary elections and the 2004 and 2008 presidential
clections marked a new milestone in demonstratin@ow elections could
be easily manipulated to maintain and strengthen the group of elites
already in power.

In democracies all over the world,ﬁncumbents enjoy tremendous elec-
toral advantagesFor instance, in the 2002 elections for the US House of
Representatives, incumbents seeking reelection won 98 per cent of the
time. Before the election, fewer than 30 of the 435 races were even consid-
ered competitive. Parties of power have remained in power for decades in
countries widely regarded as Jiberal democracies.

Nonetheless, the way in which Russian elites have begun to deploy
W@MW represents a greater challenge to the
democratic process than some of thesg other examples of incumbent
entrenchment in liberal democracies. %e :mbalance in resources of the
state compared to resources controlled by society give those already in
power a tremendous and unfair advantage. {The state’s growing role in
determining who gets on the ballot and who does not is an especially
disturbing trend. The trajectory over the last fifteen or so years in Russia
has been clear —@ growing role for the state in determining electoral
outcomes.

At the same time, the climination of elections is unlikely, since too
many actors are interested in preserving the process. The political elite
need elections in their present form to (lggﬁrrn_iie_t_}le\if rule. nternational
norms also place pressure on the Russian elite to Continue the formal
practice of elections./Moreover, polls indicate that very solid majorities of
Russian citizens believe that their leaders should be elected (Colton and
McFaul 2003).

Consequently, elections are likely to perform a quasi-democratic func-
tion in Russia for the foreseeable future. Elections in which several parties
and multiple candidates participate (but don’t exactly compete) will
continue to occur, though the party of power — currently called United
Russia — is likely to win these contests thanks to monopoly control over
national television, and solid backing from most regional elites/ In close
clections they also are likely to benefit from the control of those state insti-
tutions that have demonstrated a capacity to falsify elections.

Elections of limited consequence, however, are perhaps still better than
no elections at all. And as dictators in Kenya and Serbia recently learned,
elections can unexpectedly change from a charade into a much more
meaningful procedure during periods of crises. In Russia today, elections
have less meaning than they did several years ago. In a time of crisis, they
might acquire meaning again.

Chapter 5

Russias Political
their Substitutes

HENRY E. HALE

- v ailzi}i obfservel:s expected Russia to develop a competitive party system
ing ) }zfea ter the USSR broke apart in late 1991. Russia was democyratis—
givén he argurlpeilt went, and the experience of Western countries had
Bive perts 1tt‘e reasor to question Max Weber’s classic aphorism that
deve;)gracy was pnlmaglnable’ without parties (Weber 1990) Russiaan
i ﬁr;lgnts ccliulc}(ly cﬁallenged this view, however. A plethora 'of parties

up during the 1990s, with as man i
: . s y as 43 appea
g?;&atrﬁlintjry l;lal(liot in 1995 alone, but by the end of tl})lgt dl;:l?fd:r'z}fgi
ad stalled. Independent politicians conti
, . ontinued to domi
;:é)uircl)trylslm(()ist important posts. For example, only 3 per cent of1 Illiaut:site}ll’e
- (;gmirrll:;e ela; ers, when running for re-election, chose to do so as parts
pomine zorf:;ci\:ti;rilsz zla'nddZOOO. Likewise, President Boris Yeltsir}ll
. y declined to join any party aft i
CoImrr;lunzlst Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) ilf 199yO o leaving the
Wit}Ill ; I; a]'(z,?(::, iRtusPsu;lfs party sys;ciem did finally begin to take shape, but
. st. Putin instituted a series of reforms th ,

most important pre-existing parties and e

. port corralled a majority of

g;ﬁssrgla.l 13depeqdent politicians into a new pro—Plitin Zr(;atnhifs:zili(c))sg

called Ix{nte ‘ Russia. Almost all governors are currently affiliated with

United ¢ ;Zill?;nalndtby (21008 tlhatlparty commanded majorities in the

! ent and nearly all regional legisl| i i
national parlia °8 egislatures. Despite this
growth has never quite hed i ’

Gmised Russia’s grov q reached the point of complete

, the government. Th i itri .
dominance, cve . . Thus while Dmitri Medvedev
party nominee ever to win the Russian i
resid

zzit;zc;i ;cFually ‘Fo'become a member of the party. FormeerresideennCty;Illlg

current. G;Iie (Ii\/lﬁmst.er Vladimir Putin similarly agreed to become ‘chair

ited Russia in 2008, but declared th is di _
an of United | s ared that even this did not mean
y be a party ‘member’. Some have

" ct er’. asked, how str

M}:)arret(}; be 1fh its own top patrons will not fully commit themselve(:)srl ?oC?tI:

ver, there is evidence that the Kremlin (that is, Russia’s presiden:c
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and his close associates) continues to keep a stable of other parties ‘in
reserve’ that can be used either to attack true opposition parties or
perhaps one day replace United Russia if something goes wrong.

How did this situation come about, and what does the answer tell us
about how politics works in Russia? This is the subject of the pages that

follow.

The building blocks of Russian parties

Why would any politician ever bother joining a party in the first place?
One short answer is: a politician will join a party when that party gives the
candidate a greater chance of getting elected than he or she would have as
an independent. Parties in Russia, and arguably everywhere, generally
offer candidates at least two kinds of advantages. First, they can provide
a candidate with money, organisation, connections, and other resources
that can be used to campaign or otherwise win office. Second, they can
connect a candidate with a set of ideas that the party has a reputation for
pursuing, helping a candidate reach out to people who may support the
party’s ideas but who may not know anything about the candidate.
Politicians who are rich in either resources or reputation, therefore, tend
to be particularly successful party builders because they have something
that other ambitious politicians want. These things, resources and repu-
tation, are thus the building blocks of parties.

What building blocks were available to would-be party builders in
Russia upon the USSR’s demise? The only pre-existing party with any
claim to have stood the test of time was the CPSU, but in the wake of the
August 1991 coup attempt it was banned along with its Russian branch.
Even in its heyday, it was mostly an instrument of control rather than a
party geared for actually competing in free elections. Moreover, by 1991,
its central Marxist ideas were widely discredited and it had been losing
members since CPSU leader Mikhail Gorbachev started seriously reform-
ing the Soviet system. Nevertheless, the party did leave behind some
significant networks of true believers and people who had forged impor-
tant personal connections that could eventually be reactivated for organ-
ising a party.

Once Gorbachev began reforming the Soviet political system in
earnest, and even before parties other than the CPSU were formally
legalised in early 1990, a huge number of ‘informal’ organisations sprang
up to promote various political causes. Flush with the opportunity to
publicly pursue almost any political agenda openly, these associations

were extremely diverse and enerally small, often focusing on the pet
A y g y small, g .
T T T e Qe of thece orassroots groupings
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d1d begin to coalesce into larger associations, with the most prominent
be1ng Democratic Russia. During the late perestroika period, Democrati
Russia looked like it could successfully rival the Russian b’ranch of tlic
Fleclmmg CPSU and was able to mobilise hundreds of thousands of peo le
in some of Moscow’s largest street rallies ever. But this was an extrl;orr()i'e
narily mgtley movement, united almost solely by a common desire to enl(i
communist rule. Once the USSR broke apart, it splintered and left little in
the way of reputation and resources for future party builders to utilise
By far the most important source of building blocks for Russia’s fi.rst
party system was the Soviet state itself. In fact, almost every non-comm
nist p(?lltlclan who has built a truly successful Russian party gained his :)11;
her primary fame or other party-building resource through some conne
tion W{th the state structures of the USSR or the Russian Federation. U ocr;
reflectlon,.thls is not surprising: the Soviet state penetrated nea.rl ; 11
aspects of life in some way and explicitly sought to own or at least corift:ol
gll the means by which someone could accumulate political influenc
1qclud1ng mass media, social organisations, and, as Marxist ideolo o
d1cFated, economic resources (including all enterpr,ises and banking in %Y
tutl-o'ns). Even after political liberalisation removed most controigs oS .
political activity,- the state remained overwhelmingly the greatest sou‘rlzz
of money, or.ga-msation, and media attention, which are among the most
Va.luat?le building blocks for parties. Even after Yeltsin’s governm
prlvatls§d Fhe bulk of Russia’s economy in the 1990s businegss (incluceﬁlts
the medlg it controlled) still remained highly depend;nt on aspects of t?lg
state for its profitability. All this meant that people within or cgnnected te
the state had major advantages in building the first non—communis(;
parties. It also meant that people within the state continued to have
tremendou§ resources that could be used against party-building projects
that they did not like or to support parties that served their purpopses]
The next two sections show how this particular array of buil&in
blocks translated into the party system that characterises Russia today. i

\/éhe veteran parties: those first emerging in

the early 1990s

Rlesegrchers have found that the outcome of a country’s first multiparty
leot;lctflrll;, then called ‘fouqding elections’, can have a disproportionate
Schignitter 11rr911§2.ct61)n2hc3rv¥1.1t§ party system df{velops (O’Donnell and
ity o Ortun..t. - ).. is is begause the parties that win gain the visi-
" O,f o epbrin i 1?1? }:0 impact ppllcy, and access to resources that politi-
e gs- These gains, in turn, can be ploughed back into the

y-building project, giving the initial winners a great advantage in
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future rounds. Winners also gain an advantage just for being seen as
winners: voters and potential donors generally do not want to risk wast-
ing votes or money on parties that will not be able to ‘pay a return’ on the
investment by holding office (Cox 1997).

The specialists who initially authored Russia’s current Constitution in
1993, empowered after Yeltsin unilaterally abrogated the old
Constitution and called early elections late that year, were well aware of
research on the importance of founding elections. They were also aware
of other research indicating that the results of such elections would
depend heavily on the election rules that they themselves chose. They thus
chose the rules strategically in order to pursue certain concrete goals. One
of these goals was to buttress the power of Yeltsin and his allies while
another was explicitly to promote the development of a multiparty
system. A complex set of compromises ultimately produced a system that
was expected to have mixed effects on the party system (Colton and
Hough 1998; McFaul 2001). It was to be dominated by a strong presi-
dent, and here no special advantage was given to candidates who wished
to run as party nominees.

