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Preface to the third edition



Over a decade has passed since the fall of the Soviet communist system in 1991. In that time, Russia has been balanced between consolidating the democratic aspirations that accompanied the fall of the old regime and reproducing in new forms the authoritarianism that was overthrown at that time. There are undoubtedly major achievements recorded in these years. The basic framework of a democratic law-governed state has been established, enshrined in the constitution adopted in December 1993. Some of the fundamental institutions of such a state have also been established, together with a market-oriented economy. Relations with the former members of the Soviet Union have been strained, but no Yugoslav-style inter-state wars involving Russia have broken out, while Russia’s relations with the rest of the world are now probably more balanced and stable than at any time in the past. There are, however, many aspects of Russia’s post-communist evolution that give cause for concern. Although the framework and institutions of a democratic society have been established, political practices of leaders at all levels often undermine the spirit of democracy. This is most in evidence during elections, where the weakness of an independent media and civil society allows executive authorities considerable leeway.
Above all, the wars in Chechnya (1994–6, 1999–) entailed untold suffering and abuse of human rights.


This book will try to provide a balanced analysis of post-communist Russian institutional, political and social development. The structure of this edition has changed considerably from earlier editions. Chapter 1, for example, now contains a brief summary of Soviet politics, a change made in response to comments from lecturers and others requesting some more historical context as background to contemporary developments. This edition has cut some of the material presented in the first two editions. For example, much of the detailed analysis of the events leading up to the violent confrontation of October 1993, and details of the evolution of the current constitution, has been removed. In addition to restructuring, the material has been updated to reflect events up to the early mid-term of Vladimir Putin’s first presidency.
Plenty of echoes of the earlier versions remain, but this edition focuses on the challenges facing Russia in the twenty-first century.


The restructuring and updating have been the relatively easy part. Far harder has been the attempt to make sense of it all. Already in the Preface to the second edition in 1996, I noted that the glad days of the early post-communist years (reflected to a degree in the tone of the first edition of 1993) had given way to foreboding about the erosion of Russia’s tenuous democratic gains. I argued in 1996 that between the people and the state a regime based on Yeltsin personally had emerged that undermined the consolidation of the state and the autonomy of social institutions in one direction, and stunted the growth of an active civil society and representative system on the other. In 1996, only the outlines of a type of oligarchical capitalism that funded the regime and blurred the distinction between particularistic economic and general state interests were visible. The heyday of oligarchical capitalism and regime elitism lasted a bare two years, between Yeltsin’s re-election for a second term in 1996 and the financial crash of August 1998. The appointment of Yevgenii Primakov as prime minister in September 1998, and even more the emergence of Putin as Yeltsin’s successor in 1999, signalled the reassertion of a ‘statist’ line that sought to regain a relative autonomy for the state, freed from the deathly embrace of the oligarchs and Yeltsin’s personalised ‘courtly’ style of regime rule. The reassertion of the state in the early 2000s, however, threatened further to undermine the free development of autonomous political institutions in society. Putin’s advocacy of a liberal economic model appeared balanced by a rather more traditional model of politics.


This is the stage in which we now find ourselves. The question ‘Is Russia a democracy?’ resounds ever more insistently as press freedom appears under attack, the second Chechen war drags on, and the party and representative system is reorganised and, apparently, bent to the needs of an emerging state corporatist system. This book promises no simple answer to questions about the nature of Russian democracy. It will, however, try to provide the historical and institutional framework, some of the economic and social context, and to present the key debates and issues within which the reader can make up his or her own mind. If the book allows the reader to take a balanced and informed view of contemporary Russian politics, then it will have succeeded in its purpose.



Richard Sakwa 
 Canterbury July 
 2001
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Note on style, spelling and transliteration


 
 Words like Party are capitalised to indicate that the proper noun referred to is a concrete entity that existed or exists in the Soviet Union or Russia. The word ‘democrat’ is usually used without inverted commas, although the attempt by a particular group to appropriate the term for themselves is clearly problematical; similarly, for stylistic reasons, the use of ‘self-styled democrat’ or ‘so-called democrat’ is kept to a minimum.


The spelling of geographical areas tries to follow the changes, but in most cases has resisted the conversion back to Sovietised forms. Moldavia has thus become Moldova, and its capital Kishinev has become Chisinau, and there they stay despite the reversion to the earlier usage in the Russian media. The same goes for Belorussia’s conversion to Belarus; Kirghizia’s to Kyrgyzstan; Tataria’s to Tatarstan; and Alma Ata’s change to Almaty. However, where there is a standard American/British rendition of a name, this is the one used here. For example, Kiev rather than the Ukrainised Kyiv.


The transliteration system is the standard British one (a modified version of the Library of Congress system), used in most cases except when convention has decreed otherwise. The ‘iu’ letter becomes ‘yu’, ‘ia’ becomes ‘ya’, and at the beginning of names ‘e’ become ‘ye’ (Yevgenii rather than Evgenii). Thus, El'tsin becomes Yeltsin, Ekaterinburg is Yekaterinburg, and Riiazan is Ryazan;. The diacritical (representing the soft sign) is also omitted from the end of frequently used words like oblast' (region) and Belarus', and from the end of place names and proper nouns, thus Lebed rather than the more strictly accurate Lebed', and Rossel rather than Rossel', although when the soft sign is in the middle of a name (e.g. Luk'yanov, Zor'kin) it is retained.












Glossary of acronyms, acrostics and terms





	ABM 
	Anti-Ballistic Missile treaty (1972)




	Afghantsy 
	Those who fought in the Afghan war, 1979–89



	APEC 
	Asia–Pacific Economic Co-operation forum



	Apparatchik 
	Worker in the Communist Party’s Central Committee apparatus



	ASEAN 
	Association of South-East Asian Nations



	ASSR 
	Autonomous Soviet Socialist Republic



	CC 
	Central Committee



	CEC 
	Central Electoral Commission



	CEE 
	Central and Eastern Europe



	CFDP 
	Council for Foreign and Defence Policy



	CFE 
	Conventional Forces in Europe treaty (1990)



	CFSP 
	Common Foreign and Security Policy



	Chinovnik 
	(Tsarist) civil servant



	CIS 
	Commonwealth of Independent States



	CMEA 
	Council for Mutual Economic Assistance, Comecon



	CPD 
	Congress of People’s Deputies



	CPRF 
	Communist Party of the Russian Federation



	CPSU 
	Communist Party of the Soviet Union



	CSCE 
	Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe (see also
OSCE)



	Dedovshchina 
	Bullying, hazing



	EAPC 
	Euro-Atlantic Partnership Council



	EBRD 
	European Bank for Reconstruction and Development



	ECHR 
	European Convention on Human Rights and Fundamental
Freedoms



	ECJ 
	European Court of Justice



	ESDI 
	European Security and Defence Identity



	EU 
	European Union



	FC 
	Federation Council



	FD 
	Federal district



	FDI 
	Foreign Direct Investment



	FEC 
	Fuel and Energy Complex (in Russian: TEK)



	FIS 
	Foreign Intelligence Service (see SVR)



	FSB 
	Federal'noi sluzhby bezopasnosti, Federal Security Service



	FSK 
	Federal'noi sluzhby kontrrazvedki, Federal Counter-intelligence Service



	GDP 
	Gross Domestic Product



	GKChP 
	Gosudarstvennyi komitet cherezvychainoi polozhenie, established
during the attempted coup of August 1991 (see also SCSE)



	GKU 
	Main Monitoring Department (of the presidential administration)



	Glasnost 
	Openness



	GNP 
	Gross National Product



	Grazhdanin 
	Citizen



	GRP 
	Gross Regional Product



	Guberniya 
	Province, unit of Tsarist administration



	GU(U)AM 
	Georgia, Ukraine, (Uzbekistan), Azerbaijan and Moldova
grouping



	IFIs 
	International Financial Institutions



	IMF 
	International Monetary Fund



	INF 
	Intermediate Nuclear Forces Treaty (1987)



	Ispolkom 
	Ispolnitel'nyi komitet, Executive Committee (of the soviets)



