Soviet Studies

The Selling Of The
Russian President, 1993

Russia needs rather humdrum political consensus, not another strong-arm leader
with flashy public relations campaigns and a cult of personality in tow

By John Feffer

oris Yeltsin is currently being sold to the
West as Russia’s best hope for democracy.
To better peddle the product, commentators
have scrambled for the most congenial com-
parison. George Washington? Alexander Kerensky™”
Peter the Great? Some of the less historically nimble
have fallen back on religion for their references: Yelt-
sin as an armored St. George, astride the majestic
steed of Mother Russia, brandishing the lance of popu-
lar support, and attempting to slay the wily and seem-
ingly indestructible dragon of Soviet Communism.

Poor Boris: he cannot possibly live up to these
comparisons. Vulgarly manipulative and politically un-
nuanced, the Russian president is accustomed to
rough-and-tumble Kremlin battles, the kind he used to
have as junior apparatchik in the Soviet old boys net-
work., Even after establishing his own independent
power base, he still managed to excel at games of
bluff and dare, as with the raving coupsters in Augusi
1991 and then with the fading Gorbachev. But a con-
summate politician Yeltsin is not. He lacks the pa-
tience—and thus appears genuinely incapable of con-
structing the political consensus necessary 10 exiract
Russia from its current crisis.

Like his partner in petulance Ross Perot, the Rus-
sian leader recently went “1o the people™ in an attempl
to bypass existing political institutions. On the face of
it, the referendum of April 25 went in Yeltsin’s favor.
Both he and his economic reform received the support
of the majority of voters (though the margins were not
overwhelming). The results also indicated, in a non-
binding fashion, that Russians are willing to allow
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Yeltsin to serve out his term until 1996 but prefer early
elections for parliament.

Rather than affirming his democratic tendencies,
however. the referendum has only further demon-
strated Yeltsin's reluctance to compromise. Moreover,
preoccupied with defeating his political rivals and im-
plementing a rapid economic reform, the Russian
president has either ignored or unwittingly encouraged
the centrifugal forces raging both within and outside
the Kremlin walls.

For when the hoopla surrounding the vote dies
down, Russia will be left with what it had before. Cur-
rently 75 percent of the population lives below the
poverty line. The shock therapy introduced at the be-
ginning of 1992 has devastated the economy, as cven
supporters of Poland’s similarly drastic reforms will
concede. A system of well-defined political responsi-
bilities has not been created, leaving the president and
the parliament to feud over administrative boundaries.
Meanwhile, the Russian federation is beginning o
break apart, with the different regions of the country
disgusted with the center’s oscillation betwcen decrees
and gridlock. Among Russians, a virulent nationalism
is incubating, its growth only encouraged by the per-
ception that Yeltsin is “selling the store™ to the West.
Often speaking on behalf of the 25-28 million ethnic
Russians living outside Russian borders, these nation-
alists are beginning to sound like the Serbian chauvin-
ists of several vears back: increasingly anti-Western
and concemned with protecting the interests of an often
militant diaspora.

Boris Washington? Yeltsin the Great? No, the Rus-
sian president’s democratic pedigree is open [0 chal-
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lenge. Moreover, Western leaders are making a grave
mistake by giving unqualified support to Yeltsin. By
helping to mold him into a liberal autocrat and dis-
couraging political compromise in Russia, the West
may nurture neither market nor democracy. Instead,
looking into a post-Yeltsin future, we may see the first
fascist country in history to combine the resentments
of impenal defeat and the shame of widespread pov-
erty with the destructive capability of nuclear weap-
Ons.

Litberal Authoritarianism

he current Russian conflict has little o do
with the tension between democracy and
communism. That, as they say in journalism,
was vesterday’s story. Rather, the Russian di-
lemma hinges on the problematic relationship between
democracy and rapid market reform. No one voluntar-
ily undergoes shock therapy; people have to be forced
to take this particularly bitter medicine. No wonder
that many neo-liberal leaders in the former Soviet bloc
have discovered that decrees, not democracy, are fre-
quently more useful for implementing the laissez-faire
model. But how can a liberal in good conscience sup-
port rule by decree? Clearly a re-
thinking of liberalism is required.

Enter Berkeley political science
professor Ken Jowitt, perhaps the
most eloguent legitimizer of the
concept of liberal authoritarianism.
Governance by freely elected coali-
tions in the former Soviet bloc, he
has argued, is smmply “liberal
utopianism.” Strong presidents, still
reliant on parliamentary support,
will likewise fail. Therefore, Jowitt
concludes in an essay published in
1992, only an authoritarian com-
mitted to pushing through dramatic
economic change can prevent the
countries of the former Soviet bloc
from becoming fascist or militantly
nationalist.