The constitutional drafters did, however, plan for the parliament to
spur party-system development. While an upper chamber (the Federation
Council) was to represent regions on a largely non-party basis, half of the
lower chamber (the State Duma) was to be elected through a competition
between nationwide party lists with a 5 per cent threshold. This effec-
tively reserved at least half of the Duma’s seats for parties capable of
winning this proportion of the nationwide vote. The other half of the
Duma was to be chosen in 225 districts, with one deputy elected per seat.
While parties could compete for these seats too, in fact independents
frequently won them. Regional authorities were left the freedom to deter-
mine their own rules for local elections. This basic setup remained in place
until the 2007 elections.

Since the first presidential election to take place under the new
Constitution did not occur until 1996, observers at the time saw the 1993
Duma elections as potentially being a founding election for Russia’s post-
Soviet party system. The passage of time reveals that these elections did
have something of a ‘founding’ effect, but only in a specific sense: parties
that failed to clear the 5 per cent threshold in the Duma race proved
unable ever afterward to make it into parliament. The only parties capa-
ble of breaking into the Duma for the first time after 1993 have been those
with the unusually strong backing of incumbent state authorities. There
were only two of these ‘upstarts’in the parliament by 2009: United Russia
and A Just Russia. At the same time, success in 1993 proved no guarantee

of long-term success. In effect, subsequent Duma elections served as what
might be called ‘weeding elections’, successively winnowing down the
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field until by 2009 only two veteran parties remained in the parliament:
the Commpmst Party of the Russian Federation (CPRF) and the Liberai
Democratic Party of Russia (LDPR). The following paragraphs tell the
story of the veteran parties, those first gaining traction in the foundin
Zl.ectltorés of% 9b9l3.5Aftfer that, we turn to the upstart parties. Readers ar%
irected to Table 5.1 for summary i i ia’ i
e e S or 2009.a1ry information on Russia’s most impor-

One-hit wonders

Among the eight parties to win official delegations (‘factions’) in the
party—l.lst Duma elections of 1993, four were never able to repeat the feat
on their own: the Agrarian Party of Russia (APR), the Women of Russia
bloc, the I?emocratic Party of Russia (DPR, an early breakaway from
Democratic Russia), and the pro-Yeltsin Party of Russian Unity and
Accord (PRES). All of them have since disappeared from Russia’s politi-
cal scene, though Kremlin supporters temporarily resurrected the APR
and DPR ‘brands’ for various purposes. These purposes are said by some
to 1n<;lude Providing at least the superficial appearance of a ‘democratic’
candidate in the 2008 presidential election (where little-known DPR
!eader Andrei Bogdanov garnered about 1 per cent of the ballot) or divid-
ing th.e leftist vote to weaken the Communists (as some say was the
A.grarlans’. role in the 2007 Duma election). By late 2008 the APR had
dissolved itself into United Russia and the DPR had merged with two

other parties t - in ‘Ri ’ i
below}))' s to found the pro-Kremlin ‘Right Cause’ party (more on this

The Communist Party of the Russian Federation

Itisa common mistake to regard the CPRF as the direct continuation of
the CPSU in Russia. In fact, Yeltsin banned the Russian branch of the
CPSU in 1991 and confiscated its property. Even when the Constitutional
Court effectively reinstated it at the end of November 1992, there was no
longer any organisation in place to reclaim its mantle. Inste,ad there was
a wide variety of small Communist organisations that were le’d by little-
known former officials that had formed after the ban, all now conz etin
for at lea§t a share of the inheritance. Moreover, it W’as a decidedl;f) nong—
i?lt(l)lmu?lst idea (at least', gccording to Karl Marx) that enabled a little-
e szge ormer CPSU off1c1al, ngnadii Zyuganov, to wind up as the heir.
e a vzas n.atlon'ahsm.. D.urmg 1991 and 1992, he crafted a distinct
forme;gy o nathnallst soc1ahsm that helped cement a broad alliance of
& communists and hgrdlme non-communist Russian nationalists
at proved able to mobilise tens of thousands in street protests. Such
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impressive displays of support, combined with fears that communism
alone might not be potent enough to win many votes after the USSR’s
break-up, led key former CPSU leaders to hitch their wagons to
Zyuganov’s locomotive. This, then, was the origin of the Communist
Party of the Russian Federation, which officially emerged in early 1993
after the Constitutional Court had ruled it would be legal. Once the CPRF
gained a surprisingly high 12 per cent in the snap 1993 Duma election, the
only leftist party to clear the 5 per cent barrier, it consolidated its position
as the primary heir to the CPSU legacy and quickly reintegrated many of
the CPSU networks that had fallen apart in 1991.

The party reached the pinnacle of its influence in 1996, when

Zyuganov took Yeltsin to a second round in the presidential contest of
that year and failed only after Yeltsin’s allies resorted to media manipula-
tion and other methods of machine politics to achieve their victory. The
party also captured a large share of governorships and controlled many
regional legislatures, especially in the ‘red belt” of Russia’s southwest.
Then as now, the party was no longer calling for a return to full-blown
communism, accepting a significant role for private enterprise and
making democracy a central element of its platform. Rather ironically, the
CPRF had actually become the primary source of political competition in
Russia by the 2007-8 election cycle. Despite having its support nearly
halved by a negative media campaign in 2003, it remained the only party
with a large and independent following that had a hope of standing up to
United Russia. While in the 1990s it drew significant financing from big
business, which hoped to minimise its losses should the CPRF happen to
win, by 2007-8 it had come to rely mostly on some modest state funding
now allocated by law to large parties and on donations of time and money
from its still-large pool of dedicated (if aging) members.

The divided liberals: Right Cause and Yabloko

Yeltsin’s supporters repeatedly urged him to personally lead a party that
could withstand the revival of the communists, but Yeltsin consistently
refused, fearing that leading a party would alienate other voters and limit
his room for political manoeuvre. That did not stop him from backing
efforts by his key loyalists to build parties to support him, his market-
oriented reforms, and his relatively pro-Western foreign policy orienta-
tion. In 1993 the new Russia’s Choice party became the first ‘party of
power’, led by Yeltsin’s economic reform architect Yegor Gaidar and
backed by the administrative resources of the Russian presidency. Initially
expected to win a large majority in the glow of Yeltsin’s 1993 victory over

‘hardliners’ in the shelled Congress, its party list netted a shockingly low

16 per cent due to dissatisfaction with the ongoing economic collapse and
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Yeltsin’s violent suppression of the parliament. Yeltsin effectively cut the
party loose and it splintered, dropping out of the Duma altogether in
1995. It returned in 1999 by combining with a few fresher faces under the
label Union of Right Forces (SPS) and by openly supporting the highly
popular Putin for the presidency. The SPS ultimately flew too close to
Putin’s sun, however. Once Putin had adopted many of the market
reforms the party had been pushing and the economy started actually to
grow, it was the most clearly Putinite party, United Russia, that claimed
and won the credit in voters’ eyes. In 2007, the SPS sought to distinguish
itself from United Russia by blasting Putin’s authoritarian turn, but this
rang hollow to many in light of its recent support for Putin and its back-
ing of the not-very-democratic Yeltsin. After Kremlin-controlled media
trained a blistering negative campaign on the SPS in late 2007, the party
became widely seen as on the verge of collapse. Corporate conglomerates,
which were often creations of Yeltsin-era privatisation and a key source of
party financing, virtually halted donations for fear of drawing Kremlin ire
upon their businesses. Hardly anyone by 2008 considered themselves an
SPS loyalist. Thus few complained when the Kremlin made SPS an ‘offer
it could not refuse’. SPS accepted, shedding its most outspoken opposi-
tion-oriented leaders and merging with two other parties (Civic Force and
the DPR) to form the pro-Kremlin Right Cause party in late 2008.

The Yabloko party followed a similar trajectory between 1993 and
2009, though clung to its independence. The party was founded by econ-
omist Grigorii Yavlinsky, who gained fame as a market reformer in the
Yeltsin government just before the USSR’s break-up. After Yeltsin aban-
doned Yavlinsky’s reform plan for Gaidar’s, Yavlinsky united pro-market,
pro-Western, and pro-democracy politicians who thought that Yeltsin
had actually undermined these ideals by his methods, with the 1990s
economic collapse being important evidence. These stands and
Yavlinsky’s personal appeal to highly educated voters helped earn
Yabloko (an acronym for the party’s founders that literally means ‘apple’)
representation in every Duma between 1993 and 2003, winning 5-8 per
cent on each occasion. Its undoing was its complicated relationship with
the oligarchs, the Kremlin, and the SPS. Opposing the Kremlin, it softened
its critique to avoid banishment. Opposing the oligarchs, it had to take
money from some of them (including Yukos chairman Mikhail
Khodorkovsky) to finance a viable campaign. Opposing Yeltsin’s reforms

and hence the SPS, the SPS responded by simultaneously attacking it and
calling Yabloko the main obstacle to integration of the ‘democratic’ camp
in Russia. Khodorkovsky’s dramatic arrest on the eve of the 2003 election
not only exposed Yabloko’s relationship to this controversial figure, but
also eliminated its main source of funding. The party has not recovere
and can claim only a handful of loyalists as of 2009.
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The Liberal Demo i .
Tirinowey T ocrati Party of Russia {LDPR) of Viadimir