	KGB 
	Komitet gosudarstvennogo bezopastnosti, Committee of State
Security



	Kolkhoz 
	Collective farm



	Komsomol 
	Kommunisticheskii soyuz molodezhi, Young Communist League



	Korenizatsiya 
	Indigenisation, nativisation



	Krai 
	Territory, province



	LDPR 
	Liberal Democratic Party of Russia



	MD 
	Military District



	MFA 
	Ministry of Foreign Affairs



	MID 
	Ministerstvo inostrannykh del, Ministry of Foreign Affairs



	MVD 
	Ministerstvo vnutrennykh del, Ministry of Internal Affairs



	NACC 
	North Atlantic Co-operation Council



	Nato 
	North Atlantic Treaty Organisation



	Neformaly 
	Informals



	NMD 
	National Missile Defence



	Nomenklatura 
	The Communist system of political appointments, came to 
designate the class of office-holders



	NPT 
	Non-proliferation Treaty (1968)



	Obkom 
	Oblastnoi komitet, oblast committee (of the CPSU)



	Oblast 
	Region



	OECD 
	Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development



	Okrug 
	District



	OMON 
	Special-purpose riot police



	OSCE 
	Organisation for Security and Co-operation in Europe (the name
for the CSCE from December 1994)



	OVR 
	Fatherland–All Russia electoral bloc



	PCA 
	Partnership and Co-operation Agreement



	Perestroika 
	Restructuring



	PfP 
	Partnership for Peace



	PL 
	Party-list electoral system



	Postanovlenie 
	Directive



	Raion 
	District, borough



	Rasporyazhenie 
	Executive order



	RF 
	Russian Federation



	Rossiyanin 
	Russian (in the civic sense)



	RSFSR 
	Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic



	Russkii 
	Russian (in the ethnic sense)



	SALT 
	Strategic Arms Limitation (Talks) Treaty



	SCO 
	Shanghai Co-operation Organisation



	SCSE 
	State Committee of the State of Emergency (see also GKChP)



	SMD 
	Single-member districts in elections



	Sootechestvenniki 
	Compatriots



	SPS 
	Union of Right Forces party



	SSR 
	Soviet Socialist Republic



	START 
	Strategic Arms Reduction (Talks) Treaty



	SVR 
	Sluzhba vneshnoi rezvedky, Foreign Intelligence Service



	TLE 
	Treaty Limited Equipment



	UES 
	United Energy Systems, the electricity monopoly



	Ukaz 
	Decree



	UN 
	United Nations



	UNDP 
	United Nations Development Programme



	USSR 
	Union of Soviet Socialist Republics



	VTsIK 
	Central Executive Committee



	VTsIOM 
	All-Russian Centre for the Study of Public Opinion



	VV 
	Interior Troops



	WEU 
	Western European Union



	WGF 
	Western Group of Forces



	WTO 
	Warsaw Treaty Organisation, Warsaw Pact



	WTO 
	World Trade Organization



	Zemlya (pl. zemli) 
	Territory, comparable to the German Länder



	Zemstvo 
	Unit of Tsarist local administration














Part I 
 The fall of communism and  the rebirth of Russia


 
 In this part we will examine two associated but nevertheless distinct processes. The first is the dissolution of the system of Soviet communism. We will provide a brief overview of the trajectory of Soviet politics, both noting its achievements and identifying some of its main failings, before examining the rise of Russia and its role in the breakdown of Soviet communism. In the second chapter, the focus will be on the disintegration of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). The emphasis shifts from issues of political organisation to the very shape of the state itself. The USSR was established in 1922 as an equal union of allegedly sovereign republics to give political form to the diversity of the new republic’s peoples and nations. The system worked as long as there was a force standing outside the ethno-federal framework; and this force was the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) (VKP(b)), renamed the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) at the Nineteenth Party Congress in 1952. With the launching of perestroika (restructuring) by the new General Secretary of the CPSU, Mikhail Gorbachev, in 1985, the Party gradually lost its integrative capacity as its own internal coherence dissolved, precipitating the disintegration of the state that it had overseen by the end of 1991. The dynamics of the relationship between dissolution and disintegration and the role of Russia in both is our central concern in this part.













1 Soviet communism and its dissolution



But what I believe to be certain is this: if you were to give all these grand, contemporary teachers full scope to destroy the old society and build it anew, the result would be such obscurity, such chaos, something so crude, blind, and inhuman that the whole structure would collapse to the sound of humanity’s curses before it could ever be completed. 



(Fyodor Dostoyevsky)1




 
 Soviet communism was one of the most ambitious attempts at social engineering known to history. Coming to power in October 1917, the Bolshevik party under the leadership of Vladimir Il'ich Lenin sought to change every aspect of Russian politics and society. Armed with the ideology of Marxism, they launched the great communist experiment to build a society on fundamentally different principles from those that human history had hitherto seen. The ideology proclaimed the abolition of the market, the introduction of social, national and political equality, the direct and unmediated power of the working masses, and the spread of the revolution to all corners of the earth. In practice, of course, these ideals were tempered by the harsh realities of trying to build socialism in a relatively backward and isolated society.
Communism in Russia was an experiment in the most profound sense, in that untested principles of social organisation were applied by one group over the rest of the community. The attempt to abolish the private ownership of the means of production, to overcome Russia’s imperial legacy by granting autonomy to many of the peoples making up the nation, and to repudiate the whole tradition of Western state and law to create a fundamentally new politics, all this was a measure of the grandeur of Bolshevik ambition. For seventy-four years, the Soviet Union sought to create an alternative social order, in effect an alternative modernity, to that predominant in the West. In the event, what was established was a mismodernised society, creating institutions that were modern in form but repudiating modernity’s spirit, above all political liberty and free thought. The Soviet system endured far longer than most of its early critics thought possible, but ultimately in 1991 came crashing down. The legacy of the failed experiment lives on in Russia today. Although the major formal aspects of the old system collapsed in 1991, great wedges of the old institutional and informal structure survived intact into the post-communist era. The successor regime did not enjoy a tabula rasa on which to build a new system. What emerged out of the fall of communism is a unique and fascinating hybrid. The bulk of this book is devoted to analysing the nature of this hybrid new political order, but this chapter will focus on the nature and fall of the communist system itself.




The Soviet system


 
 In this section we will do no more than provide a brief outline of the main phases of Soviet power. The periodisation is used only to highlight the key developments.
The Provisional Government, led in its final period by Alexander Kerensky, had replaced the imperial rule of Nicholas II in February 1917, but itself lasted a mere eight months. The October revolution was effectively four revolutions rolled into one:


	 The first was the mass revolution, in which peasants sought land, soldiers (peasants in another guise) struggled for peace and workers strove for greater recognition in the labour process.


	 The second was the counter-elite revolution, in which the alienated Russian intelligentsia repudiated the absolutist claims of divine rule by the monarchy and fought to apply what they considered to be more enlightened forms of rule.
The Bolsheviks from this perspective were only the most ruthless and effective part of this counter-elite, challenging the bases of the old order in the name of the radical emancipation of the people in the name of a new set of social ideals.


	 The third revolution was the national one. Already Poland and Finland had broken away from the Russian empire, but the Provisional Government’s failure to respond to the national aspirations of Ukraine, the South Caucasian and the Central Asian republics was one of the reasons for its downfall.


	 The fourth revolution was what could be called the revolution of internationalism. The Russian revolution reflected a trend of thought, exemplified by Marx, which suggested that the old-style nation-state was redundant and that, as capitalism became a global system, so social orders would gradually lose their national characteristics. From this perspective the revolution could just as easily have taken place in Berlin or Paris; it just happened to start in what Lenin called ‘the weakest link in the imperialist chain’, in St Petersburg and Moscow, but would according to him inevitably spread.



 
 The inter-relationship and tension between these four levels of revolution are what make the Russian revolution so perennially fascinating, and it is these contradictions that we shall explore below. The Bolshevik seizure of power was followed by seven recognisable phases before the final period of reform and collapse from 1985.




Consolidation and compromise, October 1917–June 1918 


 
 The weeks following the revolution were followed by decrees granting the peasants land and declaring Russia’s withdrawal from the First World War. This was accompanied by an assault against big business (‘the Red Guard attack on capital’), as well as against the free press. The secret police, the Cheka, was established in December 1917. In the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk of March 1918, the Germans imposed crushing terms on Russia as Lenin gave up territory to buy time. This was a period in which various oppositional groupings within the revolution, like the coalitionists (in favour of broadening the government to include all parties represented in the soviets) and the Left Communists (who urged Lenin to wage a revolutionary war against Germany in the name of the internationalist principles of October), were defeated. It was also the period when movements against the revolution began to mobilise, in effect precipitating the Civil War. Between March–June 1918, Lenin sought to find a compromise with big business through his programme of ‘state capitalism’, an attempt that revealed his ruthless pragmatism (as the peace of Brest-Litovsk had done earlier) as the emancipatory goals of the mass revolution came into contradiction with the developmental goals of sections of what had now become the representatives of a new elite. The independent workers’ movement was ruthlessly crushed by Bolshevik power. Lenin’s model of socialism appeared to be that of the German war economy, a type of state capitalism where the state fulfilled the role of capitalists.




