The Dilemmas of Russia’s Anti-Revolutionary Revolution

I. Introduction

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

b. Indeed, Putin is on solid ground when he refers to the collapse of communism “revolutionary” in that the social, political and economic changes that have transpired since 1992 are on par with those of the French, Chinese and French revolutions.
c. Since 1991, Russia’s unconsolidated capitalist democracy is unsure of its place in the global order while it struggles with uninterrupted crisis.

i. Near civil war b/w Yeltsin and PMent in 1993
ii. Chechnya 1994
iii. Financial Crisis in 1998

iv. Federalism and Boundary wars

d. 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 both a preordained outcome and a relatively smooth path.

e. Why did scholars make the mistake of thinking that that Russian “reform” could unfold through ordinary, not extraordinary, means?

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

g. 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.
II. Yeltsin: The Anti-Revolutionary Revolutionary
a. Yeltsin promised his followers a pragmatic program of “reforms” that would allow Russia to “return to Europe” and return to a “normal way of life”.

b. But by 1992, a paradox became clear to Yeltsin and his followers: after more than seven decades of Leninist dictatorship, institutionalizing a genuinely democratic and capitalist system in Russia would necessarily require revolutionary upheaval in every sphere of political and social life.
i. Removing the apparatchiki from the bureaucracy

ii. Restructuring the inefficient military

iii. De-collectivizing farms

iv. Writing a new constitution

v. Issuing presidential and parliamentary elections

vi. Finding compromises with regional and ethnic republics

vii. Economic “Shock Therapy” 

c. In short, there was a fundamental disconnect between Yeltsin’s aspirations for normalcy and the costly and turbulent revolution necessary to make this happen. He spoke out of both sides of his mouth and, partly as a consequence, Yeltsin felt compelled to remove his Parliamentary opposition by force in 1993
d. Realizing that Russians continued to detest revolutionary rhetoric, figures such as the ultranationalist Vladimir Zhirinovsky and the communist Gennadi Zyuganov—whose parliamentary control increased in the 1993 – 1999 elections—he avoided calling for a new revolution. 
e. After wining reelection in 1996, Yeltsin faced a dilemma: 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?

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

III. Putin’s “Pragmatic Patriotism”

a. Restored the old Soviet national anthem with new, non-ideological lyrics

b. Promised a “return to Europe”

c. Got the economy on solid footing—at all costs

i. Oligarch rule

ii. Get in WTO and NATO (not in either as of January 2010)
iii. Free the market and minimize controls of wages and conditions

iv. Support banking system
v. Housing reform

d. Promote unity: crackdown on dissenting media
e. Stabilize the court system and promote rule of law

IV. Conclusion
a. Given unfavorable political and /or economic conditions, Russia could in the long run find itself once again in a revolutionary situation

b. Leadership is of the essence. Putin is a strong, arguably too strong, leader.

c. If Russia succumbs to a revolution, watch out. World leaders are aware of Russia’s precarious position and are watching Russia closely.