Too bad that these sentiments
aren’t confined to the cloistered of-
fices of Berkeley. Instead, this
analysis of the pitfalls of democ-
racy has become rather common
among certain Russian mtellectuals.
*An 1dle talking shop™ is how sup-
porters of a Yeltsin takeover fre-
quently characterize the Congress
of People’s Deputies and its chief
policy making organ, the Supreme
Soviet. Gavriil Popov, the former

mavor of Moscow, has called those championing the
principle of strong political participation “the new
Communists”™ and wamns of the dangers of mob rule.
Elena Bonner, a prominent dissident and widow of An-
drei Sakharov, has complained of the Congress's “ex-
cessive, almost fanatical adherence to democratic insti-
tutions and procedures in an undemocratic society.” In
a recent New York Review of Books piece, she called
for a “democratic minority” to seize control of the
country, presumably o bypass the excesses of the fa-
natically democratic.

Whatever his long-term intentions, Yeltsin did not
start out angling to become Russia’s first liberal
authoritarian. After becoming Russian president in
June 1991, he tned to comstruct an anti-conservative
consensus out of neo-liberals, populists, authentic left-
1sts. Russophiles, and reform Communists; in short,
anyone who wanted to shake up the status quo. Na-
tionalist-oriented Alexander Rutskoi became vice-
president; Ruslan Khasbulatov, less a nationalist than a
populist, became chair of the Russian Supreme Soviet
and retained the authority Yeltsin had brought to the
office; radical democrat Serger Stankevich was persua-
sively wooed; former Soviet officials such as Ivan Si-
layev were brought into top government posts.

RGe
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At the same time, however, the Russian leader dem-
onstrated a fondness for direct personal action and
confessed at least a provisional faith in markets as the
panacea for Russian ills. Before the August 1991 coup,
this two-part philosophy could not cohere. After the
coup swept away the Brezhnevite opposition, Yeltsin's
prestige and options for political maneuvering were
greatly enhanced. He seized the opporunity to enact
sweeping economic changes, even though it would
mean rifts in the hiberal-populist consensus.

Conscious of how unpopular the governments of
Eastern Europe became after the imposition of shock
therapies, the Congress of People’s Deputies granted
Yeltsin “special powers” in November 1991 to enact
economic legislation. When the Russian people began
to choke on the bitter pill of reform, they would, so
the parliament reasoned, blame Yeltsin. The first round
of rapid marketization began with the lifting of price
controls at the beginning of 1992,

Measured by the responses of several key Yelwsin
allies, the Congress's tactic of saddling the Russian
president with the responsibility for economic reform
appeared to be a success. Several advisors, including
former State Secretary Gennadi Burbulis, urged the
president to simply dissolve the parliament. Another
ally, Mikhail Poltoranin, even made the fantastic asser-
tion, in an interview with an Italian newspaper that
parliamentary leader Khasbulatov was prepared to
launch a coup with the help of an armed group of his
ethnic brethren, the Chechens. Preliminary justifica-
tions were thus being offered in case Yeltsin decided
to pull a Fujimori.

The conflict was being brought to a rapid boil. Yelt-
sin's special powers were only valid for a year. The
Congress of People’s Deputies, responding in part to
constituent pressures, was becoming less tolerant of
shock therapy. At the end of 1992, after a pood deal of
actimonious debate and the intercession of the Consti-
tutional Court, Yeltsin managed to persuade the Con-
gress to grant an extension of this authority.
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This cease-fire lasted less than
three months. In the middle of
March, the pact fell apart when
the Congress hnally decided to
deprive Yeltsin of his right to is-
sue decrees. In retaliation, on
March 20, Yeltsin announced
“special rule,” an ambiguous dec-
laration since the government of-
fered no accompanying docu-
ments. The Congress threatened
impeachment, The Constitutional
Court accused Yeltsin of a coup.
Several key government figures—
Vice President Rutskoi, national
security advisor Yurii Skokov—
failed to back the president on the
measures. A majority of Russia’s federal republics de-
clared the decree unconstitutional, Faced with such
sizable opposition, Yeltsin retreated.

The April 25 referendum is thus the latest in a se-
ries of fragile compromises. Russians went to the polls
to vote up or down on: Yeltsin, his economic program,
and early presidential and parliamentary elections.
Winning just under 60 percent on the question of his
own popularity and just over 50 percent on the popu-
larity of his economic program, the Russian leader has
claimed a clear mandate from the people.