Civil War and War Communism, June 1918–March 1921 


 
 The attempts at compromise (and there remain questions over the degree of Lenin’s commitment to broadening the base of the new regime) came to an end as the incipient Civil War broadened into wide-scale armed confrontation. The system known as War Communism developed, partially in response to the exigencies of fighting the war and the concomitant need to centralise authority and resources, but also reflecting aspects of Bolshevik utopianism such as the attempt to abolish private property over the means of production in its entirety. Nationalisation of enterprises was accompanied by the establishment of a Supreme Council of the Economy (Vesenkha) that tried, in Lenin’s words, to hold the entire economic life of the country in its fist. To feed the cities and the Red Army (established in February 1918), a harsh system of grain expropriation operated against the peasantry. The new political system also became increasingly centralised, provoking the emergence of the Democratic Centralist opposition that demanded the introduction of the separation of powers within the regime itself, with greater autonomy for local soviets and lower-level party committees. This was a period characterised by an unstable mix of ideological extremism and pragmatism, reflected by 1920, for example, by the attempt to abolish money, which had become largely worthless anyway. With the Civil War effectively over by mid-1920, the momentum of Bolshevik ideological extremism continued for another few months, showing itself, for example, in the war against Poland that sought to spread the revolution at the point of the Red Army’s bayonets. The intensification of grain requisitioning, the militarisation of labour (a policy advocated by the commissar of war, Leon Trotsky) and the closure of urban markets provoked peasant uprisings (notably in Tambov region) and, most significantly, demands by workers at the Kronstadt naval base in the Gulf of Finland for ‘soviets without Bolsheviks’.




The New Economic Policy (NEP), March 1921–9 


 
 In response to the threat to the regime, Lenin at the Tenth Party Congress in March 1921 convinced his party to reverse its policies and make concessions to the peasantry. Compulsory grain deliveries were now replaced by a tax in kind, allowing peasants to sell grain surpluses in a restored market. A limited degree of producer autonomy was introduced as part of the NEP. To secure the regime’s flanks in this ‘retreat’, however, Lenin imposed draconian discipline within the party through a ‘ban on factions’, adopted at the same congress. Although the Workers’ Opposition since 1920 had been complaining about the curbs on free speech within the party, and had tried to broaden the base of the regime by restoring elements of the mass revolution by granting broad economic rights to the trade unions, they were now not only defeated but the very idea of opposition was proscribed. The distinction between opposition to the revolution, by various forces outside the regime, and opposition within the system by those seeking to explore alternative policy options was extinguished, and the door opened to Stalin’s monocratic rule.


The establishment of the USSR in December 1922 reflected a peculiar type of ethno-federalism, where ‘union republics’ like Ukraine, Belorussia (as it was known before changing its name to Belarus in 1991) and the Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic (RSFSR) came together to form a new state whose legacy of dual federalism (with representation based on both territorial and ethno-federal principles) lives on to this day in Russia. Lenin died in January 1924 and, in the jockeying for power that followed, Stalin proved the most adept at exploiting the political closure of the regime bequeathed by Lenin to secure his power against Trotsky, Bukharin and other Bolshevik leaders. At first, Stalin supported Bukharin’s moderate policies within the framework of NEP, but by the late 1920s, despite the evident success of NEP in restoring industry and prosperity to the countryside, sought ways to go beyond its limitations. The regime was effectively hostage to the peasants’ willingness to sell grain on the market. At the same time, already in 1924 Stalin had announced the idea of ‘socialism in one country’, effectively renouncing Lenin’s internationalism and establishing the priority of Soviet state interests above those of the international revolution. Stalin insisted that Russia could not only begin the transition to socialism, but could go on to complete its construction by its own efforts. To do this required resources from the countryside to pay for the investment required.




Revolution from above and Stalin’s rule, 1929–53 


 
 Stalin’s ‘third revolution’ (following those of 1905 and 1917) was directed initially against the peasantry, forcing them into collective farms (kolkhozy), making it easier to extract grain from them in order to fund industrialisation. The five-year plans for crash industrialisation were launched within the framework of the state planning agency, Gosplan. The principles of command and administer were now universalised to every aspect of economic and social life, including the arts and personal life. The role of terror and the secret police climaxed in the great purges of 1937–8. Nevertheless, the rudiments of a modern industrial economy were built, although at great cost. The distortions of the Stalinist command economy, the destruction of the most active people in the countryside, the neglect of the service sector, the reduction of money to an internal accounting unit and the relative isolation of the Soviet economy from world development all left the post-communist Russian economy with severe structural problems. It was this economy, however, that provided the sinews of war to defeat the Nazi German invasion of June 1941, and the USSR emerged victorious in May 1945 as part of the winning alliance with the Western powers. This alliance soon crumbled into the Cold War as it became clear that Soviet power had come to stay in the Eastern European countries liberated from fascism by the Red Army, but now to be ensnared in the Soviet communist experiment.




Khrushchev and attempts at reform, 1953–64 


 
 Stalin’s death in 1953 left his successors with several major dilemmas. The country had been governed by the personalised rule of a morbidly suspicious dictator for several decades, and the institutions of governance, including the CPSU, had been reduced to little more than shells. In the economy, Stalinist command methods were clearly stifling innovation and preventing the system from moving beyond the primary phase of industrialisation to become more complex, intensive and technologically sophisticated. At the same time, millions remained incarcerated in the gulag, the term used by Alexander Solzhenitsyn to describe the great archipelago of labour camps that stretched across the country like islands in the sea. In his ‘Secret Speech’ of 25 February 1956 at the Twentieth Party Congress, Nikita Khrushchev began to lift the lid on some of Stalin’s crimes, including the deportation of whole peoples in 1944 (the Chechen, the Ingush, the Balkars and others). De-Stalinisation was a recognition of the need for change, but it was also an attempt to limit the change to a condemnation of the man, Joseph Vissarionovich Stalin, and not of the system that had allowed such a man to terrorise his own population for so long. In the event, Khrushchev’s reforms, conducted under the slogan of returning to the alleged original purity of the revolution under Lenin, were deeply ambiguous and flawed, if for no other reason than (as we have seen) the October revolution consisted of at least four levels that were in tension with each other. There was no original grail to which Stalin’s successors could return, as Gorbachev was to discover later. Khrushchev’s erratic style of rule, moreover, had so thoroughly alarmed the defenders of the elite revolution that in October 1964 they ousted him.




Brezhnev and stagnation, 1964–82 


 
 Although in retrospect we view the long rule of Leonid Il’ich Brezhnev as General Secretary of the CPSU as a period of retrenchment and conservative reaction, some of the key features of the Khrushchev era were maintained, such as more attention to the needs of agriculture and the attempt to shift from producer to consumer goods. Nevertheless, most of the institutional innovations of the Khrushchev era, like the creation of some one hundred regional economic councils (sovnarkhozy) in an attempt to improve economic co-ordination, and initiatives to stimulate popular participation, were reversed: the Stalinist centralised ministries were restored and the stifling rule of local party committees, where jobs were effectively for life, was restored. The slogan of ‘stability of cadres’ encouraged complacency and corruption; extensive patronage networks ultimately even came to challenge the prerogatives of the party in making personal appointments (the nomenklatura system). The Brezhnev years can be seen as the Soviet system at its most ‘normal’, with no system-threatening external or internal threats. The challenge represented by the ‘Prague Spring’ of 1968 to democratise Soviet-style communism by introducing ‘socialism with a human face’, where the party’s legitimacy to rule was to be achieved through effective policies and not to be derived in perpetuity from the very act of seizing power, was crushed by the Soviet-led Warsaw Pact invasion of August 1968. The stifling of sources of innovation and dynamism in Czechoslovakia was carried over into Soviet domestic policy, where ‘dissent’ was persecuted with single-minded ruthlessness by Yurii Andropov, at the head of the Committee for State Security (KGB) from 1967. Soviet-style communism was condemned now to an extended period of entropy, with no self-sustaining mechanism of growth or regeneration allowed to revitalise the system. A type of neo-Stalinism was restored, without mass terror but where the suffocating rule of the petty bureaucracy inhibited initiative and imbued the whole era with an aura of stagnation (zastoi).