;/;a;cimzilr Zhirinov-sky f.irst burst onto the national political scene in June
o d? : irlng prdeiljcsientlal elections for the Russian Republic of the not
-disintegrate SR. The fact that someone could wi _
vote and come in third place with hi cal nationalis o
> an is radical nationalist
territorial expansion, and authoritarian ti e ot
tert ' tarian tirades shocked ob
inside and outside Russia. These ob e o
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shocked when Zhirinovsky’ snamed Liberal
. y’s party, the famously mi d Li
Democratic Party of Russia, actu D iorera,
, ally won the party-list D i
1993, scoring 23 per cent of bailinting the o SO
B33, scoring 2 p of the vote and humiliating the second-place
per\z:ll; }t]h(:e’:fI;];I;R might seercril to be an example of a party rising up inde-
e resources due to a charismatic lead
suggests that the party (the first non-co i o e
; . -communist formation to officiall
register in the USSR) was actuall ot to ise
is y the product of a KGB
Zhirinovsky to discredit the i Cleetoral polt
. whole idea of democr del i
tics (Wilson 2005: 23-6). Remark i AT
: . ably, in the D itself
frequently votes with the Russi , ey
v ssian government despite its ingl i
cal opposition rhetoric, leadin i e e
: ] , g to widespread speculati i
financial help from the Kremli i D o e 1 et
inanc in along with the dues and
tions it publicly acknowled i P
ons. ges. This has not prevented th
winning roughly 10 per cent of the i i e e
' . party-list vote in every D lecti
after its 1993 victory exce it sti et Its organt.
: pt 1999, when it still got 6 i
sation and brand are almost entirel o e semsomapen
e e ely cen.tred on the personality of
vsh ) e over-the-top antics (from tossi 1
orange juice onto his reformist o i fsod ¢ e
. pponent during a televised deb
tugging on a female deputy’s hair i i i toreain
y’s hair in parliament) are designed i
and grab attention more than to i ing bath communtom
. tent persuade. Disavowing both i
and liberalism in the 5 able to mobilise
process, he has proven consistentl ili
: S, y able to mobil
the support of both nationalists and people (especially poor males in srlnl:lel

)

Party substitutes

The build: .
e (:3 t]):lliln}gl block.s aval.lable to party-builders were also available to
pe iﬁﬂ l::n(c)e ;i ln;) 1nltent10n of actually building parties, but still wanted
: itical outcomes in Russia. Thus al i
. : : . ongside the 1993-
tllll;t:igf(: I?Iaitlezs there quickly appeared what might be called ‘party subst3i—
ale 2006). These were types of political organisations whose
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d to avoid the strings that would come attached to

h as the need to adhere to an ideology or party
+ manoeuvre), but who still wanted to

bosses generally wante
party membership (suc
rules that could limit one’s room fo

get ‘their people’ elected to key state posts.
One key type of party substitute was the regional political machines

run by powerful governors. Russia’s reform process gave regional author-
ities a great deal of Jatitude to design their own provincial state institu-
tions and to influence the way local firms were privatised, if they were
privatised at all. Many of the original ‘governors’, as they are widely
called, used this opportunity t0 make sure that their bureaucracies or their
cronies gained ownership of former Soviet enterprises during the 1990s
reforms. These governors also set up extensive licensing and inspection
procedures for firms not owned by their close associates, and very often
also established effective control over local police, courts, election
commissions, and other state bodies. The result was a series of regional
political machines that had great power to get candidates that it favoured
elected, by hook or by crook. While such governors during the 1990s
would frequently pay lip service to political parties supported by the
Yeltsin administration in order to secure subsidies, the vast majority of
them acted very independently, almost always running for office them-
selves as non-party candidates. To win an election in Russia in the latter
half of the 1990s, in fact, a candidate was usually better off gaining the

support of a regional political machine than a party, though parties did

win many battles.
Another important sort of party substitute was a set of mega-rich and

politically connected corporate conglomerates, led by figures popularly
known as ‘oligarchs’ due to their influence on affairs of state.
Corporations in virtually all countries engage in politics, usually by
lobbying government or contributing to candidate campaigns. What
made these politicised financial-industrial groups (PFIGs) special was
that they often went straight to the electorate, recruiting their own candi-
dates for office and supplying these candidates with their primary
campaign organisation and resources. This was profitable for PFIGs
because the candidate once elected could be counted upon to vote for the
corporate interest when needed, and this was most reliable when the
candidate was not beholden to any party that might impose other claims
on his or her loyalty. Thus major Russian firms like Gazprom and the Alfa
Group, not to mention corporate groups with less than national scope,
also provided ways for ambitious politicians to win office without having
to bother joining a party.
One might even interpret the Kremlin itself as being ‘the ultimate party
substitute’ in Russia. Much like regional political machines could power-
fully influence local politics, so would the Russian President and his
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admini . .. .
adm ;nll)stratlop have a major impact on national politics. In part, it could
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cant effect, though it was of ainst the
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stem in the 0s not so much bec h jecti
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gil:hrgl(i;thitm[;ortant paLI‘ty to appear in the Putin era, United Russia, might
. of as a conglomeration of these party substi i asi
tightly harnessed durin o the broad o —
g the 2000s to Putin and the b
has advocated. This ‘admini i e programime he
. ministrative’ path to party devel i
abnormal as one might thi i s, American Sonator
ght think, even in democr i
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exaainUSlZarllaBurfn f)oundi:)ctl) lthe Democratic Party in the United States f(())i
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i 1828 AL 10 )g w Jackson to lead it and win the presidency
Malln RuYssg, events took a different twist. Its Van Buren was Moscow
yor Yuri Luzhkov, who recruited the highly popular former Prime
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Minister Yevgenii Primakov and successfully organised many of Russia’s

strongest regional political machines and corporate representatives under
the label Fatherland-All Russia (FAR) in August 1999. But Luzhkov,
unlike the original Van Buren, lost his struggle to capture the presidency
for his team and himself personally. The battle in 1999-2000 was all the
same so hard fought and so close that it had the effect of terrifying
Kremlin insiders who feared losing power.
™ One lesson Kremlin insiders learned is that they ultimately needed a
party of their own in order to defeat challenges from coalitions of party
substitutes like FAR. In 1999-2000, the party they needed was the Unity
bloc, the precursor to United Russia that was formed less than three
months before the December 1999 Duma election in a last-ditch effort to
prevent what initially looked like a sure FAR victory. Contrary to a
common perception, Unity was not initially created to be a true party of
power. The first party of power, Russia’s Choice, was seen as a failure, as
was the second, the Our Home is Russia (OHR) party formed by Prime
Minister Viktor Chernomyrdin after Yeltsin abandoned Russia’s Choice.
OHR won only 10 per cent of the vote in 1995 and lost almost all of its
support after Chernomyrdin was sacked as prime minister in 1998.
Kremlin insiders thus did not at the time expect a new party of power to
have much chance of success, especially since Yeltsin was as unpopular as
ever and the newly appointed Prime Minister Putin’s ratings were still in
single digits as of the late summer of 1999.

Instead, as the Kremlin official most directly responsible for overseeing
the Unity project later admitted openly, Unity had only one purpose at its
creation, an extraordinarily narrow purpose that was limited to a single
election: to counter the campaign of FAR (Shabdurasulov 2008). It was
mainly to be a diversion, a ‘decoy party’ designed to muddy the electoral
waters, to make governors and oligarchs think twice before joining forces
with FAR, and to provide an alternative framework in which governors
left out of FAR (or leaving it) could publicly express this in return for
Kremlin favours. While positioning itself as slightly to the right-of-centre
ideologically, it mimicked FAR’s emphasis on competence and pragma-
tism and included the well-respected Emergencies Minister Sergei Shoigu

atop its party list. Its platform was strikingly similar to that of FAR, one
of whose representatives called it the ‘purest plagiarism’ (Segodnya, 4
October 1999). The governors who nominally supported Unity tended to
come from regions that were the least successful and most dependent on
the central government, and even they generally delegated only mid-level
associates to appear on its party list (Hale 2004a).

Imagine Unity’s creators’ surprise when the party not only cleared the
5 per cent hurdle, but also got far more votes than FAR and came within
one percentage point of the first-place CPRF! The party’s informal
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E;i?;l’lsn cu;ator, Igor Shatidurasulov, could not contain his glee, calling
performance a ‘colossal breakthrough’ and ‘revoluti
(The Moscow Times, 21 D e o,
. R ecember 1999). Between its last-mi
) . t-minut
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of Unity’s official Duma delegation, which joi tha
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autonomous poli};i:ia;:tsc:r:%?slf)ﬁstez&gd t'h'ei'r l(liays it
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.JEven more important was the demonstrative arrest in October

200
3 of Khodorkowsky, owner of the Yukos oil company and Russia’s
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richest man, who reportedly had designs on the presidency himself and
had been launching a large hidden slate of Yukos candidates to run as
independents in the 2003 Duma election.'That arrest capped a major
campaign to co-ordinate the political activities of both big businesses and
regional political machines, directing their efforts to support United
Russia candidates rather than to act as party substitutes.

Putin and his supporters also made a series of wgsin/lgwﬂat have
given United Russia a tremendous advantage over its rivals. Only organi-
sations that are officially categorised and registered as national ‘political
parties’ are allowed to nominate candidates in Duma and party-list
regional legislative clections. /A special registration agency inspects
whether parties meet myriad requirements, from having (as of early 2009)
at least 50,000 members spread out fairly evenly across Russia’s regions
to having approved a party charter according to very specific organisa-
tional procedures.\The membership requirement is particularly onerous,
since unlike in many Western countries, joining a party requires people to
fill out an application and be formally accepted by party organs. The
authorities can then verify whether people are ‘really’ members according
to the formal requirements of the lawﬁCampaigning also takes place
according to a highly specific set of gui elines. All this, if one considers
Russia’s problems with the rule of law, makes opposition parties vulnera-

ble to selective prosecution‘\United Russia, of course, has had no trouble
with this, and by May 2008 it had already registered over 2 million
members (Polit.ru, 27 May 2008).

Other rules are explicitly intended to @M,rmﬂl&p@ Parties
can no longer run together in coalitions for the Duma, and instead must
appear separately on the ballot or not at all, and parties receive state fund-
ing in proportion to their election performance.)The length of time that
televised election campaigning is permissible is quite limited, less than a
month for parliamentary elections, which tends to benefit parties that are
already jn government because their activities are covered by media as
cnews’.[This also aids parties whose backers control the mass media,
which tend to give highly positive coverage to United Russia and its

supporters.

