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Chronology

11 March 1985 – Mikhail Gorbachev becomes the general secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union.

January 1987 – Gorbachev presents proposals to the Central Committee of the Communist Party for competitive elections to party posts.

October 1987 – Boris Yeltsin attacks Mikhail Gorbachev’s leadership style at a Central Committee meeting. He is later stripped of his Politburo position and his post as Moscow party leader.

February 1988 – Gorbachev and his advisers begin drawing up plans for competitive elections to a Soviet Congress of People’s Deputies.

May 1988 – The Central Committee publishes Ten Theses calling for greater democracy and competitive parliamentary elections.

July 1988 – The Nineteenth Conference of the Communist Party adopts a plan to create a Soviet Congress of People’s Deputies and to hold elections in the spring of 1989.

March 1989 – Competitive elections take place to elect members of the Soviet Congress of People’s Deputies. Only individuals, not parties, may compete. The Communist Party remains the only legal political party in the Soviet Union. Boris Yeltsin, Andrei Sakharov, and approximately four hundred so-called radical democrats win seats in the 2,250 seat Congress.

May 1989 – The first Soviet Congress of People’s Deputies meets. Mikhail Gorbachev is elected chairman of the Congress and effective head of state. The Congress elects from its ranks 542 deputies to become members of the Supreme Soviet, the permanent parliament which will sit eight to ten months a year.

June 1989 – The Supreme Soviet holds its first session.

July 1989 – The Interregional Group, bringing together radical democrat deputies in the Congress, holds its founding convention. It elects five co-chairmen, including Boris Yeltsin and Andrei Sakharov.

December 1989 – The Second Soviet Congress of People’s Deputies narrowly rejects a proposal by Andrei Sakharov to debate Article 6 of the Soviet Constitution which guarantees the leading role of the Communist Party. Mikhail Gorbachev opposes any constitutional change. Andrei Sakharov dies on 14 December.

February 1990 – The Central Committee of the Communist Party endorses a plan put forward by Mikhail Gorbachev to create an executive presidency for the Soviet Union and to amend the constitution to drop Article 6.

March 1990 – Competitive elections are held to elect deputies to legislatures in the fifteen republics of the Soviet Union. In elections in the Russian Federation Boris Yeltsin is elected a deputy of the Russian Congress of People’s Deputies.

The Third Soviet Congress of People’s Deputies amends the Soviet constitution to eliminate Article 6, which guarantees the leading role of the Communist Party, and to create the post of executive president. The Congress then elects Mikhail Gorbachev to the post.

May 1990 – Boris Yeltsin is elected chairman of the Russian Congress of People’s Deputies, thus becoming the leader of the Soviet Union’s largest republic. The Congress chooses from its ranks deputies to sit in the Russian Supreme Soviet, the republic’s working parliament.

June 1990 – The Russian Congress of People’s Deputies adopts a resolution on Russian sovereignty.

July 1990 – Mikhail Gorbachev and Boris Yeltsin agree to draw up a joint 500-day plan to lead the Soviet Union to a market economy.

October 1990 – In the face of strong opposition from his prime minister and the Communist Party leadership, Gorbachev abandons the 500-day plan.

December 1990 – Soviet Foreign Minister Edouard Shevardnadze resigns, warning of an approaching right-wing coup. The Soviet Congress of People’s Deputies elects Gennadi Yanayev, a Communist Party Politburo member, to the newly-created post of Soviet vice-president.

January 1991 – Soviet troops attack and seize key buildings in the capitals of Lithuania and Latvia, killing more than twenty people. Mikhail Gorbachev disclaims all responsibility for the attacks.

March 1991 – In a referendum organized by Mikhail Gorbachev, voters in nine republics, including Russia and Ukraine, vote to remain part of the Soviet Union. On the same ballot, voters in Russia endorse the idea of an executive president of Russia elected directly by the people.

April 1991 – Boris Yeltsin defeats an attempt by Communist deputies in the Russian Congress of People’s Deputies to strip him of his post of chairman.

May 1991 – Mikhail Gorbachev launches negotiations with leaders of nine Soviet republics on a new Union treaty to create a far more decentralized Soviet Union.

June 1991 – Boris Yeltsin is elected as the first president of the Russian Federation.

August 1991 – A putsch organized by his vice-president and other Soviet leaders to topple Mikhail Gorbachev fails. Boris Yeltsin and the Russian parliament lead the successful opposition to the putsch. In its wake the parliaments of Ukraine and other Soviet republics vote declarations of independence.

September 1991 – The Soviet Congress of People’s Deputies agrees to disband itself in favour of a new confederal parliament whose

November 1991 – The Russian Congress of People’s Deputies votes to allow Boris Yeltsin to rule by decree for a year.

December 1991 – The leaders of Russia, Ukraine, and Belarus sign a document creating a Commonwealth of Independent States to replace the Soviet Union. On 25 December Mikhail Gorbachev resigns as Soviet president. The Soviet Union ceases to exist.

January 1992 – The Big Bang of price liberalization ends the system of Soviet centralized planning and price controls. Inflation rages but goods are once again seen in stores.

December 1992 – The Russian Congress of People’s Deputies renews Yeltsin’s power to rule by decree only until the spring of 1993. Yeltsin demands a referendum to ask voters who should rule Russia, the president or the Congress.

March 1993 – Boris Yeltsin announces he is imposing special rule, bypassing the Russian Congress until a referendum can be held.

April 1993 – In a referendum Russian voters endorse Yeltsin’s presidency and his economic reform program and vote in favour of early legislative elections. The leadership of the Russian Congress says the result is not binding.

June 1993 – Yeltsin organizes a constitutional conference to draw up a new constitution instituting a presidential republic. The Congress leadership boycotts the conference.

September 1993 – Yeltsin announces he is dissolving the Russian Congress. The Congress leadership barricades itself inside the parliament building, the Russian White House.