The interregnum, 1982–5 


Brezhnev’s death in November 1982 provided his successor, Andropov, with the opportunity to experiment with ways of regenerating the system. His approach was that of ‘authoritarian modernisation’, employing the heavy-handed tactics of the secret policeman to defeat corruption and to kick-start the engine of economic growth. Fate, however, intervened to cut Andropov’s innovations short, and his death in February 1983 allowed Konstantin Chernenko, one of the worst, oldest and most complacent of Brezhnev’s acolytes, a brief period to restore the glories of the era of stagnation before his own death in March 1985 inaugurated an exhilarating period of change.




Perestroika 


Gorbachev came to power committed to revitalising the Soviet Union. Within months, he launched the programme that he called perestroika, which in the space of six years moved from attempts to rationalise the system to a phase of liberalisation, and then on to a democratisation phase that began to transform the society and polity, but that culminated in a final stage of disintegration. Once changes began, they could not be constrained by regime-led reform, and by 1991 pressure for a radical change of system became overwhelming. The attempt in August 1991 by a group to hold back the tide of change precipitated the result that they had sought to avert: the dissolution of the communist system of government and, by the end of the year, the disintegration of the USSR.


Perestroika was the last great attempt at communist reform. Even before coming to power, Gorbachev realised that the system was suffering from major problems, with declining economic growth, stultifying secrecy in scientific and political life, and with politics dominated by a corrupt elite. Visiting Canada in May 1983, Gorbachev shared his concerns with the Soviet ambassador there, Alexander Yakovlev, who would later become one of the architects of perestroika. Yakovlev reports that they spent hours discussing the disasters awaiting the Soviet Union if nothing was done: ‘The most important common understanding…was the idea that we could not live this way anymore.’2 By starting a ‘revolution within the revolution’ Gorbachev hoped to save the essentials of the system, above all the leading role of the Party and the planned economy. Greater responsiveness would be achieved by the use of glasnost (openness) and elements of competition through democratisation and limited marketisation.


Gorbachev believed that the old system remained viable; that it was a powerful motor that required only some fine tuning. Perestroika, he insisted, has ‘been prompted by an awareness that the potential of socialism has been underutilized’.3 The remoralising strain in perestroika was crucial. Gorbachev noted that the decision to launch perestroika was prompted in part by ‘our troubled conscience’.4 Despite the revolutionary language, his was essentially a reformist programme. His tragic fate was to act as the destroyer rather than the builder; the more he tinkered with the system, the deeper the crisis. His reform communism only exacerbated the problems of what was already a system in crisis, and worsened the legacy facing the post-communist governments. It fell to his successors in Russia and the other republics to rebuild economies and to nourish the fragile shoots of democracy that perestroika had encouraged. We shall examine below the three main phases of the old regime in its death agonies.




Rationalisation, 1985–6 


In this phase some of the themes of Andropov’s authoritarian reform programme were revived. As head of the KGB Andropov better than anyone knew the real state of affairs in the country. In the fifteen months of his leadership, he launched a campaign against corruption and attempted to tighten up on labour and and social discipline. To Andropov’s programme Gorbachev added the notion of uskorenie (acceleration), seeking to rejuvenate the existing economic system by the vigorous application of old remedies. The government led by Nikolai Ryzhkov devoted yet more resources to investment and reinvestment (the improvement of old plant and facilities), imports were cut back and once again the needs of the long-suffering Soviet consumer were neglected. During this period, grand and ultimately meaningless programmes were announced, such as the promise that by the year 2000 every Soviet citizen would have an apartment of their own. The programme of acceleration sought both to reform the economy and increase output at the same time, contradictory demands that failed to achieve either.5 The misconceived anti-alcohol campaign launched at this time, inspired by the ‘conservative reformer’ Yegor Ligachev, led to the increased production of bootleg liquor (samogon) and devastating losses to the budget revenues of central and regional authorities.


Rationalisation, according to László Póti, entails ‘a series of superficial, partial and non-conceptual measures that, however, indicate a certain degree of unintentional discontent with the system’.6 The period of rationalisation entailed a recognition of the problem accompanied by the belief that the solution lay within the framework of the existing system. Gorbachev, however, soon came to understand that more radical measures were required.




Reform, January 1987–March 1990 


The second phase of perestroika can itself be divided into two sub-periods: a discussion phase from January 1987 to the Nineteenth Party Conference (28 June–1 July 1988) marked by debates over demokratizatsiya (democratisation) and the revelations of glasnost, a period that proved to be the high point of perestroika; and an implementation phase from summer 1988 to March 1990, which proved far more difficult than the reform communists anticipated. This reform phase corresponds to the stage of liberalisation discussed in the literature on transitions.7


In the discussion period, increasingly bold strategies for the political regeneration of the political system were debated in an attempt to tap the alleged hidden potential of the Soviet model of development. The January 1987 plenum of the Central Committee (CC) of the CPSU marked a watershed in the move away from authoritarian towards democratic reform. The plenum called for the extension of competitive elections in the workplace, the soviets and in the Party itself. In June 1987, a further plenum of the CC adopted a plan for the economic transformation of the country that focused on greater autonomy for enterprises and increased rights for workers to elect their own managers. Rather than strengthening the system, however, the revelations made possible by glasnost about the crimes of the past and the inadequacies of the present only undermined the legitimacy of the regime as a whole.


The Nineteenth Party Conference in June–July 1988 marked the transition to the implementation of programmes of reform. Attempts were made to formulate a grand strategy of political reform to modernise the entire system within the framework of one-party democracy and one-party parliamentarianism. Gorbachev’s strategy was based on the CPSU retaining a predominant role;8 but the Party was now to guide rather than to lead. The overall principal aim was to create a ‘socialist legal state’ with the separation of powers and a revived legislature. In December 1988, the USSR Supreme Soviet created a three-chamber Congress of People’s Deputies (CPD), two chambers of which (the Soviet of the Union and the Soviet of Nationalities) were to be chosen in multi-candidate elections, while the third (what can be called the Soviet of Representatives) was to be made up of delegates from social organisations, including 100 guaranteed seats for the Communist Party. The full Congress was to meet twice a year while current parliamentary business was to be conducted by a smaller Supreme Soviet drawn from the CPD. This strange parliamentary model, devised by Gorbachev’s old friend from his Moscow University days Anatolii Luk’yanov, represented a return to the dual system of a large and rather irrelevant Congress and smaller Central Executive Committee (VtsIK) that operated in the early Soviet years before being abolished by Stalin in 1936.


The semi-free elections of March 1989 for the new assembly saw the defeat of many communist officials and the return of some democrats, though they numbered no more than 400 out of a total of 2,250 CPD deputies (see the boxed text below). At the first convocation of the CPD in May 1989, Gorbachev was elected chairman of its new 542-member Supreme Soviet, a post he had achieved without facing the electorate at any stage. The Congress was the scene of vigorous debates, televised live to an enthralled nation, and appeared to mark the onset of effective parliamentary politics. The CPD and its Supreme Soviet passed a significant body of reformist legislation, with new laws on freedom of conscience and religious belief, and freedom of the press. The first steps were taken towards creating a law-governed state (Rechtsstaat), if not a democracy, something that distinguished perestroika from the rest of Soviet history. The structure of the new parliament, however, was deeply flawed – perhaps intentionally so. The Congress was unwieldy and, lacking the necessary committee structure, could not focus on key issues or set a coherent legislative agenda, while the Supreme Soviet became a permanent forum for wide-ranging debates but failed to establish the necessary routines for effective legislative activity (adoption and implementation) or for overseeing the executive.



Election to the USSR Congress of People’s Deputies,  26 March 1989



Background 


	 There were 2,250 seats, but only 1,500 were contested; the rest (750) were reserved for social organisations.


	 The CPSU was allocated 100 seats, and the CPSU Central Committee drew up a list of exactly 100 (including Gorbachev).