Putin has also adopted several i)sﬁmg_gnal_cha-ﬂges that have helped

United Russia, including replacing the mixed system of Duma elections
with a Ba_rly;l/i_slﬁ,nLy“s,ystem (which increased the power of central
party authorities relative to regional ones and eliminated the opportu-
nity for party substitutes to compete directly in elections) and raising
the threshold for winning seats in that competition from 5 per cent to 7
per cent as from the 2007 election{The Kremlin also pushed through 2
measure that reserved a significan portion of regional legislative seats
for national parties, which now compete for these mandates in party-list

Henry E. Hale 95

competitions. The latter i ia’ i i
competitions, legislatuie S1:eform has led to United Russia’s dominance in
It would be.a mistake, however, to dismiss United Russia as bein
solely an administrative product that represents no ideas and has ;
genuine popular support. Independent surveys show that as many as IZIZ
per cent of th population could be considered loyal to the part iZl 2004
and that thls figure had grown to 30 per cent in 2008. Thus whi{e there i
strong ev1den.ce of at least some ballot box fraud - for example an
1mprobably high number of precincts reporting turnout figulrespco’rral r—l
sponding to rouqd numbers in 2007 - this is not the main story of its ri:e
(RFE/RL News.lme, 29 February 2008). Its popularity derives first and
foremost' from its close association with Vladimir Putin. The Unity and
then United Russia fractions in the Duma have alwa};s charactg;iasnd
th§m§elves as wholly supportive of Putin’s agenda, and this was clearl )
winning strategy since Putin retained 60 to 80 per cent approval ratili, .
througho.ut his eight years in the presidency. Survey results also pro 'gs
strong ev1deqce that Russian citizens tend to credit United Russia I()as Z\ieﬁ
as Pgtm) for W@ggmijut the party does also stand
out in voter mlpds for certain kinds of positions on important issues. It
has been.assoaated with a/\market economic orientation opposition.t
communism, a rpoderately pro-Western foreign policy. an(i atough stan .
on r.e.belhous minority regions like Chechnya) Voters’ who su gort s CE
positions, the survey evidence suggests (Hale 2008), have beilzl si nu(f:
cantly more likely to vote for United Russia than f:)r other artii : i_
remains to be determined exactly how much of United Russif’s suci. :
has been due to the coercive power of Russian authorities and how m esg
has beep due to the same kinds of things that make parties popular ev;,1 |
where,.mcludmg association with a successful leader, a growing econorfly_
and w1.dely supported policy positions. While Ru;sia’s shift to a m .
authoritarian system in the 2000s has clearly worked to United Russ?r’e
advant.age? one could also argue that people would not have tolerated tﬁ's
authoFltarlan shift had there not been genuine popular su f n
and his favourite party. pport for Putin
ing"l;}ﬁz Is(eierr;hn has also helped ensure United Russia’s rise by manipulat-
; 0 .avallable glter'natlves. Partly, this has been through pressur-
%;Igl f(:)r spreadllng damaging 1nforrnation about the party’s true opposition.
- ;x:(rintli1 e ésP 1;111:6 negative sftate-controlled news reporting that
‘dollarymini e CPRF as hypocrmcal for accepting money from several
\ | onaires’ during .the 2003 Duma campaign. [The authorities
ave also used less conventional means, including the
Andrew Wilson (2005) has called “vi : oo ohhe o Wh?t
e Witson (200 s calle v1rtu'al. parties’, which the Kremlin
ol play the role of a loyal opposition” that will take votes from
pposition parties while not actually acting against the interests of
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the incumbent administration. Some’yirtual parties formally bear the
brands of older real parties, such as the aforementioned Democratic Party

during 2007-8. Others were actually created as virtual parties under
Yeltsin, such as (reputedly) the Pensioners’ Party, which first ran for the
Duma in 1999 and is thought to have targeted the CPRF’s base of elderly
loyalists. As hinted above, the LDPR may in fact be Russia’s oldest virtual

party.
/l?}fle most prominent virtual party appearing in the Putin era is A Just
Russia, currently one of the four parties in the Duma. It hasits rootsin the

l\i(g}_xgtlgn_iblogiharfwa&fg;medinlﬂﬂlthrough an alliance between
the Kremlin and disgruntled CPREF allies who hoped to use the authori-
ties” support for their own political gain at the Communists’ expense. ](\t
the same time state media was depicting the CPRF as losing touch with
true socialist values by accepting corporate money, as described above,
these same media broadcast relatively positive portrayals of Motherland
as a truer heir to communist ideals.ﬁ‘hus not only were CPRF voters given
reason to doubt their old party, they were given an alternative that did
contain some credible leaders, including the popular leftist economist
Sergei Glaz’ev and the nationalist Duma deputy Dmitri Rogozin. The
results were dramatic: during the final week of the campaign, the CPRF’s
ratings plummeted and Motherland’s soared, surprising even its Kremlin
supportets by reaching 9 per cent of the Duma vote.|Once in the Duma,
both Rogozin and Glaz’ev proved less than loyal to the Kremlin and were
pushed out of Motherland’s leadership. The new leaders then merged the
party with the Pensioners’ Party and a minor party founded by a close
Putin associate, Federation Council Speaker Sergei Mironov. ironov,
not known for either leftist or nationalist views, then assumed the leader-
ship of the new ‘A Just Russia’ party and tallied 8 per cent of the officially
counted votes in the 2007 Duma election./Some speculate that it is part of
a Kremlin plan to eventually engineer a two-party systcm in Russia, with

A Just Russia potentially waiting in the wings to capture leftist votes
should United Russia’s popularity decline. /

Of course, the true opposition’s difficulties should not all be blamed on
Kremlin manipulation. Some of their woes are surely due to the fact that,
throughout Putin’s presidency, the economy was improving and the
incumbent president popular. Such trends normally weaken opposition
parties even without repression (Erikson, MacKuen, and Stimson 2002).
Russia’s opposition parties have also made some serious strategi
mistakes, as when Yabloko and the SPS seemed to spend more effort
attacking each other than Putin in the 2003 Duma campaign in bids to
become Russia’s dominant liberal party (Hale 2004b).\This made it much
casier for United Russia to win away some of their liberal voters on the

strength of market reforms under Putin.

Henry E. Hale 97

. All this made pqssible another United Russia step toward dominance
in 2.0107—8:.f9r the first time it began to play an official role in presidential
POILUCS{)InmaHy’ outgoing President Putin agreed to head the party’s list
g;l ;ui.Z 0}71 nga campaign, an u.nprecedented move in Russian politics,
ring that it won a huge majority of over two-thirds of the seats. Putin
dechqed his Duma seat after the election.{Second, Putin’s anointed s.ucc
sor, First Deputy Prime Minister Dmitri Medvedev, then ran for presid:rsl;
as-a party nominee, something neither Putin nor Yeltsin had ever done
hird, immediately after Medvedev succeeded Putin in office, Puti '
acceded to the post of United Russia chairman as well as Prime M,in' tm
Bl.lt idesplte all these moves, neither Putin nor Medvedev has yet rls on
Wlllxng to fully affiliate themselves with and thus fully lend chir futo}:, o
ity to Unlt.ed Russia by becoming members./They may yet do so, but thoF_
hesitancy indicates both that United Russia is not yet close to h’avin te}ir
status of the old CPSU and that Kremlin insiders themselves see rislg<s te
their own power in taking this final step.|They want, it appears, to ko
sure that the party remains an inst e ersonal Léa@?sjli;

one day part ways with theirs.

Conclusion

I;I;islsl{cae g};ast cc(i)rpe a 9lc9)rllg Ez)vay in forming a party system since the USSR
disi ated in , but its developmen
initially expected/ While a set of partiespdid e:n‘;?gi Zr(::l ;}(l):\t c(l)l?rsiflrvelis
1990s bgsed largély on political resources and reputation gained thrg t E
connections to the state, their growth was stunted as Yeltsin-style pri u%'
sation and overly strong executive authority led to the rise of pa}l’rt psu‘t,)atr
tutes that often managed to outcompete parties for both candidZtes S l(fi
votes. fter .Kremlin authorities nearly lost power to the Fatherlanda;xlll
Rusgla coalition of party substitutes in 1999-2000, the newly el : d
Pres1dent Putin began to transform Russia’s party sys’tem by bth r:flflec—
;Egrg:szigolwe; of.party substitut.es and organising them around one
jnorea Wi%hya orr(r)uqant party, United Russia. As these efforts were all
-~ g’._\f_vgg_egﬁemy and a popular president, and as state-
ontro rled_telemswa/ch : a-could ensure that voters made this link, United
N heac ed a point of g(%@gmgance in the political system.
Medvetd:vsi?:e 'imr;e,‘ Pucicm land his successor as president, Dmitri
closete ,an aet ained reluctant to tie thelr personal authority too
o hzsp wrty (i,lven United Russia) since their mighty Kremlin
boveer base given them great room for political manoeuvre that they
ied a strong party might limit./Thus Russia’s political system is
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: , .
oot yet fully a party system, evena fully ‘dominant party system . There is
even speculation that the authorities are trying to engineer a two-party

: o1
system, pairing United Russia with a ‘very loyal opposition like A Jgst
Russia. Russia’s party system thus remains in flux and could take on quite

different directions in the years ahead.

Chapter 6

Russian Society and the State

ALFRED B. EVANS, JR

There is general agreement that in the history of Russia, from Tsarist
times through the Soviet period to the present, the state usually has been
the dominant partner in its relationship with society. Nevertheless, the
Russian people have never failed to exhibit an impressive capacity for
resourcefulness and adaptation. Thus Western scholars often have
wondered whether the growth of a civil society might be detected in
Russia. In the West the dominant conception of civil society refers to the
sphere of organisations that are formed primarily by the independent
initiative of citizens who devote their efforts to co-operative endeavours
aimed at achieving common goals/ Civil society is seen as distinct from the
state, which exercises authority, and businesses, which seek to make prof-
its./Civil society also may be seen as an intermediate level of social organ-
isation that operates between families and the state./Most Western
scholars believe that a vigorous civil society exercises a positive influence
in a number of ways, by providing means for citizens to solve pressing
problems, representing the interests of social groups in the political arena,
and potentially restraining the state from the abuse of citizens’ rights and

interests.