It should be remembered, however, that the referen-
dum was not an election: Yeltsin did not, after all, run
against anyone, Nor are the resulis likely to remain
valid for very long. Voter preferences in the former
Soviet bloc are notoriously volatile. Governments that
were wildly popular when they ook office in Poland,
Lithuania, Slovakia, and elsewhere in the region found
themselves ousted at the polls at the very next oppor-
tunity, a reversal of public opinion connected in most
cases to the costs of rapid economic change.

Finally, the results do not carry Russia any further
forward. Yeltsin still faces the same choice he had be-
fore. He can rule by decree as a liberal authortanan or
compromise with his opponents like a true democrat,

Compromise

eltsin’s solution to Russian gridlock was
“more democracy,” Bill Bradley asserted
fatuously in a New York Times Op-Ed
shortly after the March imbroglio. Sovie-
tologist Martin Malia praised the Russian president in
the same pages for being a “constitutional revolution-
ary.” On the other hand, in those same pages, Abraham
Brumberg and Melor Sturva offered the comparatively
sensible suggestion that Yeltsin should compromise
with the opposition and form a coalition govemment.
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A coalition government? What an odd proposal.
The vulgar pundits all insist that compromise is Impos-
sible because democrats cannot be reconciled with
Communists. Yeltsin himself has maintained that apres
il, le deluge Communiste, for they are “the strongest,
most unrestrained, and best organized™ of political fac-
tions (The Econonust depicted this specter-of-Commu-
nism scenario in graphic shorthand on a recent cover
as a calm, forceful Yeltsin postured in front of an in-
distinct portrait in relief of Lenin). But as the above
descriptions indicate, the Yeltsin crowd’s commitment
to democracy is instrumental at best. Equally impor-
tant to understand is that the opposition o Yeltsin is
by no means exclusively “nationalist-Bolshevik,” as
the neo-communist hard-liners are called.

In June 1992, the Civic Union (CU) was formed as
a coalition of disparate groups: former members of
Yeltsin’s Democratic Russia movement, activists in the
Social Democratic party, representatives of the mili-
tary-industrial complex, some reform Communists. It
does not advocate a retun to Communism. The CU
has merely suggested that the political style and the
economic content of Yeltsin’s program should be
modified—eminently reasonable suggestions. In the
Congress of People’s Deputies, it is a swing group be-
tween the hard-line liberals (curious that one never
sees this expression in the media) and the nationalist-
Bolsheviks. It is the movement closest to Vice Presi-
dent Rutskoi and Prime Minister Viktor Cher-

nomyrdin. If any consensus is 1o be forged in Russia,
this group will play the key role.

One of the CU’s chief accomplishments is its elabo-
ration of an economic alternative, dubbed the “anti-
crisis program.” Of the scores of economic altemnatives
floating around parliament these days, the CU plan is
best situated to replace shock therapy. It calls for,
among other things, the reestablishing of partial state
control over pricing and state orders, the extension of
social guarantees, a state campaign to build up com-
petitive industries, and greater worker participation in
the privatization process. The architects of the plan
correctly fear the deindustrialization of Russia, with ils
accompanying mass unemployment and social up-
heaval. When pressed, even some pro-shock therapy
economists have gone on the record saying that,
should the Russian citizenry reject the fast-track to the
market, the Civic Union’s alternative is credible.

The Civic Union has certainly not advanced the
ideal left program. It is top-heavy, doesn’t adequately
address the rampant corruption spreading through Rus-
sia, and has some potentially tricky notions of privati-
zation (that might, for instance, encourage insider
deals favoring the managerial elite). As a compromise,
however, it might just be the best alternative around.

There are further gaps between the Yeltsin and
Civic Union position. Strong in the CU is the “Eur-
asian lobby,” which regrets the loss of superpower
status, sees Russia’s future as a bridge between Europe
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and Asia, desires a stronger Commonwealth of Inde-
pendent States, doesn’t entirely trust the West's mo-
tives, and champions the rights of the Russian dias-
pora. These are moderate nationalists, to distinguish
them from the authentic xenophobes that lurk at the
margins of contemporary Russian politics. The West
would do well to reach out to the Eorasian lobby and
demonstrate a real commitment to Russia that tran-
scends economic greed and mistaken notions of stabil-
ity.
The stakes are high should compromise on political,
economic, and foreign policy issues fail in Russia
Elsewhere in the former Soviet Union the inability of
adversaries to confine their disagreements to the politi-
cal realm has cost innumerable lives. In Tajikistan,
50,000 have been killed in a pitched battle between
government loyalisis and opposition forces. Armenia
has seized one-tenth of Azerbaijan, and 2,500 people
have been killed in five years of fighting over
Nagoro-Karabakh. A tense cease-fire holds in the vir-
tually partitioned Moldava, Russia and Ukraine still
trade accusations over Crimea and the Black Sea fleet,
and several civil wars have nearly gutted Georgia.