October 1993 – After riots and an attack by parliamentary supporters on the Russian television centre, Yeltsin orders the army to attack the White House. After an all-day battle on 4 October, the Congress leaders surrender and are taken to prison.

December 1993 – In a referendum Russians vote by a small majority in favour of the new constitution proposed by Boris Yeltsin. In simultaneous elections for the new Federal Assembly, the party led by ultra-nationalist Vladimir Zhirinovsky wins 23 per cent of the vote for the lower house, the Duma.

January 1994 – The new Federal Assembly meets for the first time. The Duma elects Ivan Rybkin, a Communist leader of the Russian Congress, as speaker.

February 1994 – The Duma votes to grant amnesty to the leaders of the Russian Congress still in prison.

April 1994 – Boris Yeltsin and the leaders of two hundred political parties and social organizations sign a Pact on Civil Accord in the Kremlin. The Communists and their allies in the Duma refuse to sign.

June 1994 – Yeltsin signs an anti-crime decree which abrogates several clauses protecting civil rights in the constitution.

December 1994 – Yeltsin orders the army to enter the breakaway republic of Chechnya to keep it from leaving the Russian Federation. A bitter war begins. Radical democrats in the Duma denounce the offensive and Yeltsin but the majority of deputies refuse to consider measures to end the fighting or to limit the president’s power.

February 1995 – Russian troops capture the presidential palace in Grozny after weeks of bitter fighting but Chechen fighters say they will continue to fight the Russian army from their base in the mountains.

June 1995 – Chechen fighters take 1,000 hostages in the Southern Russian town of Budyonnovsk. Russian troops storm the town; 140 people die but the attempt to end the crisis by force is botched. The Duma votes no-confidence in the government of Boris Yeltsin. In response, he dismisses the ministers of the interior, of security, and of nationalities.

July 1995 – Boris Yeltsin suffers a heart attack.

October 1995 – On the eve of the campaign to elect deputies to the new Duma Boris Yeltsin suffers a second heart attack.

December 1995 – The Communist Party of Russia tops the polls on 17 December with 22 per cent of the votes, and the party of Yeltsin’s prime minister, Viktor Chernomyrdin, takes just under 10 per cent. At the end of December Yeltsin emerges from the hospital and announces he will stand as a rampart against the Communists and against any return to the past.


 

 

 

A Democracy
of Despots





 

Introduction

Soon after reaching the pinnacle of the Soviet political system, Mikhail Gorbachev made a discovery: absolute power applied over decades breeds a state approaching absolute inertia.

On 11 March 1985 Gorbachev had become the general secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and chairman of its Politburo. This was a small committee of aging men (at fifty-four Gorbachev was by several years the youngest among them) with vast power – ten full members with the right to vote and four alternate, non-voting members who participated in the committee’s discussions. The Politburo had the authority to do everything from declaring war to raising the price of milk, or vodka, for 285 million people.

Its members were not elected. They were selected by the general secretary from the ranks of the Communist Party Central Committee, three hundred men (and a handful of women) who met twice a year to debate and approve major policy decisions proposed by the Politburo. Central Committee members were, in practice, Communist Party leaders of Soviet republics and Communist Party bosses of major provinces and regions in Russia. Their careers and advancement depended on the favour of the Politburo and, above all, on the general secretary, who proposed their membership to the Central Committee himself. If the Politburo was composed of the aging princes of the regime, Central Committee members were its barons. This mechanism of power had been conceived by Lenin. It had been the centrepiece of seven decades of one-party rule. In theory the Politburo stood behind the prime minister, his cabinet, and his government and advised them. In practice it was the highest echelon of government, dictating all key policy and personnel decisions. In 1985 this committee included the prime minister, the defence minister, the head of the KGB, and the party leaders of key cities and regions such as Moscow, Leningrad, and Ukraine.

When Gorbachev took power the system was virtually unchallenged. Organized opposition was unthinkable; individual dissenters had been forced into prison, into exile, or into silence. Yet the system’s very power to suppress debate and dissent had frozen it into immobility. The energetic new general secretary set himself a task: to modernize the political system which he had inherited and to restore its vigour. It was a brave quest but a doomed one. This was due, in large measure, to the senescent rigidity of the one-party system itself. It was also due, in part, to Gorbachev. He was a man of Soviet power who understand well its flaws but still believed in the virtues of socialism with a Soviet face. Ten years after becoming Soviet leader he said: “By 1988 I understand we would have to make changes outside the traditional confines of the system, but not outside the confines of socialism.”1

So Gorbachev tried to change the political structure of his state without fundamentally altering its economic foundations. His reform involved the creation of a new legislature, the Soviet Congress of People’s Deputies, which Gorbachev saw as a new locus of power and an arena for debate and decisions to stimulate the evolution of Soviet socialism. This book will describe the creation of that legislature and its role in the momentous upheaval which brought about the collapse of the Soviet Union. It will also examine the role of parliamentary institutions in the bitter struggles which have marked the first years of the independent Russian Federation, the largest state to emerge from the rubble of that collapse. The tragic paradox of Russia’s uncertain march to democracy has been that the men who championed those institutions, first Mikhail Gorbachev and then Boris Yeltsin, did so for motives only distantly related to their belief in the need for a democratic parliament in their country. Rather, each saw the legislature he first dominated and then struggled against as a weapon to reinforce his power and to remould the country according to his vision.

The book makes no attempt to paint a broad picture of Soviet and Russian society in this eventful period. Rather, it concentrates on a group of men and women – they numbered no more than one thousand in all – whose ideas, arguments, and decisions drastically altered the face of their country. The Leninist political structure had succeeded, after seven decades, in severing the organic link between the political elite in Moscow and the people on behalf of whom the elite claimed to be working. The leadership of the country operated in a self-imposed political vacuum. The introduction of competitive elections under Gorbachev only partially modified that. Having elected their representatives, the voters then watched, largely unconsulted, as the political struggles unfolded around the Kremlin. And so, at this time of profound political transformation, individuals and personality played an outsize role.