It is the consensus of both Russian and Western historians that during
the last several decades of existence of the Tsarist regime the number of
voluntary associations in Russia was growing steadily and that those
organisations provided a wide range of services. Mary Schaeffer Conroy
(2006: 24) argues: ‘Though the tsarist state was far from democratic, it
allowed space for many independent initiatives by citizens, and in many
cases even encouraged nonstate organisations as a means of gaining assis-
tance in serving national interests.” She concludes that by the early
decades of the twentieth century civil society was burgeoning in Russia. If
that trend had continued it might eventually have led to a revision of the
image of dual Russia. The Bolshevik revolution brought a fundamental
change that ruled out that possibility, however. Though in the aftermath
of that revolution there was a burst of social energy resulting in the
creation of many new clubs and societies, it is apparent that the main

99



100 Russian Society and the State

tendency within the Communist leadership sought the replacement of
existing social associations with a network of new organisations that
would be controlled by the ruling Communist Party (I’ina 2000; Evans
2006). By the middle of the 1930s that vision had been translated into
reality. In the Soviet system all legally sanctioned obshchestvennye
(‘social’ or ‘public’) organisations primarily carried out the function of
assisting the political regime in attempting to achieve its goals, though

}rch of those organisations also delivered some services to its members.

The widespread awareness that the meetings and elections of an organi-
sation were managed in detail by Communist Party officials presumably
reinforced the sense of powerlessness in relation to political authority that
was inherent in the image of dual Russia.

Civil society in post-communist Russia

Though there was a slight loosening of control of most social organisa-
tions in the Soviet Union in the post-Stalin years and the authorities tacitly
tolerated the growth of some unofficial groups of citizens, the essential
character of the relationship between the political regime and social asso-
ciations did not change until Mikhail Gorbachev became the head of the
Communist Party in 1985.1Soon it became apparent that his programme
for the radical restructuring (perestroika) of the Soviet system permitted
‘informal’ groups to form openly without being incorporated into the
network of organisations controlled by the Communist Party./f’@ wide
variety of such groups sprang up rapidly in the period of perestroika, so
that as many as 60,000 were said to exist by 1989) The proliferation of the
“informal’ groups was associated with a radical increase in the frankness
of discussion of political issues that could not have been mentioned in
public a few years earlier. Those changes implied a shiftin the relationship
between the state and society of such fundamental significance that the
most optimistic Western scholars predicted that a full-blown civil society
would soon flourish in the Soviet Union. :

In reality, however, the boom of social organisations in the Russian
republic of the USSR in the late 1980s was followed by a period of many
difficulties for such groups in the Russian Federation in the 1990s (Evans
2002). It was true that many organisations still survived at the end of that
decade, and they benefited from the end of Communist Party rule and the
increase in pluralism in the mass media./Nevertheless, associations
formed by citizens were in a marginal position in Russian society by the
end of the 1990s in terms of their base of support, their political influence,
and their capacity to address social problems and fulfil citizens’ needs.
Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) in Russia suffered from a series
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of handicaps/ First, the cultural legacy of the Soviet system included a low
leyel of confidence in social organisations, and more broadly a pervasive
dlstrgst of the public sphere as a realm where self-seeking, amoral behav-
iour is to be expected. The collapse of the hopes for politiéal reforms that
had beer} aroused by Gorbachev intensified alienation from public
activism| Second, the deep decline in the Russian economy in the 1990s
forc?c! most citizens to concentrate on a struggle for survival, making
participation in civic or charitable groups seem to be a luxury,that few
could afford. Also, with most Russians in poverty or on the edge of it, the
prospects for gathering substantial sums of money in the form of cor,ltri—
butl'ons were very poor for most NGOs. h"hird, the high degree of concen-
tratlon.o.f power in the hands of the main executive leader on each level in
the political system created an incentive for cultivating relationships with
k'ey officials rather than building a broad base of membership support. /As
Fish (2001b: 22) puts it, such a concentration and personalisatior.l of
power ‘ten.ds to encourage the formation of small, closed, compact soci-
etal orggmsations that are adept at applying pressure on and curryin
favqr with individuals in ministries and other executive-branch officials?
During the 1990s social organisations could form with relative freedom.
but encountered conditions that discouraged them from seeking tc;
expagd their membership, raise funds from many potential contributors
recruit large numbers of volunteers to work in their projects, or draV\;
widespread public attention to their goals and activities. ’

Viadimir Putin and civil society in Russia

Thus when Vladimir Putin took office as president of Russia in 2000 he
was aware that civil society in Russia was relatively weak, as his state-
ments confirmed. He has repeatedly emphasised the impor,tance of civil
society for the development of Russia into one of the great powers of the
world, and this author agrees with the assessment by James Richter
(2009)' that Putin’s statements in support of civil society ‘are not mere
posturu.lg’. ichter notes that Putin’s viewpoint does ‘recognise a fairly
large private sphere’, where citizens should have space ‘to pursue individ-
ual proflts and interests without state interference, particularly in
comparison with the extremely small private sphere recognised by the
Soviet regime’.{But for Putin civil society is in the public sphere, assumed
to be narrower than the public realm as conceived by tl,ae Soviet
‘(Jommur}lsts, but a space in which all who enter should subordinate their
private interests to the collective interest of the nation as a whole, as
f?mbodled in the interests of the state’. In relation to the public realm Plitin
1s extremely suspicious of disagreements over ideology or interests that
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would fragment the unity of the nation, so he has expressed a strong
desire for a consensus on goals in Russian society.,,/f hough Putin counsels

that a healthy civil society is needed to protect the state from stagnation,
he believes that a strong state is a prerequisite for a healthy civil society
(Evans 2008a: 19). ]He sees the relationship between the state and civil
society not as one thatis primarily adversarial (as many in the West would
assume) but as a partnership in which social organisations work with the
state in addressing social problems and providing needed services. In the
view of Vladimir Putin and Dmitri Medvedev(the institutions of civil soci-

ety should also furnish channels of feedback to the state, giving informa-

tion about the effectiveness of policies and offering criticism when the
performance of bureaucratic officials is unsatisfactory,)
Though Putin’s general intentions for Russian society were probably
clear by the time that he came to power, only after the beginning of his
second term as president in 2004 did the regime turn its energies toward
the proper structuring of civil society]Putin and his associates (including
Vladislav Surkov, who then was a deputy head of the presidential admin-
istration) assumed that civil society in their country was weak and the
state would have to take the initiative in strengthening it. Their plans for
imparting more energy to the organisations within civil saciety also
entailed efforts to integrate non-governmental organisations.into the
system of comprehensive support of the executive leadership of the state.
On the one hand, the political regime directed the creation of a number of
groups that were informally labelled ‘government-organised non-govern-
mental organisations’, or GONGOs, and began to distribute grants to
social organisations on a rapidly increasing scale.[On the other hand, the
regime tightened the legal requirements pertaining to social organisa-
tions. A bill bringing changes in the Jaws regulating NGOs was intro-
duced in the Duma in November 2005 and was signed into law by Putin
in January 2006 after it had been approved by both houses of the Federal
Assembly.

Observers have disagreed sharply about the implications of that legis-
Jation, and its full consequences are not yet clear. There is no doubt thatit
requires NGOs that wish to be registered officially to spend much more
time filling out forms (including annua) reports), and even members of
United Russia in the Duma have admitted that the legislation’s require-
ments for registration and reporting should be eased significantly. One
section of@he current law also makes it possible for officials to ban any
organisation that threatens ‘Russia’s sovereignty, independence, territor-
ial integrity, national unity and originality, cultural heritage, and national
interests’, which potentially leaves wide discretion to the federal registra-
tion officials to decide on the life or death of any formally organised

group.)kpparently very few NGOs have actually been put out of business
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under that pFovision. The authorities contend that the organisations that
ha\{e foupd it impossible to satisfy the requirements for renewing their
registration (or have not attempted to do so, which appears to havi beeln
more commpn) largely consisted of those that had been inactive for some
time apd existed only on paper. [Rather than using administrative means
of closn.lg?7 a large number of contentious organisations, the main thrust of
the pOl.ltl.Cal regime has been to marginalise such gr;ups by making it
more dlffl.Cult for them to obtain funding or gain access to the}r,nass me%iila
and decision makers. |The leadership seems to assume that organisation

Fhat have few resources and little influence can for the most part be safel S
%gnored, .and will probably wither away in the long run/So the state’}s’
intervention is intended to stimulate greater vigour in the organisations in
civil society in Russia and at the same time to ensure that organisations

operate within the boundaries of a consensus of values

%e Public Chamber

Ip recent years Russia’s political leadership also has created new institu-
tions that are closely connected with the state but are officially considered
as part of civil society. The most prominent of those is the Public or Social
Chamber (Obshchestvennaya Palata) of the Russian Federation. In
(September 2004V ladimir Putin proposed the creation of that body ‘;15 a

platform for ex‘Fensive d.ialo ue, where citizens’ initiatives could be
pre;)s;:nted ssed in i (Evans 2006: 151). The bill on the
ublic Chamber was approved by both houses of the parliament and was

signed by the president in April 2005. Putin appointed the first third of the
members of the chamber, who then selected an equal number; together
those two groups chose the remaining third, with each member, ser%/in a
term of two years. None of the members can be government officialsgor
Offl.CCI'S in political parties. The members of the Public Chamber, for
which the selection process has now worked its way twice (in 2005,and
2907), are a strikingly varied collection of individuals, drawn from man
different fields of endeavour, including business, scien,ce art and cultur !
sports, and social services. Some of the members wer,e widely k .
before.they were selected for the chamber. ye
Putin’s original conception of the Public Chamber emphasised the
value of the expertise that its members would possess and envisioned it as
evalugtmg proposed legislation and providing feedback to administrative
f\genaes.ﬂ%efore the institution began to function some critics derided it as
;en‘?}ieiqpt t(; c’reate a dummy of civil society’ or predicted that it would
perldencerfem in ; puppet theatre’, sure to be completely lacking in inde-
Pinden rom the top power holders./I.t must still be said that the Public
mber is a work in progress and its character has not been fully
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formed. Yet even before it began to function it displayed a willingness to
take on some state officials while serving as an advocate for the rights of
various individuals and groups. As mentioned earlier in this chapter,
proposed changes in legislation concerning the regulation of NGOs had
been introduced into the Duma in November 2005. By early December all
of those who by that time had been selected for the Public Chamber joined
in appealing to the parliament to postponeé vyoting on that bill until the
chamber had begun to function and could give its evaluation of the
proposed legislation. That request was ignored, and the bill was signed
into law on January. When the Public Chamber met for its first session, in
Georgievsky Hall in the Kremlin with Putin present, one of its members
openly complained that the adoption of the legislation on NGOs without
consultation of the chamber had been ‘a gross political error’ on the part
of the Duma.