	 Eighty-five per cent of the candidates were communists, whereas in the previous election for the old Supreme Soviet they had comprised only 71.4 per cent. Thus ‘democratisation’ at this time had the paradoxical result of increasing the proportion of communists.



Electoral system 


	 Candidates had to obtain an absolute majority of the votes cast. If none achieved the threshold of 50 per cent, a run-off election was held between the two candidates with the most votes. The second vote usually took place a fortnight after the first ballot.



Result 


	 CPSU 1,931, non-CPSU 319.



Organisation 


	 In June 1989, the Congress elected a permanent Supreme Soviet of 542 members.


	 The CPSU gained 475 seats, non-CPSU 67.



The Supreme Soviet was divided into two equal chambers with 271 seats apiece, the Council of the Union and the Council of the Nationalities.



The attempt to reconcile representative democracy with a leading role for the CPSU only rendered government incoherent. One-party democracy was a contradiction in terms, and the attempt to achieve the ‘socialist pluralism of opinions’ was challenged by the growth of genuine political pluralism in society. The very existence of the Soviet state in its old borders was challenged by the Baltic republics and others.
Already in the final speech to the First Soviet Congress, Andrei Sakharov (an outstanding nuclear physicist who had worked to develop the Soviet atom bomb, but who had then become increasingly critical of the lack of political freedom in the system and consequently spent several years in internal exile in Gorkii) outlined a ‘Decree on Power’ that called for the repeal of the Party’s constitutionally guaranteed right to a leading role, enshrined in Article 6 of the 1977 Soviet constitution, and sought to invert the relationship between the centre and the localities to guarantee that the laws of the former could only be implemented in the latter with their explicit authorisation.9 The Decree on Power represented a revolutionary programme for the liquidation of the power of the apparatchiki (full-time Communist Party officials), insisting that:



Any anti-legal interference by political parties, party-political organs and other social organisations in the work of state power and administration, the economic and socio-cultural activity of state enterprises, institutions and organisations must cease immediately and absolutely decisively.10




The Decree sought to separate the CPSU from state management, and in particular tried to end the practice whereby local Party leaders were simultaneously chairmen of local soviets (councils). Although challenged in the courts by Gorbachev, several local soviet chairmen resigned their Party posts.11 In the great majority of cases, however, local soviet leaders right up to the coup of August 1991 were members of the local Party committee, and in numerous instances local Party leader as well.


The period was marked by accumulating failures, above all in the economic sphere. Reform plan followed reform plan, but none were consistently implemented.
The country became increasingly ungovernable as Ryzhkov’s relatively conservative government was unable to implement its own version of reform, in part because of Gorbachev’s lack of support, while more radical alternatives were equally unacceptable. The emergence of an active workers’ movement in the form of miners’ strikes from June 1989 marked the point at which Gorbachev’s strategy of reform from above was transformed into a revolution from below.


The reforms of this period can be defined as ‘the substantial extension of the rationalisation measures in depth and rate with increased awareness of the tensions of the system, but still within that framework’.12 Gorbachev’s attempt to implement reforms within the framework of the one-party system proved unfeasible; the strategy of reform communism known as perestroika was not implemented because it was unimplementable. The period was characterised by a mass of contradictions, and it soon became obvious that one-party parliamentarianism was self-defeating.
A ‘socialist’ legal state appeared to be an obstacle to the development of a genuine legal state in which the rights of citizens could be defended by law and in which powers were separated and defined. The reform consensus that existed in 1985 was undermined; by implementing self-defeating reforms, Gorbachev undermined the very concept of reform itself.




Transformation, March 1990–August 1991 


The third phase was characterised by the dissolution of Gorbachev’s definition of perestroika as a Party-led programme of reform and culminated in the coup of August 1991. From mid-1989, miners’ strikes had demonstrated that new independent forces were entering the stage of Soviet politics. The ‘vodka’ riots of the New Year of 1990 were followed by a wave of demonstrations and the dismissal of unpopular regional Party leaders in Volgograd, Murmansk, Sverdlovsk, Tyumen and elsewhere under the pressure of mass protest. The politics of resentment against elite privileges were as strong as the hunger for democratic ideals.13 This wave of protest culminated in a demonstration of perhaps half a million people in Moscow on 4 February 1990 calling for multi-party democracy.


The revolutions in Eastern Europe in the last months of 1989, following the inauguration of the first post-war non-communist government in Poland, led by Tadeusz Mazowiecki in August 1989, swept away the communist regimes in East Germany, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria and Romania. Afraid that this might happen to them too, the Central Committee plenum of 5–7 February 1990 agreed to modify Article 6 to remove the constitutional monopoly of the CPSU on political power. This was confirmed by the third (emergency) meeting of the CPD on 14 March, which the next day strengthened Gorbachev’s presidential powers. Thus the era of one-party rule, which had in effect lasted since October 1917, came to an end: free elections were introduced, the half-truths of glasnost gave way to genuine freedom of speech, and Party perestroika gave way to presidential perestroika. The transformation of the political system at last allowed liberalisation to give way to genuine democratisation.


This phase of perestroika could not be anything but a transitional period. It was characterised by intensified conflicts over economic policy, national issues and political strategies. Gorbachev had been able to consolidate his power faster than any previous Soviet leader, yet he still faced formidable opposition. Above all, the very forces he hoped to use to implement his reforms, the Party and the ministerial bureaucracy, resisted his policies, while he himself gave conflicting signals of what precisely these policies should be. In the early years of perestroika, Gorbachev had been able to mobilise a reform coalition of groups (including the military and the KGB) who, if not welcoming change, realised that some reform of the economy and the political system was essential if the Soviet Union was to meet the challenge of technological and social modernisation. However, by 1990 it was clear that the reform coalition was disintegrating and Gorbachev’s own brand of communist reformism was losing support. Political life was becoming increasingly polarised, and Gorbachev’s centrism was eroded from both sides.


A group of diehard reactionaries emerged, warning that Gorbachev’s policies would lead to the betrayal of socialism and the destruction of the country. Already the letter in March 1988 by a Leningrad chemistry teacher, Nina Andreeva, had expressed the anger of the old generation. It urged a ‘balanced’ assessment of Stalinism and condemned the classless ‘humanism’ espoused by perestroika.14 Conservatives like Ligachev were willing to accept some change but were intent on trying to salvage the Soviet past. The growing democratic movement also now diverged from perestroika’s reformism and was united if only on one thing, namely the need to transform the old structures of Soviet power and to introduce the basic features of a modern democratic system. Looming over all of these, however, was the growing unrest in the republics. The three Baltic republics (Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania) had never reconciled themselves to their incorporation into the Soviet Union in 1940 as part of the deal between Stalin and Hitler in August 1939 (the Nazi–Soviet Pact, and its various secret protocols), and now frustration with perestroika encouraged them to think of secession. Moldova had also been a victim of the Nazi–Soviet pact, while the Caucasian republics of Armenia and Georgia still hankered after the independence that they had lost as a result of Soviet invasions in 1921.


The democratic and national currents critical of Gorbachev’s policies in 1988 found an individual around which opposition could focus. Already at the Twenty-seventh Party Congress in February–March 1986 Boris Yeltsin, at the time Party leader in Sverdlovsk oblast (region) and soon to be transferred to head the Moscow Party Organisation, had been the first top Party leader openly to condemn the privileges of the Party elite, and his stress on social justice earned him the soubriquet of a populist. Yeltsin’s attack on the leading conservative, Ligachev, at the CC plenum on 21 October 1987 signalled the end of the monolithic rule of the CPSU and resulted in his dismissal as head of the Party in Moscow. His open confrontation with Ligachev, broadcast to millions on television, at the Nineteenth Party Conference on 1 July 1988 revealed the deep splits in the Party.15 In the elections of March 1989, a tired and angry people gave him overwhelming support in Moscow (89 per cent of the vote) against the candidate of the old Party system, Yevgenii Brakov. In the Congress he was one of the leaders of the 400-strong Inter-regional Deputy’s Group advocating the radicalisation of the reforms.