The period was dominated by two men, Mikhail Gorbachev and Boris Yeltsin, whose backgrounds and careers were strikingly similar; their personalities were not. Gorbachev was thoroughly at ease in the established structures of power. He wanted change and talked of change, indeed of revolutionary change, but his instinct was always to compromise, to stop short of drastic innovation. He was, as one colleague put it, a parliamentary politician. This helps explain the enormous amount of time and energy he devoted to the parliamentary institution he created, the Soviet Congress of People’s Deputies. It also helps explain the extraordinarily positive response he evoked in the West. He was the first Soviet leader whose pyschology seemed understandable to westerners. They felt at ease with him. But in reality, his vision of parliamentary politics was rooted in Russian tradition, or more properly in Leninist tradition. Gorbachev believed in Lenin and sought, as the book will show, to imitate his creation and his achievement.

Boris Yeltsin was a personality of another order. He proclaimed himself a man set apart by fate, a rebel, but at the same time a man destined to rule. If compromise was at the heart of Gorbachev’s approach to power, it was anathema to Yeltsin. Crisis and confrontation was the crucible which forged his talents and demonstrated his leadership. He would seek new conflicts even after he had bested his political enemies in Moscow and created a constitution and a structure of power to fit him personally. With the collapse of the Communist Party in 1991 it was this confrontational style which became the model for political leadership in the institutional vacuum of the Russian Federation.

In the past ten years the political road travelled by Russians has been long and often dangerous. The country has been freed from the stagnation imposed by one-party rule. But in the uncertainty and anarchy of post-Soviet Russia, inertia and one-party rule are now remembered nostalgically by many older people. Russians have created the forms of parliamentary democracy but few are yet persuaded their country has embraced its content.




 

CHAPTER ONE
 
 

An Oasis of Liberty

It was 25 December 1991. It was cold; a state had just died. At 7:32 p.m., almost surreptitiously, two men took down the Soviet flag, the flag of the October revolution which had flown over the Kremlin for seventy-four years. They hoisted in its place the flag of the February revolution, the tricolor which had once symbolized the overthrow of the czar and now proclaimed the new state of Russia.

On Red Square almost no one noticed. A few people trudged home through the wind and snow. A handful of communists waved red flags in front of Lenin’s tomb. A couple, out for an evening stroll, tried to grasp the idea that they had been born in the Soviet Union but would die in another country. I’m sorry, a woman said, that a great country is falling apart before our eyes. I don’t give a damn, said one man with protective Soviet cynicism, nothing will change anyway.

On the day after the death of the Soviet Union the lineup was long on Red Square to see the corpse of the founder. “We were taught he was a great leader,” they said of Lenin. “He was a saint. Don’t move him.”

A kilometre away, the last perquisites of power granted to the last leader of the dead state were barely visible. Two enormous black Zil limousines crouched before the President Hotel, chauffeurs in place, motors perpetually running. Inside, a scene of consummate political surrealism. Mikhail Gorbachev was holding a cocktail party.

The night before, as he said farewell on national television to his country and his power, he had looked small and forlorn. In a twelve-minute speech he had warned of coming conflicts and said, in effect, it’s not my fault. He had done everything in his power to prevent the end of the Soviet Union.

This evening, in the hotel built by the Communist Party for its leaders, he seemed another man. Trailed by his aides, he moved about the room, smiling, talking, and toasting his guests with lemon vodka. His guests, Soviet and foreign journalists, were puzzled. Gorbachev was behaving like a politician celebrating a triumph, not like a leader whose career had ended in the ashes of his own state.

“Mikhail Sergeyevich believes he’s left office victorious.” The explanation came from a small, wizened gnome of a man. This was Georgi Shaknazarov, Gorbachev’s chief constitutional adviser. “Even if the structure of the state collapsed,” Shaknazarov said, “Gorbachev has given liberty to his people.”1

4 October 1993. Just before 9 a.m., seven T-80 tanks rumbled down Kutuzovsky Prospekt, briefly drowning out the crackle of rifle fire in central Moscow. They trained their gun barrels on the White House, the home of the Russian Supreme Soviet. At that moment Russian television announced that Boris Yeltsin was about to address the nation.

“A handful of men who call themselves politicians made an attempt to impose their will on the entire country,” Yeltsin said. “Those who unleashed this bloody battle in the middle of a peaceful city are criminals. Everthing that we see happening in Moscow is a well-planned armed mutiny. It has been organized by communist revanchists, by fascist leaders, by some of the former deputies, representatives of the Soviets. Now the whole world can see the means with which they wanted to rule Russia: cynical lies, bribes, stones, sticks, rifles and machine guns.

“The armed mutiny is doomed.”2

His tone was as savage as his words. Yet he was talking of Alexander Rutskoi, his elected vice-president in 1991, and Ruslan Khasbulatov, his choice to succeed him as Russian parliamentary chairman. These men had stood by him when he had climbed onto a tank just two years earlier in front of the same building to proclaim the legitimacy of the Russian parliament against the illegitimacy of the putsch which sought to oust Mikhail Gorbachev from power. Then he had said: “We are faced with a reactionary and unconstitutional right-wing putsch. The use of force is unacceptable. We are obliged to declare illegal the so-called Committee which has taken power. A Congress of People’s Deputies must be convened immediately.”

Yeltsin had added a premonitory rhetorical flourish: “You can build a throne with bayonets, but it’s difficult to sit on it.”3

Two years later, the Russian army, at Yeltsin’s order, was pounding the White House into submission. Crack rifle regiments kept up a steady barrage of bullets into the offices of the building while crowds of Moscovites watched from the Novy Arbatsky bridge, almost in the line of fire, as if at a football game. Once an hour, a tank loosed off precisely two rounds into the White House tower, where the parliamentary leadership was thought to be holed up.

The leaders were, in fact, on the fifth floor. Khasbulatov, almost catatonic, sat numbly, dressed in a windbreaker, holding a pipe. “Yes, we will all die,” he said. “But in some other city, our comrades will gather a Congress.”