Almost immediately after that session the Public Chamber was plunged
into the highly publicised controversy over the case of Private Andrei
Sychev, a draftee in the army who had been subjected to extreme brutality
by senior enlisted men in the Chelyabinsk Tank School at the end of
December 2005, resulting in gangrene that forced doctors to amputate his
legs and genitalia. The Public Chamber dispatched three of its members,
headed by Anatolii Kucherena, a lawyer who headed a commission of the
chamber, to investigate that tragic incident. Subsequently Kucherena’s
commission created a working group on the problem of extreme hazing of
recruits in the military, which included representatives of the Public
Chamber, the Duma, the Ministry of Defence, the president’s council on
human rights, and the Committee of Soldiers’ Mothers. In June
Kucherena and another member of the Public Chamber (Nikolai
Svanidze, a well-known television broadcaster) played a conspicuous role
in advocating protection for the rights of residents of South Butovo, a
neighbourhood on the outskirts of Moscow, who were to be moved
forcibly from their homes to clear the way for the construction of alarge
apartment complex/In the first few months after it was formed, the Public
Chamber proved to be bolder than some people had expected in criticis-
ing problems created by government officials. The members of the chasm-
mwwnhgnmd;bﬂlﬁimh&l&,mw@, however, which is not
surprising, since the body derives its status from the authority of the
Russian President.

In Putin’s vision the Public Chamber would serve as the capstone insti-
tution of civil society in Russia, and also would present a model for the

rganisation and functioning of the whole society (Richter 2009).
Thus the actions of the chamber not only show what criticism of govern-

ment officials is acceptable, but also implicitly signal the limits of permit-
ol (hacaher hac assisted in the creation of public
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chambers in the regions of Russia and has seen the introduction of public
cqupcxl§ (obshchestvennye sovety) that are supposed to advise the
ministries in the national government. So far little is known about the
operation of those organs. It is likely, however, that they will emulate the
nat}onal Public Chamber, whose head, the renowned physicist Yevgenii
Velikhov, has stressed the importance of co-operation with the state: “The
motto of the chamber’s work should be, not confrontation of the au.thor-
ities but active work with them, in order to make Russian citizens more
interested in the country’s destiny’ (Evans 2008b: 347—48). /T he national
chamber' now offers advice in virtually every area of policy making, but
some of its members have complained that the committees of the Feéeral
Assembly do not pay much attention to that advice. The Public Chamber
has. no legis!ative or executive authority, and its impact on the shaping of
major policies appears to have been marginal so far, but the members of
the ghamber do enjoy a degree of access to decision makers and the mass
media that they would not have if they were not part of that chamber./The
role of the Public Chamber is fundamentally similar to that of the Offl.C€ of
the §tate’s ombudsman for human rights (Vladimir Lukin) and the

Pres'ldent’s Commission on Human Rights and the Development of Civil

Society (until recently headed by Ella Pamfilova), in the sense that the

ombudsman and the members of that commission were chosen by officers

of the state, but are supposed to represent society in its dealings with the
state.[On occasion Lukin and Pamfilova have been aligned with the Public
Chamber and some independent-minded NGOs in directing criticism
toward aspects of legislation or actions of state officials.

Types of non-governmental organisations in
contemporary Russia

As we have noted, by the end of the 1990s most organisations in civil soci-
ety in Russia were marginal in terms of their base of support, their influ-
ence on those in authority, and their impact on sociéty. The,NGOs that
were most independent of the state and most attuned to the Western
notion of civil society consisted, as Richter (2009) has put it, of ‘a rela-
tively small network of small, often professional advocacy oréanisations
that gsually received some support from outside assistance agencies’

Fu.ndlnlg from Western governments and foundations was directe(i
primarily to those Russian organisations that engaged in activities that
ss:e.med appropriate to those who provided the funding. Groups empha-
sising human rights issues, women’s rights, and environmental protection
were among those receiving the most outside funding. While contacts
with like-minded Western activists and money from Western sources did
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raise the level of professionalism of the leaders of a few Russian NGOs, it
has been well documented that organisations that relied primarily on
financial support from the West tended not to build a domestic base of
support by focusing on issues that could be presented within a framework
compatible with the values of the majority of the local population
(Sperling 1999; Henderson 2003). The leaders of such organisations typi-
cally became well integrated into international support networks but
were isolated from the potential support groups in their own society.

A far larger segment of society in post-communist Russia, in terms of
the scale of membership, consists of social organisations that have
survived from the Soviet period. We should recall that in the Soviet
system, while such organisations did perform some services for their
members, they also were subject to control by the Communist Party and
the state, and existed primarily to help realise the goals of the political
regime. Some of those organisations disappeared with the end of
Communist patronage, while others survived after the downfall of the
old regime, in some cases adopting new names. Scholarly researchers
have devoted little attention to such organisations, with some notable
exceptions (particularly the labour unions, which have been the subject
of a number of scholarly writings). Since the Russian people were well
aware of the lack of independence of those organisations during earlier
decades, we have reason to suppose that most of them are not highly
respected.

Yet if the officers of an organisation work diligently to carry out tasks
that are helpful to its members in everyday life (as anecdotal information
about some groups suggests), the organisation might be regarded as
important to those who depend on its services. The funding for such
organisations was reduced dramatically after the abandonment of the
Soviet system, but assistance from one level of government (national,
regional, or local) was necessary for their continued existence. Since the
early 1990s most of those organisations have received meagre funding
from government, but many of them have been allowed to use govern-
ment-owned office space and equipment, giving them a crucial advantage
over other organisations that do not receive such support. It is widely
reported that the organisations that depend on the state for support that
is essential for their existence accept the necessity of a fundamentally co-
operative relationship with government officials, particularly seeking the
favour of the chief executive at their own level. In recent years the national
government has discouraged NGOs in Russia from seeking financial
assistance from abroad if any political goals might be involved, while the
state has awarded grants to Russian social organisations on an increasing
scale.
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Business organisations

The relationship between business and the state that developed in Russia
during the 1990s was quite different from that between government and
the holdover social organisations. The circumstances of the massive
privatisation of formerly state-owned enterprises under the Yeltsin lead-
ership made it possible for some people who were very skilful in using
good connections and seizing opportunities to accumulate large amounts
of wealth with startling rapidity. By the middle of the decade observers
referred to the richest men as the ‘oligarchs’, and some scholars spoke of
the ‘capture’ of the Russian state by the titans of business. Those tycoons
became a key source of support for Boris Yeltsin, and they were rewarded
with great influence over economic policy. It has been alleged by some
who served in high offices in the Yeltsin administration that some
oligarchs even controlled appointments to positions at the level of minis-
ters and deputy ministers (Stack 2008). Because of the weakness of the
state and political parties, ‘power shifted from formal political institu-
tions to informal networks of influence among individuals who had polit-
ical connections or economic resources at their disposal’ (Rutland 2006:
76). Personal ties and insider dealing by powerful individuals overshad-
owed the feeble efforts of organised interests representing large groups of
people. Though the oligarchs were riding high in the 1990s, they left
themselves potentially vulnerable by failing to unify in a strong organisa-
tion dedicated to the collective goals of the large businesses. “They
devoted most of their energies to competing with one another for favours
from the state and rarely worked together to protect or advance their
common interests, or even to discuss what those common interests might
be’ (Rutland 2006: 79). After he came to power Vladimir Putin moved
deftly to take advantage of that vulnerability, and the treatment of
Gusinsky, Berezovsky, and Khodorkovsky showed that, by 2004, the rela-
tionship between the state and the oligarchs had changed.