This culture of conflict is working its way in from
the margins to the heart of Russia itself. The Don Cos-
saks recently proclaimed self-rule. The republic of
Chechnya has already announced its independence.
Since claiming that its own rules supersede the Rus-
sian constitution, Tatarstan has achieved de facto
autonomy. Other regions, particularly the Tuva and
Sakha parts of Siberia, have shown increasing inde-
pendence and will certainly take advantage of any ma-
jor political instability to separate themselves from
Moscow. Russia’s Federal Treaty, signed by all the re-
publics minus Chechnya and Tatarstan a year ago, may
have only a slightly longer life than Gorbachev’s 1991
Union Treaty.

It might seem, from the Kremlocentric point of
view, that the only way for Yeltsin to handle these
manifold problems is to seize the bear by its ears and
rule from above. But that strategy would generate fur-
ther centrifugal forces, causing the Russian house of
cards to collapse, taking its first liberal authoritarian
with it. The proof lies in Russia’s neighboring states.

Prospects

t the beginning of 1992, Estonian prime
minister Edgar Savisaar asked the country’s
Supreme Soviet to declare an economic
state of emergency and grant him special
powers. After the defection of his political allies, Sav-
isaar was forced to resign. In Georgia, Zviad Gamsak-
hurdia tried naked repression before being ousted by
anti-government rebels. In Belarus, Vyacheslau Kebich
is warring with parliament over executive powers, pri-
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marily to deal with the economy. In Uzbekistan, presi-
dent Islam Karimov has cracked down on intemal dis-
sent, claiming that liberalization provides an opening
for religious fundamentalism.

Many post-Soviet leaders have flirted with liberal
authoritarianism and have paid (or will pay) a heavy
political price. Even movements that once commanded
virtually unanimous public support, such as Sajudis in
Lithuania, have seen that support deteriorate because
of perceived authoritarian measures. Sajudis was re-
cently voted out of both the parliament and the presi-
dency as the economic misery caused by rapid market
reform led Lithuanians to embrace the former Commu-
nist moderates.

Liberal authoritarianism has not been terribly suc-
cessful in any of these countries. Rapid economic re-
form has proven too socially disruptive. Russia would
be lucky if popular resentment led to the Lithuanian
scenario: a return of the former reform Communists
and an economic plan that secks to prevent the com-
plete deindustrialization of the country. But the Geor-
gian or Tajik scenarios are perhaps more likely, given
Russia’s ethnic heterogeneity and geographic expanse.

The West continues to concentrate not on prevent-
ing the dissolution of Russian society but on encourag-
ing rapid privatization and the economic carving up of
the country. Buried in the agreements at the Vancouver
summit that provided $1.6 billion in aid, most of it in
agricultural credits, were two key elements reflecting
U.S. policy: 382 million in export-import credits for
Caterpillar tractors and $150 million for Conoco to ex-
plore Siberia for raw materials. Is the West really help-
ing Russia, or preparing to buy it wholesale?

Simply at the level of realpolitik, the United States
should change its policy from unequivocal suppon of
an increasingly autocratic Yeltsin to pushing for a po-
litical compromise with the Civic Union forces. The
West worries about neo-Stalinists and resurgent Lenin-
ists. By encouraging Yelisin to move simultaneously
toward greater economic liberalism and political illib-
eralism, the West will more likely end up buoying the
popularity of a Vladimir Zhirinovsky, leader of the
Liberal Democratic Party. An unabashed fascist despite
the name of his party, Zhirinovsky received nearly 8
percent of the vote in the June 1991 presidential elec-
tions. He is now campaigning to be the next mayor of
Moscow. One of his opponents is the rock star “Spi-
der” who is canvassing support from angry vouth on
behalf of the right-wing Radical Party.

If the intemational community doesn’t want such il-
liberal authontanans to succeed Yeltsin, then it should
push the Russian president to compromise with his ri-
vals. At this critical stage of reform, when democratic
culture is so fragile, Russia needs rather humdrum po-
litical consensus, not another strong-arm leader with
flashy public relations campaigns and a cult of person-
ality in tow. Z
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