Alexander Rutskoi raged and pleaded. The man sworn in as president by the self-proclaimed 10th Congress of Russian People’s Deputies on September 21, the man who had vowed to die defending the White House, was now on the phone to Valery Zorkin, the chief judge of the Constitutional Court.

“Valera, they will kill us all! Call the foreign embassies … Do something! They are murderers; do you understand that or don’t you?”4

The first clumps of parliamentary loyalists emerged from the White House, waving white flags above their heads, just before 2 p.m. Four hours later, Khasbulatov and Rutskoi were taken in a bus, through jeering crowds, to Lefortovo Prison. Officially, forty-six people had died in the assault on the White House, but almost no one believed the death toll was that low. Nevertheless, it seemed that Boris Yeltsin had won a complete victory.

But within days doubts were being voiced within the Kremlin itself. Echoing the warning about thrones built on bayonets, one of Yeltsin’s own advisers, Sergei Stankevich, asked aloud if the bloody confrontation hadn’t also fatally diminished the moral authority of Russia’s president. “It’s necessary to find the basis for civil compromise. Russia cannot be reformed by a man standing on top of a tank.”5

11 January 1994. In the living room of his shabby apartment in Moscow’s Sokolniki district, Vladimir Zhirinovsky looked at the unmade fold-out bed and barked at an aide to deal with it. He shouted at a bodyguard to bring his coat and hat.

He was living the role he had slowly perfected over the past three years, that of the decisive, authoritarian leader who would raise Russians from the trough of humiliation, cleanse them of impurity, and strike fear into the hearts of their enemies (“the world won’t follow America’s orders. If necessary, we’ll fight a nuclear war!”)

Now he was exultant. “This,” he said, “is the day I’ve been waiting for all my life.”

It was 9 a.m. on the morning of the opening of the Russian Duma, the newly elected lower house of the new parliament. One hour later the man whose party had taken 23 per cent of the vote, the largest share in Russia’s first post-Soviet elections, entered the building temporarily housing the Duma. In the Duma his party had sixty-four of the 444 seats.6

The world media paid him chaotic homage. A crowd of two hundred reporters and cameramen surged around him, pushing and yelling, as he marched to his seat. The score of the ultra-nationalist leader of the Liberal Democratic Party had stunned the world. It had particularly stunned forces loyal to Boris Yeltsin. So would his opening speech in parliament.

“You are waging war on Russia,” he shouted, pointing at the deputies of Russia’s Choice, who had championed radical economic reform and the destruction of the Russian Supreme Soviet. “For you democracy is the annihilation of Russians. That’s your democracy! Don’t cut me off! SHUT UP! I’m the one talking now. Out of the hall! You’re all candidates for the psychiatric asylum!”

And when Anatoli Chubais, a deputy from Russia’s Choice and the minister of privatization, pointed at his watch to signify that Zhirinovsky had gone over time, Zhirinovsky shouted: “Mr. Chubais, you can show them your watch in Lefortovo [prison] when it’s time for your lunch there!”7

Russia’s experiment with representative institutions and parliamentary democracy began in the spring of 1989. By the spring of 1995 it had survived the collapse of an empire and two military confrontations in the heart of Moscow.

These snapshots of three critical moments in this six-year evolution would seem, at first glance, only to confirm the description of parliamentary government once offered by the nineteenth-century Russian thinker Alexander Herzen as “a trap called an oasis of liberty. It merely defends the right of property, exiles men in the name of public safety, and keeps men under arms who are ready, without asking why, to fire instantly as soon as ordered. Little do naïve democrats know what it is they believe in, and what the consequences will be.”8

But the snapshots show more.

For Mikhail Gorbachev, searching already for his niche in history, liberty was a gift he had bestowed on his people, even at the price of the death of the Soviet Union. This was, in December 1991, an idea both revealing and false. Gorbachev, on leaving power, was casting himself in the historical mould of the good czar, in the tradition of Peter the Great and Alexander 11, who, seeing the need, launched revolutions from above.

Yet the testimony of Gorbachev’s own advisers indicates that his goal, in decreeing competitive elections and establishing a quasi-parliament, was not so much to give liberty to his people as to give himself more power in his battle with the recalcitrant establishment of the Soviet Communist Party. To that end he set out to create a separate power centre, one with the legitimacy conferred by electoral competition but one which he could still dominate. Both advisers and opponents agree that what he did not foresee was how quickly the new parliamentary body would assert its separate identity. In trying to tame one monster, as one of his advisers put it, he created another.9

And so Gorbachev resorted increasingly to the technique of parliamentary coups, bold manœuvres which ignored, short-circuited, or simply broke the existing rules and which depended on his ability to overpower political resistance by the force of his personality and position. It was a technique he used briefly with great success, until his opponents began to use the same methods against him. But unlike Gorbachev, his opponents and his successors were willing to move beyond the breaking of parliamentary rules to get their way. Tanks, troops, and blood would ultimately be the decisive factors as political battles were transformed into real battles in Russia’s capital.

The struggle for power in the dying days of the Soviet Union was complicated by institutional confusion, created largely by Gorbachev himself. It was he, inspired by a mythical golden age of Leninist political participation embodied in the slogan “All Power to the Soviets,” who chose to create the Soviet Congress of People’s Deputies which placed supreme legislative power, including the power to rewrite the constitution, and executive authority in one body. Its chairman, chosen by a vote of the deputies, became both the speaker and the executive head of state. Thus the distinction between executive and legislative power became blurred at a crucial time of crisis.

His rival and successor, Boris Yeltsin, also looked backward into Russian history, searching for a mythical age of limited Russian democracy, and chose to resurrect the Duma, first created under the last czar.

Yet the representative forces thus unleashed helped topple the first leader and will, in all likelihood, outlast the second. That is the theme of this book.