Under Putin the national political leadership encouraged the growth of
more formal, institutionalised means of representing the interests of busi-
ness owners. Andrei Yakovlev (2006: 1043) has reported that after 2000
the federal authorities decreased the emphasis on ‘direct informal contacts
with business tycoons’ and ‘started to build a system of “collective repre-
sentation” of all strata of business’. In a study of business associations
(BAs) in Russia, Stanislav Markus (2007: 287) concludes, ‘the evidence
thus indicates successful interest aggregation within formal BAs as well as
the ongoing formalization of the state—business dialogue in which BAs (as
.Compared with individuals or single firms) come to play an increasingly
important role’. There is a large number of business associations in Russia,
and according to one well-informed Russian source interviewed by
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William Pyle (2006: 498), as many as 5,000 may be officially registered.
Membership in those associations has increased substantially since 2000
(ibid.: 503). Perhaps the most prestigious of those groups is the Russian
Union of Industrialists and Entrepreneurs (RSPP), with about 130
members (Obshchestvennaya Palata 2007: 51), consisting of the largest
companies in the country. After Putin established limits on the political
power of the oligarchs, those who remained in business joined the RSPP
and shared in its efforts to influence issues of economic policy. Delovaya
Rossiya (Business Russia) is the main organisation of large companies
outside the sphere of oligarchic capital, claiming around 1,200 members,
with 72 regional divisions and 38 branches in various sectors of the econ-
omy. OPORA of Russia has enlisted small and medium-sized businesses
in its ranks, and says that it has over 330,000 members in 78 regions of
Russia. The Chamber of Commerce and Industry (TPP) has 155 regional
and municipal centres and 14 foreign offices, which represent 20,000
companies and associations. Markus (2007: 287) reports that ‘the
Chamber assumed a much greater lobbying role after Yeltsin’s departure’,
assisted by the leadership of Yevgenit Primakov (a former foreign minis-
ter and prime minister) since December 2001. We should emphasise that
policymakers at the highest level invited business owners to strengthen
their organised representation and to engage in regular consultation with
the top leadership in order to decrease the autonomy of the state bureau-
cracy and overcome resistance to the implementation of reforms (Markus
2007: 292-4).
The increase in the importance of business associations, enhancing
formal, collective means of representation of business interests, must be
considered one of the most important trends in Russian society of the last
several years. Of course, the rise of more formal, institutionalised means
of lobbying has not prevented individual business owners from continu-
ing to rely on informal means of lobbying government officials to seek
benefits for their companies. It is likely that business actors choose vari-
ous combinations of strategies to try to get what they want from govern-
ment, and that many use both personal connections and collective
representation to serve their interests. Also, there are multiple levels of
political authority in Russia, and with tighter constraints on the manipu-
lation of officials in the national government under Putin, many compa-
nies have concentrated on exercising influence over regional and local
governments that have a direct impact on their operations (Yakovlev
2006: 1052-3). It is often more feasible for a company to gain useful
access at a lower level of government, and a large company may build a
close alliance with a regional leader. At the national level, however, the
Yukos case gave a clear signal that the type of influence the oligarchs had
possessed in the 1990s had been ruled out. Since the 1990s, in the words
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of William Pyle (2006: 520) ‘business associations have become economic
actors of consequence in post-communist Russia’, and according to Pyle
those associations usually lobby for policies that are designed to facilitate
the more effective working of market mechanisms.

Labour unions

Labpur unions in Russia have not shown the same upsurge in energy that
has.mfused business associations in the current decade, which is troublin
in light of the fact that the union movement played E,l major part in th%
gro.wth of civil society and democracy in Western countries. In the Soviet
Union almost all employed persons belonged to unions, and all union
organisations belonged to a single federation that was,called the All-
Union Central Council of Trade Unions (VTsSPS). After the dissolution of
the Soviet Union, Russia’s component of the VIsSPS was renamed as the
FederaFion of Independent Trade Unions of Russia (FNPR), with most of
the officers of the old federation remaining in their leaders,hip positions
The FNPR inherited impressive resources from the old order, which iri
fact havle provided the main basis of its survival. After the dism,antling of
thC'SOVICt system the FNPR owned property worth billions of dollars
which §upplied most of its income (Davis 2006: 202). That property avé
the union federation an incentive to avoid being confrontational tov%ard
the' state, especially in the conditions of insecurity created by the privati-
sation qf industry. The wealth inherited by the union federation and the
perquisites for its officers that carried over from the old system also made
it unnecessary for its leaders to be greatly concerned with winnin
support from workers. Initially after the end of the old order, membershi}%
in a union was virtually automatic for all workers in most eilterprises As
aresult, in 1992 the FNPR claimed to have 66 million members, or 92' er
cent of the work force (Davis 2006: 203), though those num,bers hfve
dec.hned since that time. Surveys have consistently indicated that labour
unions are among the least trusted institutions in Russia and that most
workers have little confidence in the capacity of their union to represent
them if their interests are threatened. b
A number of independent unions were formed during the late Soviet

period and soon after, and some of them are more likely to push manage-
ment for concessions, but only about 1 per cent of the labour force
belongs. to those unions. On the whole unions have had little influence on
determining wages in industrial firms, or even on the suspension of wages
that was common in many sectors of the economy during the 1990s
(Crowley 2002: 241). The incidence of strikes has been low in Russia in
the pos.t-communist period in comparison with levels in West European
countries. When a local union does carry out a strike or a protest, it
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usually does so on behalf of demands that are endorsed by both managers
and employees, consistent with the FNPR’s strategy of focusing its
branches’ efforts ‘not on battling employers for improved work condi-
tions, but on appealing in tandem with employers to the state for greater
concessions and side payments to their industry and enterprise’ (Crowley
2002: 235). The strikes and protests that erupted spontaneously during
the late 1980s and the 1990s, such as those carried out by coal miners,
were opposed by the traditional unions, and should be remembered
mainly as setting an example that has been followed by other protestors
in recent years.

On the whole labour unions are among the weakest social organisa-
tions in contemporary Russia. The FNPR in particular has paid a price for
placing primary emphasis on ensuring the survival of its organisational
structures and material assets, and continuing to act “as if it were an
administrative and managerial entity instead of a representative of the
workers’ (Davis 2006: 203). Recently, however, some journalists have
reported an increase in strikes in Russia, apparently signalling bolder
demands from the workers in some enterprises. It remains to be seen
whether that trend is a reaction to economic expansion, in which some
firms have become more prosperous, easing the fear that they might close
down and leave all their employees without jobs. Foreign-owned firms
seem to have been the target of more aggressive demands and a dispro-
portionate number of strikes (Bush 2007: 35). It is possible that Russian
unions may not prove impervious to change in the future, but it is too
early to speculate on the possible character of their adaptation in the years

to come.

Women’s organisations

Women’s organisations in Russia have not experienced such a rapid
expansion in membership and growth in influence in the post-communist
years; most of them have not been able to move beyond the margin of the
society, even though their potential constituents are a majority in that
society. The background to the attitudes that create obstacles for efforts
to defend the rights of women in Russia must be found in the history of
the Soviet system. The Bolsheviks promised that women would achieve
equality if they subordinated their distinctive goals to the struggle for the
victory of socialism. When the Soviet state brought socialism into being
the Communist Party told the people of the USSR that women had
achieved equality with men. Despite undeniable gains for women in terms
of education and mobilisation in the paid labour force, ‘equality’ as
defined by the Communists was not completely satisfactory for women
(partly because it preserved aspects of inequality), so an appeal to that
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term has negative connotations for most women in Russia today. The
cataclysmic changes in the economy of Russia in the 1990s added t.o the
stress on most women, because they were more likely than men to be
ungmployed and women disproportionately felt the impact of cutbacks in
social seFVices by the state and privatised enterprises. In the new circum-
stances in the economy there was widespread discrimination against
women in hiring and blatant sexual harassment in places of work. Job
.advertlsements by employers frequently listed the sex, age, and even phys-
ical dgscription of preferred candidates, and women who themselves
adveFtlsed that they were seeking work sometimes found it necessary to
specify that they wanted jobs ‘without intimate relations’ (McIntosh
Sundstrom 2006a: 86).

A few highly educated women in Russia had become familiar with
Westerp feminist writings during the 1960s and 1970s, and by the late
1980s independent women’s organisations were forming and developing
contacts with Western women’s rights activists. During the 1990s
West.ern governments and foundations provided grant funding to some
Russian women’s organisations. While that financial support enhanced
the professional skills of the leaders of the organisations that received
such .funding and integrated them into transnational networks of
activists, it did not lead them to expand their base of support among
Russian women. The organisations that received grants from Western
sources characteristically couched their rhetoric in terms that appealed to
those who approved the grants but failed to evoke a positive response
from the women they claimed to represent. In other words, the gulf
between a few women’s organisations and the majority of, Russian
women widened. A basic problem that such organisations face is that
because of the prevailing disillusionment with the promise of equality tha'z
hgd been mad? by the Soviet regime, ‘Russian women tend to view femi-
nist organisations as espousing an alien Western ideology unsuited to
their conditions’ (McIntosh Sundstrom 2006a: 90). Efforts to define
err}pl(.)yment discrimination and sexual harassment as violations of the
pr.lnc1ple of equality for all people, regardless of their sex, have not met
with a positive response from most women in post—comr;lunist Russia
Rathe.r than looking to women’s organisations to improve the condition;
Qf the}r work and life, in recent years most women in Russia have pursued
1nd1v1dugl strategies to try to achieve personal advancement or at least
economic survival.

Scholarly research has found that two types of organisations formed by
women have been successful in gaining substantial support from the
public. The committees of soldiers’ mothers have grown from one group
that met in Moscow in 1989 to a network of hundreds of committees that
have taken shape in almost all regions of Russia. Public opinion polls have
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shown that most Russians know about the soldiers’ rights organisations
and have a positive view of their activities (McIntosh Sundstrom 2006a:
70). Activists of those organisations have appeared frequently on televi-
sion and generally have received favourable coverage. Those NGOs have
achieved some victories in their attempts to influence government poli-
cies, though they have not been successful in persuading the state to elim-
inate conscription and institute an all-volunteer army. Lisa McIntosh
Sundstrom has argued persuasively (2006a: 73) that the soldiers” mothers
have gained broad popular support because they appeal to the norm
against physical harm to individuals, which has particular resonance in
Russia with respect to those inducted in the military, since it is widely
known that the hazing of junior recruits (dedovshchina) sometimes
assumes extreme forms and is thought to have caused the deaths of thou-
sands of soldiers. The activity of the committees of soldiers’ mothers also
evokes the image of mothers as protectors of their sons (McIntosh
Sundstrom 2006a: 186), presenting a role for women that is consistent
with deeply rooted national traditions and therefore widely accepted. The
committees of soldiers’ mothers have taken an approach emphasising co-
operation with agencies of the state, though a certain tension between
those committees and the military is inherent in their relationship.
The movement to address Russia’s serious problem of domestic
violence, primarily focusing on the physical abuse of women, also has a
record of considerable success, although so far it has not been able to gain
changes in the national criminal code that would facilitate the prevention
and prosecution of domestic abuse. The main achievement of that move-
ment has been the establishment of women’s crisis centres that offer
services such as telephone hotlines, counselling, and legal and medical
assistance. The first of those centres opened in Moscow and St Petersburg
in 1993, and by 2002 about 40 of those centres were operating in Russia,
with about 120 organisations responding to the problem of violence
against women (Johnson 2006: 268). Financial assistance from foreign
governments and foundations helped to make that expansion possible. As
Mclntosh Sundstrom has noted (2006a: 96-7), while most of the interna-
tional funding organisations (and a few Russian leaders of the movement)
see domestic violence in a feminist perspective as part of a larger problem
of inequality between men and women, most of the leaders of the crisis
centres frame the issue as one of protecting individuals from bodily harm,
which is more acceptable to the majority of Russians. The expansion of
the network of crisis céntres has led some regional political leaders to try
to co-opt the movement by establishing their own crisis centres as
appendages of their governments, sometimes separating them from the
influence of those who have worked to spread awareness of the problem

of domestic violence.
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Environmental organisations