Perestroika-style institutions were duplicated in each of the USSR’s fifteen republics. The elections to the Russian CPD of 4 March 1990 were relatively more democratic (although by no means free) than the Soviet elections of 1989, with nomination through social organisations dropped and the district registration meeting, used by officials in the 1989 Soviet elections to screen out undesirable candidates, abolished (see Chapter 5). Democratic groups achieved significant victories, assisted by the Democratic Russia electoral bloc established in January 1990 with branches in all major Russian towns. Some 20 per cent of the seats in the Russian Congress were won by democrats,16 taking 63 out of 65 seats assigned to Moscow in the Russian parliament, and 25 out of 34 in Leningrad.17 The economist Gavriil Popov came to head the Moscow soviet, in Leningrad the law professor Anatolii Sobchak came to power, and in Sverdlovsk (Yeltsin’s home town) the democrats took control. There was a marked regional dynamic to the elections, with half of the establishment candidates north of Moscow’s latitude suffering defeat, whereas south of that line hardly any did so. The pattern of the 1990s whereby voters above the 55th parallel tended to vote for reformists and those in the south for conservatives was already established.


As long as the struggle was between a decaying old regime and a rising new order, the democrats could muster a majority against the communist old guard. Even before August 1991, the second and third echelons of the ruling elite began to throw in their lot with the rising alternative as the rule of the nomenklatura (the class of people appointed by or deriving their status from the Communist Party) ebbed away: ‘workers and intelligentsia, collective farmers and military officers, militiamen and former dissidents, Party secretaries in enterprises and non-party informals’ were all moving over to the other side of the barricades against the higher officials of state and Party who, because of the distorted electoral process of 1990, were elected in almost equal numbers to the Congress.18 The ‘new class’ of which Milovan Djilas had spoken was finally coming into its own;19 born under Stalin, freed from the terror under Khrushchev, given job security under Brezhnev, harangued by Gorbachev in the cause of a restructured humane socialism, this class now cast aside the final shreds of communist ideology and claimed the role of the universal (middle) class of modernity.
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Figure 1.1  The USSR in 1991



















The emergence of Russia


Russian predominance in the USSR did not necessarily mean that the Soviet state governed in the interests of Russia – a point made with great force by ‘dissidents’ like Solzhenitsyn and then taken up by the democratic insurgency in the late 1980s with Yeltsin at their head.20 In institutional terms the RSFSR had been dissolved into the amorphous USSR. The other fourteen republics had been endowed with the attributes of statehood in the form of republican governments, parliaments and Communist Party organisations, and had developed distinct national identities even within the centralised framework. Russia, however, lacked its own Academy of Sciences, its KGB, its Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD), its trade union or Komsomol organisations, its own national television and radio stations or even its own national capital. Its Council of Ministers was firmly subordinated to the Soviet government and lacked many of the ministries and departments present in other republics.


Above all, until 1990 the RSFSR had no Party organisation of its own, even though it made up 58 per cent (10.6 million) of the CPSU’s membership of nineteen million members. A separate Russian Party organisation had been abolished with the adoption of the Union Treaty of December 1922 setting up the USSR, when Lenin had argued that the threat of ‘great Russian chauvinism’ would thus be diminished. The problem of the political representation of Russians themselves was ignored until Khrushchev in 1956 established a Russian Bureau, but this also was abolished in 1966. Russian communists lacked direct representation and were managed by All-Union Party bodies,21 reinforcing the view in other republics that ‘Soviet’ meant ‘Russian’ while adding to the sense of grievance felt in Russia itself. As Ruslan Khasbulatov, the speaker of the Russian parliament between 1991–3, notes: ‘The lack of rights and the grievous condition of Russia itself was a result of the deliberate policy of the central administration, which “dissolved” the republic in All-Union Party, economic and administrative structures.’22 The history and traditions of Russia and its peoples were distorted and specifically Russian interests overlain by those of the Soviet system.


Already towards the end of perestroika, in response to stirrings of national consciousness, attempts were made to give shape to the aspirations for Russian statehood. On 27 July 1989, Russia’s last communist prime minister, Alexander Vlasov, informed the Russian Supreme Soviet of plans to give greater economic autonomy to Russia, reminding deputies that Russia accounted for 60 per cent of Soviet GNP yet less than half of national income produced by Russia was left in the republic, whereas other union republics retained virtually all the national income they produced. He informed deputies of plans to increase Russia’s sovereignty by the creation of new institutions that existed at the All-Union level but not yet at the republican level. These included a separate Russian Academy of Sciences, various social institutions, ministries, as well as a new television channel to cater to Russian needs.23 The Leningrad Party organisation on 26 August called for the creation of a separate Russian Party organisation, but warned against any attempts to convert the CPSU into a confederation of republican parties.24 In response to these demands, in December 1989 a ‘Russian Bureau’ of the CPSU was once again created, headed by Gorbachev himself. This half-measure satisfied few since the structural asymmetries between Russia and the other republics remained. It was this that provided the impetus for the establishment of Russian sovereignty.


At the first meeting of the Soviet Congress in May 1989, the idea that Russia itself could leave the Union was first mooted. In an impassioned speech the writer Valentin Rasputin spoke of environmental and moral issues, and warned of the growing anti-Russian sentiments in some of the other republics:



Russophobia is spreading in the Baltic and Georgia, and it has penetrated other republics as well.…Anti-Soviet slogans are combined with anti-Russian ones, and emissaries from Lithuania and Estonia travel about with such slogans, seeking to create a united front.




In such circumstances, he warned the non-Russian republics:



Perhaps it is Russia which should leave the Union, since you hold her responsible for all your misfortunes.…Without fear of being called nationalists, we [Russians] could then pronounce the word Russian and speak openly about our national self-awareness; we could end the mass corruption of the soul of our youth, and we could finally create our own Academy of Sciences.25




Such sentiments inspired deputies at the first convocation of the Russian Congress on 29 May to elect Yeltsin, after three ballots and by a margin of only four votes, chairman of the Russian parliament.26 Gorbachev had bitterly opposed such an outcome, not trusting Yeltsin’s political judgement and fearing that he would use Russian aspirations to further his own ambitions. To a degree his concern was justified, and henceforth the search for Union-wide solutions to the country’s problems would give way to each republic trying to find its own way forward. It was clear that Gorbachev’s attempts to revive the Soviet system through reform communism had failed; the Union republics of the USSR began to take responsibility for their own affairs. The blockage on democratic breakthrough at the all-Union centre encouraged the insurgency against the communist regime to take on national forms.


The most important manifestation of this was the adoption by the Russian legislature on 12 June 1990, by an overwhelming majority, of the Declaration of State Sovereignty of the RSFSR, whose principles were to lie at the basis of post-communist government in Russia. The Declaration stated that Russia was ‘a sovereign state, created by historically united nations’; that ‘RSFSR sovereignty is the unique and necessary condition for the existence of Russian statehood’; that ‘the RSFSR retains for itself the right of free departure from the USSR’; and stressed the priority of the Russian constitution and laws over Soviet legislation.27 The proclamation of state sovereignty, in Zverev’s words, was ‘psychologically rooted in the Russian people’s unwillingness to carry the burden of empire’.28 To paraphrase Stalin, Russia’s insurgency was national in form but democratic in content. Gorbachev took a very different view, arguing later that ‘Yeltsin’s irresponsible actions’ triggered the ensuing avalanche of sovereignty declarations – known as the ‘parade of sovereignties’ and the accompanying ‘war of the laws’ – that precipitated the disintegration of the Soviet Union.29


Gorbachev and others insist that the Declaration laid the foundations for the collapse of the USSR. This interpretation is categorically rejected by Khasbulatov (at the time Yeltsin’s deputy chairman of the Russian Supreme Soviet), who insisted ‘The Declaration [did] not, in essence, deal with sovereignty at all, but only with decentralisation of the excessively centralised Union state’. He noted how much remained under Soviet control: ‘the combined armed forces, common rail network, airlines, defence’ and much more, ‘practically all the basic functions which make a state a state’.30 This may well be true, but the Declaration acted as a spur to the other union republics (as well as to the autonomous republics within Russia) to adopt their own sovereignty declarations. By the autumn of 1990, the ‘war of the laws’ between the union authorities and components of the USSR was in full spate, ultimately undermining the integrity of the state. The assertion that in his struggle with Gorbachev Yeltsin destroyed the Soviet Union perhaps exaggerates the role of personalities in the titanic shift of geopolitical relations in Eurasia.