The period from 1989 to 1995 dramatically illustrates another, more disturbing theme. It is the theme of political extremism that lurks just below the surface of Russian political life, ready to explode in armed confrontation as in October 1993, or in the presence of Vladimir Zhirinovsky in the new Duma, with his taunts and threats and his vision of a new Russian empire to which leaders of republics of the former Soviet Union would come crawling on their knees, tears in their eyes, to beg for admittance.10 It is a theme which Russian leaders and thinkers have pondered for almost two hundred years, offering explanations reaching back across the centuries to find the roots in early communal society or alternatively in the Bolshevik tradition of political debate as war, to be won by any means.

Whatever the explanation, the following description of the Russian political class, written by Alexander Herzen in the middle of the nineteenth century, sounds eerily contemporary: “We are great doctrinaires and raisonneurs. To this German capacity we add our own national … element, ruthless, fanatically dry: we are only too willing to cut off heads … With fearless step we march to the very limit, and go beyond it; never out of step with the dialectic, only with the truth.”11




 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Searching for the New World

Later, after the Communist system and the Soviet empire had collapsed, Alexander Yakovlev, one of Mikhail Gorbachev’s closest lieutenants, would use a startling metaphor of faith and betrayal to describe what had happened: “We tried to destroy the Church in the name of religious truth and the truth of Jesus, only to discover that our religion was one of lies and our Jesus was counterfeit.”1

But in December 1985, just eight months after Mikhail Gorbachev became the general secretary of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, Yakovlev was still a believer in socialism. He was also a secretary of the Central Committee. That month he sat down and wrote Gorbachev a memo. In it he outlined a plan to begin what could only be termed a new political revolution in the country.

I tried to establish the imperative need to split the Communist Party of the Soviet Union into two parties and hold elections. This would create democratic competition and both parties would be rejuvenated. They would alternate in power. It was a necessary process of democracy; it was democracy itself. A monopoly of power denies democracy, a monopoly of property denies democracy, and a monopoly of ideology denies democracy. I believed in this because I thought it was the way to perfect socialism.2

Gorbachev showed the memorandum to no one. He was a successful politician, not a revolutionary. Wait, he told Yakovlev, it’s too early.

But Yakovlev was not alone. Among Gorbachev’s advisers, discussions about free elections and democratization had started almost from the moment he was chosen party leader in 1985. They took place at a string of government dachas, vast country houses just beyond Moscow’s ring road. Here, behind high green fences which resembled nothing so much as prison walls, the counsellors of the new prince ate and drank, while they argued and strolled the vast, unkempt grounds, their wants catered to by a small army of KGB servants. This was the ultimate privilege of Soviet power. Even the vodka came from a special production line of the giant Kristall distillery in Moscow reserved for the Central Committee.

In the first spring of perestroika, these retreats bore no resemblance to the drunken banqueting favoured by Stalin and his successors. They were, instead, rambling seminars on politics stretching for hours into the night. In April 1985 the Gorbachev team gathered at the Volinskoye dacha to prepare his first report as general secretary to the Central Committee. Here Gorbachev’s principal advisers, Yakovlev and Anatoli Lukyanov, then the head of the Central Committee Organization department, first argued over Yakovlev’s idea to split the party in two. “It seemed to me,” Lukyanov said later, “a little artificial to create two wings in one party which would be competing against each other.”3

In that first report to the Central Committee there was, in fact, no mention of political reform. Instead Gorbachev talked of the need for perestroika and “acceleration.” He still believed that, with more discipline and effort, the socialist system, under the guidance of the Communist Party, could be reformed.

But the discussions over political reform at the party dachas were important, and so were the men who participated in them. They would set in motion, through their ideas and initiatives, forces which would destroy a totalitarian state.

They were unlikely candidates to launch a political revolution: men in their fifties and early sixties, intellectuals who, like moles, had chosen to spend a lifetime tunnelling up the party hierarchy, carefully covering their doubts and dreams, while loyally serving the old regime. They were, with the exception of Lukyanov, political schizophrenics. What they dreamed of was democratization, not democracy. Almost all of them saw no contradiction in talking of competitive elections in a one-party state. Their allegiance was still to the Leninist ideal. And for the first among them, Leninism was more than an ideal; it was a passion. Mikhail Gorbachev was a true believer, an acolyte who loved the man as much as his system.

When Alexander Yakovlev reflected on those discussions in August 1993, he was still sitting in an office in the Staraya Ploschad complex next to the Kremlin. This had once been the nerve centre of the Central Committee. Now Yakovlev served another master, Boris Yeltsin, and the room was stripped of the traditional portrait of Lenin. In all other respects it remained the office of a high Soviet official. A long conference table dominated the monastic room. On a smaller table next to Yakovlev’s desk stood ten white phones. One, in the middle, still bore the hammer-and-sickle crest: this was the direct line to the president’s office.

Yakovlev was a Communist believer, and the son of a Communist believer. His father had fought for Lenin’s side in the Civil War and he would fight again, along with his son, in the Great Patriotic War. But he had also carefully kept the Bible presented to him on his graduation from grade four. It was from this Bible that Alexander Yakovlev first learned the letters of the Cyrillic alphabet, with the help of his grandfather. “When I was in the second grade, women in the village asked me to read to them from the Bible. What did I understand in it? To be frank, nothing. But I still read it.”4

Yakovlev had a heroic war. Grievously wounded at the front near Leningrad in 1942, he returned home to a village near Yaroslavl, an invalid on crutches. In 1944, at the age of twenty, he joined the Communist Party. Several years later he was sent to the Higher Party School in Moscow. In 1956, with other party workers from the Central Committee, he listened from the balcony as Nikita Khrushchev made his secret speech to the Twentieth Party Congress on Stalin’s crimes.

It was the first profound shock to the foundation of his Communist faith. “I remember how we came down afterwards from the balcony and none of us could look each other in the face. We were all stunned, and ashamed.”