The enyironmental movement in Russia began to grow quietly in the early
1 ?§Os in the biology and geography departments of Soviet universities
giving rise to the Student Nature Protection Corps. In the early 1980s thé
movement widened, as new groups seeking the protection of nature
emerged from the Student Nature Protection Corps and the media began
to pay attention to environmental issues. Between 1987 and 1991 the
movement expanded still more and became more radical as the number of
groups increased rapidly and mass campaigns protested against govern-
ment plans for projects such as the construction of new nuclear power
plants and the diversion of rivers. After 1991, however, the environmen-
tal movement declined, and many of those groups disappeared, as the
attention qf the public ‘shifted away from environmental probl,ems to
more pressing concerns of personal survival’ (Henry 2006b: 105). Many
of those who had led the environmental protection movement a few years
earher moved into more secure positions in government or returned to
their forr.ne'r professional careers. Under Yeltsin and Putin the state placed
an gverrldlng priority on the transition to a market economy and the
revival of production, and was not interested in enacting new environ-
mental legislation or even enforcing laws on that subject that had already
beep adopted. The political leadership’s unfavourable attitude toward
environmental activists had not changed significantly by the time that
Medvedev became president.

Neyertheless, one expert has said that ‘thousands of green groups’
were in operation in Russia by the middle of the current decade (Henry
2006a: 211). The organisations that continue the tradition of the Soviet
nature protection movement are led by members of the scientific intelli-
gentsia (most often biologists), most of whom have advanced degrees
Those groups have often received grants from foreign donors and theil.;
leaders are .embedded in the international network of environmentalists.
Such organisations are more likely than other environmentalist groups to
have an adversarial relationship with their own government, as they often
oppose current policies and criticise a lack of enforcemer,lt of existing
legislation. Such groups typically prefer to keep their distance from the
general public, preserving their character as an elite movement of special-
ists Wi'th a high level of professional expertise. On the other hand, some
organisations oriented toward the protection of nature in Russia r’nainly
conduct environmental education programmes for children and carry out
other projects such as cleaning up litter in local areas. Such groups are
usually led by educators, the largest number of whom are teachers in
elementary schools. They are largely apolitical and almost entirely non-
confrontational in relation to government officials. Such organisations



114  Russian Society and the State

are more likely than the elite groups to recruit community members to
take part in their activities, drawing on networks of family members,
friends, colleagues, or parents of the children who are enrolled in their
schools. All groups seeking more effective protection for the natural envi-
ronment are aware that if they do not seek support from foreign donors,
the only other potential source of substantial funding is government on
one level or another within Russia. They also understand that organisa-
tions which accept assistance from government must accept limits on
their advocacy and commit themselves to assisting the state rather than

challenging it.

Still a dual Russia?

As the president of Russia, Vladimir Putin often emphasised the impor-
tance of a vigorous civil society for the development of his country, and
Dmitri Medvedev has spoken in a similar vein. It should be apparent,
however, that civil society as defined by Russia’s current political leaders
will not be autonomous from the state, nor will it be an adversary of polit-
ical authority. In their view the Russian version of civil society should
support the state and co-operate with it. Civil society should provide
channels of feedback to the political regime and assist the agencies of the
state in providing services to citizens. It is necessary that the institutions of
civil society communicate suggestions to policy makers and criticise
shortcomings in the operation of administrative agencies, but the expres-
sion of ideas and interests by social organisations will be legitimate only if
it takes place within the boundaries of consensus, and implicitly recog-
nises that common, national values must be of primary importance, while
diverse, particular interests will be regarded as secondary. Recently the
Russian state has created new structures that are intended both to assistin
the institutionalisation of civil society and to establish the limits that
organisations in the public space should respect.

The need for effective channels of feedback from society to the political
leadership has been underlined in recent years by the phenomenon of
public protests, which implicitly has drawn on the example of the strikes
and other direct action tactics of coal miners and other workers in the late
1980s and 1990s. Large-scale protests by citizens in a number of cities,
with elderly people as the majority of participants, erupted in early 2005
in response to problems in the shift to cash payments to replace certain
types of services that had been free for people in some categories. Those
protests caused obvious embarrassment for the government, resulted in
backtracking by the parliament, and set a precedent that citizens would
not forget. Since 2005 there have been protests of various sizes that have
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focgsed on a variety of issues, but all of which have expressed the indig-
nation of ordinary citizens concerning behaviour by those in political
authority that is seen as abusive and creates discomfort that people feel
in Fheir daily lives. From the point of view of the highest political leader-
shlp there might be a potential for instability if ambitious opposition
figures took advantage of such mass dissatisfaction. Thus the leadership
has taken the initiative in introducing institutions such as the office of the
human rights ombudsman, the president’s commission on human rights
and civil society, the national Public Chamber, regional public chambers

and the public councils attached to government ministries. As we have,:
seen, sometimes those who have been appointed to an institution created
by thg state can form an alliance with NGOs on a particular issue, in
some instances even associating themselves with the position that r;,la—
tively independent groups, which often take an adversarial stance
tpward the government, have adopted on a specific issue. At the same
time some other groups are subjected to low-level harassment by state
officials and a few are simply closed down, demonstrating the penalty for
what the leadership sees as disloyalty to the interests of the nation and
the state.

We may put the developments of recent years in a broader perspective
by noting a conception with deep roots in Russian history that could be
traced in the writings of Russian intellectuals such as Vasilii Klyuchevsky
and Pavel Milyukov, which was identified by Robert C. Tucker (1971:
122) as ‘the image of dual Russia’. Tucker described the traditional
cpnception of the Russian state and society as distinct and separate enti-
ties, one represented by ‘vlast’ or gosudarstvo, the centralised autocratic
state power’, the other consisting of ‘the population at large, the society.
nation, or people (obshchestvo, narod)’. The assumption implicit in tha;
image is that the autocratic state has been perceived by the people as an
alien force, which exerts power with a degree of arbitrariness and is
always beyond the control of the society. In that view the state ‘is the
active party, the organising and energising force in the drama of dual
Russia, whereas the population at large is the passive and subordinate
party, the tool and victim of the state’s designs’. Like Klyuchevsky, Tucker
saw that image as fundamentally derived from the manner of the, expan-
sion of the Muscovite state into the vast Russian empire, but Tucker
argued that the dualism was intensified by the transformations launched
by Pf?ter the Great, who set the precedent for reforms that transformed
Russian society from the top down. It would be difficult to disagree with
Tucker’s argument that the use of an authoritarian state by the
Communists to carry out even more radical transformation after 1917

fl_rmly r.einforced the image of a dominant political regime and a submis-
sive society.
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Has the image of dual Russia, with the state viewed as an alien force
imposing its dominance over a society whose members must either submit
to political authority or evade its reach, persisted into the present time?
Surveys of the attitudes of contemporary Russians indicate that most of
them share a sense of ‘the pervasiveness of imposed power with a strong
division between organs of power and society’ (Clément 2008: 69), corre-
sponding closely to the traditional image of dual Russia. Most Russians
see the state, or ‘power’ (vlast’), as something that cannot be controlled or
contested openly, so the prudent strategy is to show the appearance of
subordination and loyalty, while either trying to obtain advantages by
building connections with some people in positions of power or retreating
from the public sphere into the security of ‘your private micro-group’
(ibid.: 70). The disjunction between the micro-networks that provide reci-
procal help to their members and organisations that strive for collective
representation of group interests reflects the separation between the
public realm and private life. A very recent development that is important
in the light of that condition of separation has been therise of new grass-
roots movements that have taken shape in protests during the last few
years (ibid.: 73). The informal groups that have emerged from the protests
of pensioners, home owners, the drivers of automobiles, and others have
been motivated by the desire to defend concrete interests that are feltona
practical level. The participants in such protests share a common sense of
having been treated unfairly that drives them to unify against some people
in authority, but they do not seek to overthrow the political regime. They
focus on demands for specific changes in policies and the actions of
administrative officials.

We may ask how initiatives from the bottom up that create self-organ-
ising groups demanding fairness will interact with the efforts of political
leaders to organise civil society from the top down in order to improve the
functioning of the state and prevent instability. The possible responses of
those in political authority range from repression through co-optation
(and manipulation) to recognition of the movements with genuine popu-
lar support and limited objectives. Overt repression of such movements
seems unlikely in view of the fact that the current leadership of Russia has
tried to avoid that option even when it had to make policy concessions to
placate protesters. The recognition of such movements would imply
acceptance of a degree of autonomy for them and the use of institutions
that have been created by the state to grant representation to each group
with a broad base and promise partial satisfaction of the interests of such
groups. That strategy would be an extension of the efforts of Russia’s top
leadership in recent years to introduce new structures at the highest level
of civil society, but it would be a step into the unknown that might seem
too risky to leaders as cautious as Putin and Medvedev. It is possible to
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give good reasons both for and against expecting such a development.
Whether grassroots movements can produce stable organisations, and
whether initiatives from below can eventually mesh with struc"cures
created by the political leadership, are questions of crucial importance for

the relatlopship between society and the state in Russia, and those ques-
tions remain unresolved.



