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GOVERNMENT AND POLITICS IN RUSSIA

AUTHORITARIAN OLIGARCHY, ILLIBERAL DEMOCRACY, OR

BUDDING LIBERAL DEMOCRACY?

Between 1945 and 1991 global politics was defined by intense competition between two superpowers: the

Soviet Union and the United States. The competition encompassed almost all areas of the world and affected
abroad range of economic, political, social, and cultural patterns. As a result, when the Soviet Union surpris-
ingly and suddenly collapsed in 1991, the reverberations were heard everywhere. In the wake of its demise,

its component republics broke apart, leaving the Russian Federation as the largest piece, with a population
cut in half, but with a land space that allowed it to remain geographically the largest country in the world.

The first president of the Russian Federation was Boris Yeltsin, a former member of the Soviet Politburo
who declared the end of the old Soviet-style regime. The “shock therapy” reforms that he advocated point-
ed the country in the direction of democracy and a free-market economy. Yet Yeltsin was an uneven leader,

often ill or under the influence of alcohol, who reverted to authoritarian rule whenever he was lucid. A small

group of family members and advisers took control from the weakened president, and they ran the country as
an oligarchy, granting themselves favors and inviting economic and political corruption. However, despite

this development, a new constitution was put in place in 1993, and regular, competitive elections have taken

place since then.

Anew president, Vladimir Putin, was elected in 2000 and 2004 without serious conflict, but many observ-
ers are still wary of the continuing influence of the oligarchy. Putin often acted aggressively in containing

the oligarchs’ political and economic powers, and followed a clear path toward increasing centralization of

power. As the election of 2008 approached, Putin followed the Constitution of 1993 by stepping down after
two terms, but he announced his intention to stay on as prime minister under the new president, Dmitri Med-

| vedev. Is Putin’s continuing influence in policymaking a signal that Russia is again becoming an authoritar-

ian state and that its fling with democracy is now over?

Modern Russia, then, is a very unpredictable country. Its historic roots deeply influence every area of life,

and Russia has almost no experience with democracy and a free market. Is liberal democracy finally taking

hold in Russia, or is the new regime just a smoke-and-mirrors imitation of the old historic authoritarianism
that has characterized Russia for centuries? Or perhaps it is possible that Russia is settling in as an illiberal

| democracy, with direct elections and other democratic structures in place, but with little hope of strengthen-

ing the democratic principles of civil liberties and rights, rule of law, and an independent judiciary. No one

| knows at this point, but Russian history and political culture leave room for all three paths. Slavic roots

provide a strong tendency toward autocratic rule, but the desire to modernize and compete for world power

has been apparent since the late 17" century, and Russia is certainly influenced by the recent democratization

of so many other countries of the world.

SOVEREIGNTY, AUTHORITY, AND POWER

For most of the 20" century, public authority and political power emanated from one place: the Politburo of
the Communist Party. The Politburo was a small group of men who climbed the ranks of the party through
nomenklatura, an ordered path from local party soviets to the commanding heights of leadership. When the
Soviet Union dissolved, its authority and power vanished with it, leaving in place a new government struc-