A dozen years later, another shock. Yakovlev was sent to Prague in August 1968, the day after the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. As the deputy head of the propaganda department of the Communist Party Central Committee, he was to oversee Soviet journalists and help direct the Czech media. Instead he found himself a virtual prisoner in the Soviet embassy.

“In the streets I saw gallows with effigies of Soviet soldiers hanging there. People were shouting ‘fascists, fascists.’ I wondered why we had come.” He quickly applied, and was allowed, to go home.5

Five years later Yakovlev was sent into what he describes as political exile, as ambassador to Canada. The catalyst, ironically, was a paper he had written denouncing the glorification of Russian nationalism and the pre-revolutionary past among a new breed of conservative writers. It incurred the wrath of Politburo member and ideology chief, Mikhail Suslov.

Yakovlev spent ten years in Canada. In 1993 he still talked of farms in Saskatchewan where four people did the work that dozens would do in the Soviet Union. There were other memories that marked him, notably those of his many conversations with Prime Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau. “We sometimes had long private sessions without ever talking politics,” Yakovlev said. “We discussed philosophical issues, Dostoyevsky and Pushkin.”6

And for ten years, from his vantage point in Ottawa, he watched the workings of competitive party politics, both in Canada and the United States. Then, in 1983, Mikhail Gorbachev came on an official visit, as a Politburo member. The two men had met before but now they spent hours in private conversation and realized they shared many views. Within a month Gorbachev had arranged for Yakovlev to return to Moscow.

“Yakovlev came back from Canada with the idea of a two-party system,” Anatoli Lukyanov said. “It was all quite interesting, with its democratic side, and its difficulties. These ‘Westerners,’ as they’re called here, who see the advertisements and intellectual window displays of the West and then come back and recommend that we adopt such a system, I call that their attempt to create a New World.”7

Gorbachev chose other advisers from the party hierarchy, such as Georgi Shaknazarov, Anatoli Chernayev, and Ivan Frolov, men who saw themselves as intellectuals, as outsiders working inside the party, hiding their doubts. They had also spent time outside the Soviet Union, in this case Prague, working at the Communist periodical, Problems of Peace and Socialism.

Shaknazarov insisted his doubts had already crystallized by the end of the Second World War. Despite that, he joined the party. “My point of view was social-democratic even then. I would say that 10 to 15 per cent of the party shared my view. There was no freedom, personal freedom. I felt that the methods used, without democracy, were completely unacceptable. A dozen men decided everything for the country. Any intelligent person could see it didn’t work.”8

In fact, it took Gorbachev more than a year in office as general secretary to come to the same conclusion. It was forced on him when he realized that the party hierarchy was simply sabotaging his economic reforms contained in new laws on cooperative enterprise and factory self-financing. These laws were intended to free parts of the economy from the dead hand of central planning. Factories would be allowed to keep a much larger share of their profits and the new cooperatives would be small private enterprises in all but name. But in many parts of the country party bosses refused to implement these laws.

According to Chernayev, Gorbachev began to understand that his idea of turning the party into the leader of perestroika simply wasn’t working.9

The first battle was joined in the fall of 1986. Gorbachev was now searching for a weapon to bring the party hierarchy to heel. Democratization, his advisers suggested, could be the sword. The party leadership was preparing a full meeting or plenum of the Central Committee to deal with the question of party officials or “cadres.” “Every Soviet leader chose his own method to clean out the party,” historian Roy Medvedev said. “Gorbachev wanted to use the election system to get rid of the dead wood.”10

He proposed to the Politburo a modified system of workers’ self-management, where party managers in industry and agriculture would be elected by their workforces. This, so the thinking among the general secretary’s advisers went, would ensure that younger, more energetic managers would take over who would carry out economic reforms. The Politburo, made up largely of men appointed by Leonid Brezhnev, reluctantly agreed.

But Alexander Yakovlev urged Gorbachev to go further with reform, to push for political democratization with genuine competitive elections.

The final package accepted by the Politburo bore the scars of painful compromise. Rather than competitive elections, it sketched a plan to “perfect” the existing system of electing one carefully vetted candidate per riding to local soviets (councils). Instead, several candidates would be proposed at electors’ meetings and preelection conferences. Elections would be held in larger constituencies, with several deputies being elected from each. It also included a proposal to elect first secretaries of party committees, right up to republic level, by secret ballot from a choice of candidates. This was little more than reheated Leninism, according to Roy Medvedev. Gorbachev was merely proposing to restore the system in effect in the 1920s and abolished by Stalin.

But the barons of the Central Committee resisted even this. When a date to hold the plenum in January 1987 was finally agreed on, Gorbachev personally met with almost every one of the three hundred members of the committee, inviting them out to his dacha. He was a man supremely confident that his personal charm, his arguments, and his smile would persuade them, as it had so many others, to accept his view, and his reform.11

And then Gorbachev abruptly changed tactics.

His opening speech at the Central Committee meeting was a frontal attack against corruption by senior party officials “who abused their authority, suppressed criticism, sought [personal] gain, and some of whom became accomplices in, if not organizers of, criminal activities.” Political reforms, he said, were needed to carry out perestroika. The introduction of democracy would make the party more efficient, allowing the better-educated men and women of talent and ambition to replace those officials “who view initiative and activism of people as something little short of a natural calamity.”12

This was greeted with stony silence. No one spoke out directly against Gorbachev’s proposals. There was reluctant agreement to extend the principle of competitive elections to the soviets and to enterprises. But as for competition within the ranks, the final resolution of the plenum merely “noted the fact that the Politburo raised the question of the need to widen democracy within the Party.” As a consolation prize the Central Committee agreed to Gorbachev’s proposal to hold a special party conference the following year.

