BELIEFS AND ATTITUDES

In the old days of the Soviet Union, citizens’ beliefs and attitudes toward their government were molded by
Communist Party doctrines. At the heart of this doctrine was Marxism, which predicted the demise of the
capitalist West. This belief fed into Russian nationalism and supported the notion that the Russian govern-
ment and way of life would eventually prevail. The ideals of the revolutionary era of the early 20" century
envisioned a world transformed by egalitarianism and the elimination of poverty and oppression. As Stalin-
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ism set in, the ideals shifted to pragmatic internal development, and many of the old tendencies toward
absolutism and repression returned. The collapse of the Soviet Union brought out much hostility toward the
government that is reflected in the attitudes of Russian citizens today.

e Mistrust of the government — Political opinion polls are very recent innovations in Russian politics,
so information about citizens’ attitudes and beliefs toward their government is scarce. However, the
limited evidence does reflect a great deal of alienation toward the political system. Most polls show
that people support democratic ideals, including free elections and widespread individual civil liber-
ties and rights. However, most do not trust government officials or institutions to convert these ideals
to reality. Alienation is also indicated by a low level of participation in interest groups, including
trade unions and other groups that people belonged to in the days of the Soviet Union. An interest-
ing bit of contradictory evidence, though, is the high level of approval that President Vladimir Putin
enjoyed. Other Russian public officials have not shared his popularity.

o Statism — Despite high levels of mistrust in government, Russian citizens still expect the state to take
an active role in their lives. For most of Russian history, citizens have functioned more as subjects
than as participants, and the central government of the Soviet Union was strong enough to touch and
control many aspects of citizens’ lives. Today Russians expect a great deal from their government,
even if they have been disappointed in the progress of reform in recent years.

e FEconomic beliefs — Boris Yeltsin’s market reforms created divisions in public opinion regarding
market reform. Nearly all parties and electoral groups support the market transition, but those with
more favorable opinions of the old Soviet regime are less enthusiastic. At the other end of the spec-
trum are those that support rapid market reform, including privatization and limited government
regulation. The latter approach was favored by Yeltsin, and his “shock therapy” marketization was
blamed by his critics for the steep economic decline that characterized the 1990s.

o Westernization — Political opinion follows the old divide of Slavophile vs. Westernizer. Some po-
litical parties emphasize nationalism and the defense of Russian interests and Slavic culture. These
parties also tend to favor a strong military and protection from foreign economic influence. On the
other hand, reform parties strongly support the integration of Russia into the world economy and
global trade.

Economic beliefs and attitudes toward the West also shape attitudes about whether or not the modern regime
should integrate elements of the old Soviet government into its policymaking. Some citizens are nostalgic
about the “good old days” when everyone had a guaranteed income, and they are most likely to support the
Communist Party that still exists within the party system. Some observers are seeing a generational split
between those that remember better times under Soviet power, and those that have come of age during the
early days of the Russian Federation.

POLITICAL PARTICIPATION

Russian citizens did actually vote during Soviet rule in the 20™ century. In fact, their voting rate was close
to 100% because they faced serious consequences if they stayed home. However, until Gorbachev brought
about reforms in the late 1980s, the elections were not competitive, and citizens voted for candidates that
were hand picked by the Communist leadership. Gorbachev created competitive elections in the Soviet
Union, but because no alternate political parties existed yet, voter choice was limited to the designated party
candidate vs. anyone from within party ranks who wanted to challenge the official candidate. In some cases,
this choice made a real difference, because Boris Yeltsin himself was elected as an “alternate candidate™ to
be president of the then Russian Republic.