The centre of political life gradually shifted to Russia and the other republics as politics became ‘renationalised’. The creation in June 1990 of the hard-line Communist Party of the RSFSR (CP RSFSR), headed by Ivan Polozkov, finally gave separate representation for the 58 per cent of CPSU membership who were in Russia; but it was also an attempt by the conservatives to build a separate power base to thwart Gorbachev’s more radical reforms. In the event, they achieved little except to encourage Yeltsin and the Russian parliament to redouble their efforts to strengthen the Russian state as an instrument in the struggle against the Soviet Party regime. In 1990, Russia also gained its own Academy of Sciences, trade union and Komsomol organisations, and in May 1991 a Russian republic KGB was established. The struggle against the communist monopoly increasingly focused on ‘democracy in one republic’ rather than on Gorbachev’s apparently futile attempts to democratise the Union and its institutions. The Declaration of State Sovereignty of 12 June 1990, as noted, marked the turning point in relations between the republics and the Union as Russian statehood was formally reborn and Russian laws were to take precedence over Union legislation. The Decree on Power that followed achieved what the democrats had earlier hoped that the Soviet Congress would do, namely assume the full powers of the state. The decree stipulated the separation of the Communist Party from the government in Russia and outlawed the ‘party-political system of leadership’ in the state, in enterprises, the KGB and the army. A resolution adopted at the same time forbade leading state officials to hold other posts, including those in political or social organisations.31 Russia became a state-in-waiting.


Other republics followed Russia’s lead, and on 16 July Ukraine adopted an extremely radical declaration of sovereignty, passed unanimously by its parliament, calling for multi-party democracy, a separate national army and respect for human rights. The precise meaning and juridical status of these declarations remained unclear, but they demonstrated that Gorbachev’s attempts to negotiate a new ‘Union Treaty’ for the USSR would have to take into account the aspirations of the republics for autonomy. Declarations of sovereignty were not restricted to Union republics but began to be adopted by autonomous republics and even by regions and boroughs in Moscow and other cities. The ‘war of the laws’ focused above all on the contested jurisdictions of Union and republican power. As the Soviet administrative system came apart at the seams, both the republics and the centre claimed priority for their laws, leading in most cases to the implementation of neither.


The emergent Russian state became the main opposition to the decaying Soviet regime, and, as Khasbulatov noted, ‘we find ourselves in an unprecedented situation in world history: a legitimate government in opposition’.32 Gorbachev had planned a gradual deconcentration of power to society, yet his hesitancy in relinquishing the concept of Party rule – and indeed his failure to split the CPSU at the Twenty-eighth Party Congress in July 1990 and place an avowedly Social Democratic party at the head of the democratic transformation of the USSR – meant that as power leaked away from the old ‘administrative-command’ system (as the Soviet order was dubbed by democrats at this time) it was absorbed by the republics. As in 1917, the many layers of the revolution interacted in unpredictable ways. In the republics there was an upsurge of civic activity as a plethora of social organisations were established, known as neformaly (informals) in Russia. The rebirth of civil society was accompanied by the growth of pathological aspects of ‘uncivil society’ including virulently nationalist and racist movements. At the same time, the remnants of official structures used the new freedom to engage in the spontaneous privatisation of state property. Solnick likens the ‘breakdown of hierarchy’ at this time to a ‘bank run’ as Party officials began to prepare their ‘golden parachutes’ by ‘stealing the state’.33 In most republics, moreover, old communist elites managed to convert themselves into nationalists and continued to rule on the basis of the new ideology. The sovereignty of the republics indicated not the triumph of democracy and civil society but the establishment of the borders within which both might later develop.




Popular insurgency and regime decay


Despite a host of difficulties, such as complex registration laws and harassment, numerous parties were established in this period of insurgency. Gorbachev’s ‘socialist pluralism of opinions’ was now superseded by structured political conflict and the veritable rebirth of politics.34 The problem soon became one not of the lack of alternatives but the sheer abundance of new parties that failed to coalesce into a coherent force that could challenge the CPSU or provide the basis for viable government.35 The decline of the Inter-regional Group of Deputies prefigured the decline of the USSR CPD itself. The democratic deputies, led by Yeltsin and Sakharov, were greatly outnumbered by the rest of the 2,250 deputies, whom the radical democrat Yurii Afanas’ev dubbed the ‘aggressively obedient majority’.36 The group was weakened by splits over national issues, with the Baltic delegation barely participating at all; and over tactics – the degree to which reform should remain within the one-party system. By late 1990, they had lost direction and coherence, especially with the death of Sakharov in December 1989.


Gorbachev’s inability to convert the CPSU into a genuine instrument of reform was one of the main reasons for the failure of perestroika.37 Although the Party had given up its monopoly on power in March 1990, this did not indicate a sudden conversion to democracy. As late as March 1991, the CPSU was still giving orders to government ministries, a year after having given up its constitutional ‘leading role’. The old regime at this time tried to co-opt the resurgent Russian nationalism for its own purposes, but succeeded only in stimulating reactionary Russian nationalism and awakening the aspirations to statehood of some of the minorities within Russia. The CPSU sponsored various ‘front’ organisations, like the United Front of Workers (OFT), which tried to appeal to the loyalist instincts of blue-collar workers, and sought to influence the new parties established after March 1990. The USSR had moved from one-party rule to a limbo of non-party governance as the CPSU refused to move out of the way to allow new forces to take over. The Communist Party still claimed to be the only force that could fill the political vacuum, although itself now riven by the fragmentation that had gripped the rest of the country.


One of the cardinal principles that had kept the Party together was democratic centralism, an institutional theory that suggested participation of lower bodies in the decisions of higher ones but which in practice imposed a rigid hierarchical subordination.38 Lenin’s 1921 ‘ban on factions’, as we have seen, prohibited horizontal contacts between Party cells. Gorbachev now weakened this element of democratic centralism, allowing an upsurge in factional activity. A Democratic Platform emerged calling for the radical democratisation of the CPSU, while the Marxist Platform demanded a return to a purer form of Marxian socialism.39 The Party also began to split into its constituent national parts. In December 1989, the Lithuanian Communist Party under Algirdas Brazauskas broke away from the national CPSU in the belief that only by allying with domestic nationalists could it hope to retain a voice in Lithuanian politics. At the Twenty-eighth Party Congress in July 1990, Gorbachev had to fight hard to have his draft democratic programme of the Party adopted, with the CP RSFSR distinguishing itself by its dogged conservatism. The Party seemed constitutionally unable to reform itself, and, thus, far from being in the vanguard of reform, it lagged behind and indeed obstructed change.


The Central Committee of the CPSU, although much changed at the Congress, remained solidly conservative. At the same Congress the Politburo, a body that had in effect been the supreme government of the country, was radically transformed. Membership shifted from professional-territorial to largely territorial representation, composed now of the heads of the republican and some regional Party organisations, and certain key officials. At a stroke the Politburo was reduced in power, and the Party was crippled as a functioning political machine. As the linchpin of the Soviet political system, the CPSU had always been more than a political party. It was the Party’s full-time apparatus, staffed by half a million apparatchiki, which was the effective core both of the Party and the state, while a million more were on the Party’s teaching staff in the dense network of Party schools and departments of ‘social science’ in colleges. The ability of the rest of the membership to influence policy was severely limited by democratic centralism. During perestroika  Gorbachev tried to broaden the influence of the rank-and-file by democratising the Party through the use of elections, and at the same time sought to weaken the grip of the Party bureaucracy by strengthening state bodies and the legislature.40


The CPSU’s popularity fell sharply from its peak at the height of perestroika, and by May 1990 only 18.8 per cent of the electorate would have voted for it if there had been elections.41 The Party began for the first time to suffer a financial crisis.42 Party members themselves were disillusioned, and only 27 per cent stated that if given a choice they would join a second time.43 Party membership peaked in October 1988 when it stood at 18.9 million members and 416,000 candidates, a total of 19.3 million.44 In 1989, for the first time since the purges membership actually fell;45 in the last quarter of 1989 alone 279,000 communists failed to renew their membership, and another 670,000 failed to do so by 1 April 1990.46 Communists in Armenia and Azerbaijan left en masse, and few in the rest of the country felt moved to join what was increasingly perceived as a discredited organisation. This was a period marked therefore by mass defections, with membership falling to some 15 million by August 1991.