By the end of the two-day plenum Gorbachev’s irritation was evident. His closing speech was a warning and a call to arms; the war for control of the party had only begun. “We need democracy like air. If we fail to realize this, or if we realize this but take no really serious steps to broaden it, promote it, and draw the country’s working people extensively into the perestroika process, our policy will get choked, and perestroika will fail.”13

The frontal attack against the party barons had failed. So now Gorbachev chose the guerilla tactics of glasnost. He made speeches urging local organizations to implement his plans “experimentally.” Newspapers began printing letters from readers openly questioning the existing one-candidate electoral system. On a tour in Latvia, he suggested the Baltics would be a good place to start with competitive elections. “What do you think?” he asked the audience. There was loud applause. “Hold on,” Gorbachev laughed, “let’s not rush into things!”14

Public criticism had turned the existing simulacrum of a parliament, the Supreme Soviet, into a public joke. All members were pre-selected by the Communist Party, all elections had only one candidate. When it met, once or twice a year for a few days, the Brezhnev Supreme Soviet was an astonishing sight: serried ranks of old men endlessly applauding themselves, after the most decrepit among them had ploughed through a speech he barely understood. And to complete the tableau, a forest of arms rising, as one, to approve the bill at hand. Under this system the Supreme Soviet passed an average of one to two laws a year. The real legislature was the presidium, or executive committee of the Supreme Soviet, which adopted five to six hundred decrees a year. And all of these had previously been approved by the Communist Party Politburo.15

Georgi Shaknazarov was one of the last to be elected to it in 1987:

I had just become the first deputy head of a department of the Central Committee, and the party considered that I should be a member of the Supreme Soviet. And right away a seat was opened in Turkmenia. I was invited to go, I went, the signal had been given by Moscow, everybody was ready in the local party organization. I had never had anything to do with Turkmenia but everybody at the election meeting voted yes, and the same same day I became a deputy.

It should be said that local officials in the republics were interested in getting someone from the Centre. Because the Centre could help them. It was the Soviet variation of lobbying. And since I was a member of the party hierarchy, I could phone a minister to ask him to give help to the Turkmen district where I was elected; trucks from the Afghan war, for example, or building materials to complete the local school building plan.16

By June 1987 the guerilla campaign was showing modest results. In elections on June 21 for local soviets, the recommendation to start “experimenting” with competition led to races with more than one candidate in ninety-three ridings. Still, this number has to be set beside the total number of local deputies elected that day: 2,321,766.17

Guerilla tactics would soften up the enemy; they would not win the war. What changed the balance of power was a battle for possession of the past.

Once again the initiative was Gorbachev’s. He had decided to use the occasion of the seventieth anniversary of the Bolshevik revolution in November 1987 to deliver a landmark speech, nothing short of a fundamental official revision of Soviet history. Throughout the summer he worked on a draft of the speech. On 21 October he read it to the Central Committee. It was a powerful indictment, containing figures on the slaughter of the Communist Party and army leadership under Stalin. Even more heretical was Gorbachev’s conclusion that all the “triumphs” of Stalinism – in the building of socialism, in the Second World War, and in the postwar reconstruction – were achieved despite Stalin, not because of him.

When he rose to speak in the ornate Kremlin hall on 2 November 1987, rumour, speculation and word-of-mouth had raised expectations to feverish heights. Many in the hall hoped, and many more feared, that this was to be a dramatic divorce with the past. But his public speech was but a pale shadow of his private indictment. He did condemn Stalin’s crimes as “enormous and unforgivable,” but then said that Stalin’s terror had cost not millions but only “many thousands of lives.” As for the “triumphs” of Stalinism, publicly Gorbachev now said there had been no alternative to crash industrialization and collectivization of agriculture. It was in almost complete contradiction to his conclusion behind closed doors two weeks previously.

His plan had been derailed by the man who was to be his nemesis and, ultimately, his political executioner. But in October 1987 Boris Yeltsin seemed bent on political suicide, not execution. He was a alternate (non-voting) member of the Politburo and the man in charge of the Moscow party organization. He had been picked by Gorbachev for the job and had made a reputation as a reformer attacking corruption and privileges in the capital. But at the Central Committee meeting, just minutes after Gorbachev had read the incendiary draft of his anniversary speech, Yeltsin went to the podium to submit his resignation from the Politburo. It was unprecedented. Equally unprecedented was his speech, a confused but devastating attack on the party leadership. It even included a direct attack on Gorbachev for encouraging a “cult of personality” around him.

Yeltsin’s speech brought swift retribution. Twenty-five speakers took the floor in succession to denounce him in the bitterest terms for everything from excessive ambition to immaturity and vanity. Within weeks he was released from the Politburo and fired as Moscow party chief. But the unexpected attack left Gorbachev exposed. Those committed to reform in the Politburo were in the minority and now this minority was further weakened by Yeltsin’s suicidal initiative. Gorbachev’s plan officially to rewrite Soviet history in one dramatic speech was abandoned.

The battle for possession of the past was now engaged. The counter-attack came in the form of a letter from a Leningrad chemistry teacher, Nina Andreyeva. It was called “I cannot betray my principles” and was published on 13 March 1988 in the newspaper Sovietskaya Rossiya. It was a ringing defence of Stalin’s achievements and the leading role of the Communist Party, and a direct attack on perestroika, which was now in the hands of “left-wing liberal intellectuals.”

The next day Mikhail Gorbachev left on an official trip to Yugoslavia. It was then that Yegor Ligachev, the number two man in the Politburo, made his move.

Like Gorbachev, Ligachev was a provincial party secretary, brought to Moscow from Tomsk by former Soviet leader Yuri Andropov. He was a pure product of the party, a simple man who believed in the virtues of hard work, a teetotaller who decreed that party meetings in Tomsk take place on Saturdays. Unlike Gorbachev, he saw no need to reform the existing system. Six years later, reflecting on these events, he still spoke in communist clichés, and believed them:

Under the direction of our Party, our country became a superpower. The Communists took a backward country and made it a great power; they triumphed over fascism and saved humanity, they went into space, and created a planned economy.

