Quandaries of Russia’s Anti-Revolutionary Revolution

Introduction

· In 2001 Putin stated that, “the last decade has been a turbulent and, one can say without exaggeration, a revolutionary one for Russia.”

· Putin was wise to refer to the collapse of communism as “revolutionary” in that the social, political and economic changes since 1991 are on par with those of the French, Chinese, and Russian revolutions.
· Since 1991, Russia has been unsure of its place in the global order while it struggles with uninterrupted crises: 
· Radical privatization give rise to unprecedented inequality. Oligarchy. Plutocracy. Kleptocracy. 1998 economic collapse was a Great Depression. 

· 1993 Constitutional Crisis. Threatened with impeachment, Yeltsin dissolved Parliament and sent in Special Forces. 
· 1994-96 and 2000-2009 Chechen Wars 
· 1996 Presidential election was chaotic. Having won only 35% in the first round, Yeltsin won with 54%. 
· 1998 Yeltsin suddenly dismissed PM Viktor Chernomyrdin and his entire cabinet. Duma twice rejected his 35-year-old replacement Kiriyenko before acquiescing.  
· Boundary wars: South Ossetia 2008, Crimea 2014

· Yet few Western scholars have framed their analyses of Russia using the “R” word. Rather, most scholars viewed Russia’s revolution as a “transformation to democracy” which implies a preordained outcome and a smooth path.

· Why did scholars think Russian “reform” could unfold through ordinary, not extraordinary, means?

· Perhaps because there is no framework for understanding this situation. It is a revolution against a revolutionary regime. Even Gorbachev framed perestroika in terms of Leninist thought.

· Perhaps because Russians, even revolutionary Russians, were so sick of revolutionary talk that they chose not to explicitly call themselves revolutionaries so as not to alienate potential followers.
Yeltsin: The Anti-Revolutionary Revolutionary
· Yeltsin promised a pragmatic program of “reforms” that would allow Russia to “return to Europe” and return to a “normal way of life”.

· But by 1992, a paradox became clear to Yeltsin’s government: after more than seven decades of Soviet dictatorship, institutionalizing a liberal democracy and capitalist system in Russia would require revolutionary upheaval of the political, economic, and social order: 
1. Writing a new constitution

2. Staging free, fair, competitive elections

3. Removing the apparatchiki from the bureaucracy

4. Economic “Shock Therapy” 

5. Reigning in oligarchs 

6. Containing corruption
7. Decollectivizing farms

8. Protecting borders 

9. Finding compromises ethnic republics

10. Restructuring the military
· There was a fundamental disconnect between Yeltsin’s aspirations for normalcy and the costly and turbulent revolution necessary to actualize this. 
· The parliamentary powers of ultranationalist Vladimir Zhirinovsky and Communist Gennadi Zyuganov increased from 1993-1999. 
· After barely winning re-election in 1996 Yeltsin faced a quandary: in the absence of an ideological or religious vision, what should his vision of Russia be and how could he articulate this vision to the people?

· Since, Yeltsin could not espouse a clear vision, politicians and entrepreneurs alike understandably oriented their decision-making towards their own short-term interests.

Putin’s Pragmatic Patriotism
· In 2005 SOTU Putin said that the dissolution of the USSR was “the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the century.”
· Restored the old Soviet national anthem with new, non-ideological lyrics

· Promised a “return to Europe” and the West
· GW Bush “I looked the man in the eye. I was able to get a sense of his soul. I found him to be very straight forward and trustworthy and we had a very good dialogue.”
· Obama tried to hit the “reset button”; but appointed Hillary Clinton as Sec of State who said Putin “doesn’t have a soul.”
· Solidify the economy: 
· Manage markets
· Petro diplomacy

· Revitalize banking system
· Promote foreign investment 
· Contain oligarchs 
· Housing reform

· Promote tech sector 

· Joined WTO in 2012 (after an 18-year bid)
· Promote unity: crackdown on dissenting media, squeeze opposition parties, reign in PM and MPs…
· Stabilize judiciary; promote rule by law

Conclusions
· The failure to appreciate the revolutionary circumstances in Russia following the collapse of the USSR—perhaps combined with a Western desire to punish and exploit Russia—led to the rise a plutocracy, headed by an authoritarian. 
· Whatever potential there might have been for a post-Soviet transition to democracy, capitalism, and rule of law in Russia was squandered. 