In the first three years of perestroika, we achieved many successes: the volume of production and construction went up. But when Gorbachev and Yakovlev started down another path, not of reform but of the transformation of society … its destruction, then we’re talking about revolution, or rather counter-revolution.18

Ligachev called in the editors of Communist party newspapers and news agencies, praised the article by Andreyeva, and recommended they use it as a guide in carrying out their work. The message was clear. The director of TASS, the Soviet news agency, at once issued a recommendation to provincial papers to reprint the Andreyeva article. Glasnost was abruptly frozen.

It took time for Gorbachev to organize his troops. Finally, at a two-day meeting of the Politburo which began 24 March 1988, he insisted that every member take a stand for or against the Andreyeva article. Ligachev defended it as a natural reaction against attempts to blacken Soviet history. The majority lined up behind Alexander Yakovlev, who described it as anti-perestroika from beginning to end. “It’s filled with a desperate nostalgia for the strongman of the past, combined with an attempt to re-evaluate more recent developments. Perestroika doesn’t yet have strong roots, either in people’s thinking or in life. Such an attack can’t go unanswered.”19

Yakovlev was instructed to write an article to be published in Pravda repeating his criticisms of Ligachev and his denunciation of the Andreyeva article. Gorbachev was triumphant. Now, he told his colleagues, it was time to look to the future. And the future, for Gorbachev, was Leninist.

“We have to begin work on the Theses (proposals) for the party conference, comrades. On the strength of my position I’ve already devoted some thought to this. We must begin to clarify how to put forward once again the Leninist slogan about the Soviets in the context of perestroika. And what should the relationship be between the party and the Soviets?”20

In fact, he had already secretly started the work at the Novo Ogarevo dacha outside Moscow. Later this dacha would become synonymous with Gorbachev’s doomed effort to draw up a new constitution, a Union Treaty, for the Soviet Union. But in March 1988 a half-dozen aging apparatchiks were engaged in nothing less than a quest to invent democracy. Alexander Yakovlev, Georgi Shaknazarov, Anatoli Lukyanov, Vadim Medvedev, Ivan Frolov, Anatoli Chernayev – each came armed with his own vision: presidential government along the American model, a parliamentary system, two socialist-communist parties competing for power, a return to true Leninist competitive democracy.

According to Vadim Medvedev, at that point a Central Committee secretary and later a non-voting member of the Politburo, Gorbachev and his inner circle argued for days on end about these ideas. “Many times,” Medvedev said, “there were fierce disputes where the target was Gorbachev, despite his position.”21

For these political schizophrenics, having long served a state whose sclerotic structures they secretly wanted to change, this was the chance, very likely the unique chance, to see their beliefs translated into reality. Some among them, notably Yakovlev and Lukyanov, were trying for the second time. Twenty years earlier they had attempted to persuade the Brezhnev party leadership, then engaged in drafting a new constitution, to open the door to limited democracy.

“In 1969, we were preparing a draft for the Politburo,” Lukyanov said. Both he and Yakovlev worked in the Central Committee. “We attached a note, signed by Yakovlev, myself and three others, outlining various possibilities: alternative elections, the election of a Congress of People’s Deputies, and the election of the Supreme Soviet …”

Their suggestions were ignored. But now a new leader wanted their help to modernize the political structure.

“Medvedev and Shaknazarov wanted to create a presidency where the posts of general secretary (of the Communist Party) and president would be held by one man,” Lukyanov said. “Yakovlev felt it would still concentrate too much power in the hands of one man. Who was against it? I was, and in the end, so was Gorbachev.”

Medvedev remembered his position differently: “We should have opted for a classical system, either the English system, in which the leader of the party which wins the election forms the government and is responsible before parliament, or the American system or some mixture of presidential and parliamentary systems as in Europe. But there should have been a division between executive and legislative functions.”

The system adopted contained at its heart the Soviet Congress of People’s Deputies, a giant assembly of 2,250 members, which would meet once or twice a year. Its power would be based on two things: competitive elections conferring political legitimacy on the elected deputies, and a radical change of role for the Communist Party. Gorbachev and his advisers saw the party stepping back from its day-to-day control of all decisions and allowing the Congress a free hand to debate and pass laws and the government leeway to execute them. The party’s role would be to draw up the general orientations of policy and to play a watchdog role. Its authority would flow from the fact that the majority of deputies in the new Congress would be party members. The chairman of the Congress would be both Speaker and effective head of state. This, everyone agreed, would be Gorbachev’s job. There would be three groups of deputies: 750 would be elected in so-called national territorial districts, 750 in republican districts, and 750 from so-called social organizations. From the ranks of the Congress a full-time working parliament of 542 members, the Supreme Soviet, would be elected.

The creation of this monster was largely due to three men. Anatoli Lukyanov was the man who proposed the structure and defended it ardently. A stocky man, with the face and voice of a basset hound, he had toiled in the Kremlin for more than thirty years. He boasted of knowing Molotov. Anastas Mikoyan, who had survived revolution, civil war, and Stalin’s purges to reach the summit of the Soviet state and die in bed, became his patron and delivered to him the secret of political longevity: “In politics you have no friends.” One who thought he was Lukyanov’s friend was Mikhail Gorbachev. They had known each other for almost forty years since meeting at Moscow State University where they had both studied law.22

Alone of the Gorbachev advisers, Lukyanov was not politically schizophrenic. He had never apparently questioned his Marxist beliefs. On the contrary, he had spent years writing a doctoral thesis on the history of Lenin’s legislative organ, the Congress of Soviets.

Now he seized the opportunity to recreate the Congress. Tirelessly he preached the Leninist doctrine of the Congress as a true mirror of society.

That’s why we opted for a system of three separate forms of representation at the Congress … one third elected by ridings, one third through republican and autonomous republic elections, and one third through social organizations.
OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Half Title



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Contents



		Acknowledgments



		Chronology



		Introduction



		1 An Oasis of Liberty



		2 Searching for the New World















































		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
E Routledge

Taylor & Francis Groug
L ONDON AND NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/9780429982323.jpg
A Democracy
-?l“'r

Hul

of Despots

DDDDDDDDDDDD