By the time of the August 1991 coup, the CPSU had lost its ideological and organisational integrity and had failed in its attempts to ‘repartise’ itself; that is, to convert itself from a state structure to a campaigning political organisation.47 The CPSU was marginalised, its membership was falling, it was splitting into various factions, and communist dominance was challenged by numerous informal groups and movements, accompanied by the emergence of genuine pluralism in intellectual and political life. The Communist Party was by definition an expansive and monopolistic body that had left civil society, the proper sphere for political parties, after October 1917 and had occupied the state; it was now faced with the prospect of being ousted from its strongholds in the factories, the army and the KGB to become a normal parliamentary party subject to the vagaries of electoral politics.
Gorbachev on this crucial issue could not follow his usual centrist position, because the centre had disappeared and he had to come off the fence: either Party rule or genuine multi-party politics. His failure to choose in time only protracted the crisis, preventing either side from taking the initiative and weakening his own position.


Gorbachev’s economic policy was marked by similar equivocations. By 1990, he had broadly decided in favour of establishing a market economy, but like most of the population he was unwilling to face the hardships – or the political price – that would inevitably accompany the transition. Gorbachev’s failure in September 1990 to support the plan proposed by the team led by Stanislav Shatalin and including Grigorii Yavlinskii and Yegor Gaidar, envisaging a rapid transition to the market in ‘500 days’, was in retrospect probably the moment when the USSR passed the point of no return and could no longer be held together. The plan called for an end to price controls, fiscal and monetary discipline to contain inflation, and rapid privatisation. It envisaged the conversion of the USSR into an economic union with only loose political ties between the constituent republics. Under pressure from conservatives, the plan was rejected by Gorbachev in favour of a much-diluted programme proposed by a different team. Yeltsin had supported the Shatalin plan, and its failure led him to launch Russia’s own economic reforms in November 1990.
It appeared that no single economic programme could work for all of the USSR; but if every republic had to devise its own reform plan, then what was the point of Gorbachev’s ‘renewed union’?


Communist hard-liners now launched the so-called ‘winter offensive’ of 1990–1. Isolated from the radical democrats and fearing the hard-line reactionaries, Gorbachev became hostage to the conservatives. This was reflected in personnel policy. The liberal Vadim Bakatin was replaced as minister of the interior (MVD) with the pugnacious Boris Pugo, and on 27 December 1990 Gorbachev forced parliament to accept Gennadii Yanaev as his vice-president.
Even the usually compliant Soviet legislature, now chaired by Luk’yanov, baulked at ratifying the appointment of an official who epitomised the stagnation of the Soviet bureaucratic system. On 20 December 1990, Eduard Shevardnadze, who had been foreign minister since July 1985, resigned, warning darkly of the threat of a coup.


The conservative offensive was not limited to displacing liberal officials in Moscow but attempted to crush the nationalists in the republics. The low point of this period came with the storming of the Lithuanian TV building on 13 January 1991, in which fifteen people were killed. Gorbachev’s role in these events is still not clear, publicly defending the ministers responsible for the bloodshed but denying any responsibility. He might well have gone along with what turned out to be a dress rehearsal for the events of August, and then at the last minute repudiated the attempt by the conservatives to seize power in Lithuania.
In economic policy this period was if anything more catastrophic than what had come before. In December 1990, Ryzhkov was replaced as prime minister by Valentin Pavlov, a man who had earlier been minister of finance and had almost single-handedly destroyed the rouble by printing money as fast as the budget deficit grew. He now set about destroying the whole economy by his refusal to countenance a rapid advance to the market and by his poorly planned currency reform and price rises.


At the time of the crisis of January 1991, Yeltsin had not hesitated to rush to the Baltic states to declare his support for their independence. While often seen as no more than a ploy in his struggle with Gorbachev, Yeltsin’s action nevertheless represented a remarkable repudiation of Moscow’s traditional empire-building role and created the conditions for the relatively peaceful dissolution of what now came to be known as the Soviet ‘empire’. Gorbachev’s attempt to re-legitimise the authority of the Soviet Union in the following months by renegotiating the federation was always a fragile affair, having been delayed too long while he had been distracted by the excitement of foreign affairs and the struggle with his Party opponents. The referendum on 17 March 1991 on a renewed Union gave a notably ambiguous response (see the boxed text below).
While 71.3 per cent of the RSFSR’s 79.4 million turnout (75.1 per cent of the total electorate) voted ‘yes’ to a renewed federation, almost exactly the same number (69.6 per cent) voted in favour of a second question added to the ballot in Russia, the creation of a Russian presidency, which implicitly challenged the postulates of the first.



Referendum on a ‘renewed Union’ and a presidency in Russia,  17 March 1991



The question 


	 Voters were asked: ‘Do you consider necessary the preservation of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics as a renewed federation of equal sovereign republics, in which the rights and freedom of the individual of any nationality will be fully guaranteed?’



Participation 


	 Six republics boycotted the referendum: Armenia, Georgia and Moldova, and the three Baltic republics of Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania.


	 This signified the de facto division of the USSR into at least two parts.



Turnout and results (USSR) 


	 In the USSR 147 million voted, 75.4 per cent of the electorate.


	 Of those who voted, 112 million supported the idea of a ‘renewed Union’.


	 Thus 76.2 per cent of turnout supported the Union.



Turnout and results (Russia) 


	 In Russia out of a total registered electorate of 105,643,364, 79,701,169 took part, 75.4 per cent 


	 Of those who voted, 56,860,783 voted ‘yes’ and 21,030,753 voted ‘no’ .


	 Thus 71.3 per cent supported the Union and 26.4 per cent did not.


	 2.3 per cent of ballots were spoiled.



On whether to establish a presidency in Russia 


	 A supplementary question was added in Russia: ‘Do you consider necessary the introduction of the post of president of the RSFSR, elected by universal suffrage?’


	 69.85 per cent of the ballot voted for Russia to have a president.


	 Of those who took part, 28 per cent voted against a presidency for Russia and for a renewed Union.


	 23.4 per cent voted for a Russian president but against the Union.


	 45.6 per cent voted for a president and for the Union.


	 2.1 per cent of votes were spoiled.



Source: Izvestiya, 26 March 1991, p. 2; Pravda, 27 March 1991; M. Gorbachev, Soyuz mozhno bylo sokhranit’ (Moscow, izd. ‘Aprel’-85’, 1995), pp. 148–9.



The counter-attack of the conservatives was halted by a renewed wave of labour unrest. On 1 March 1991, a national strike of miners began with economic and political demands, including calls for the resignation of Gorbachev and Pavlov, and the dissolution of the USSR Supreme Soviet. Many mines continued to strike until early May 1991, and they were joined by workers in other industries in Belarus in April. All of this warned Gorbachev that alliance with the conservatives eroded his position. At the opening of the Third Russian (Emergency) Congress of People’s Deputies on 28 March, called by the conservatives in an attempt to oust Yeltsin, Gorbachev ordered 50,000 MVD troops into Moscow to prevent a demonstration in support of Yeltsin, yet perhaps a quarter of a million people defied his ban.
Gorbachev at this point turned once again to the reformists, and in the ‘nine-plus-one’ agreement of 23 April at his dacha at Novo-Ogarevo conceded greater power to the leaders of the nine republics involved and an accelerated transition to the market economy. Yeltsin went on to pacify the miners, and announced that the mines were to be transferred to Russia. The new Union Treaty between the republics of what had been the Soviet Union would be one built from the bottom up, founded on the sovereignty of the republics and relegating Gorbachev and the central government to a secondary role. The treaty was formalised on 23 July 1991 and was to have been signed by some of the republics on 20 August.


Yeltsin’s position was consolidated on 12 June 1991 when, for the first time in history, Russia chose its president in a popular vote (see Table 1.1, below), with Alexander Rutskoi (the leader of the Communists for Democracy faction that had emerged at the Third CPD) selected as his vice-president. On the same day, Popov was elected mayor of Moscow with 65 per cent of the vote; in Leningrad Sobchak was elected mayor with 69 per cent (soon recruiting Vladimir Putin as his adviser and later deputy), and at the same time 54 per cent voted to rename the city St Petersburg. At his inauguration on 10 July 1991, Yeltsin proclaimed his readiness to embark on a far-reaching democratic transformation and the fundamental renewal of the Russian Federation (RF). He supported the plan for a restructured Union and promised co-operation with the other republics, but at the same time he stressed the sovereignty of the RSFSR and its role in the world, not simply as part of the USSR but as a sovereign state in its own right. He painted a vision of a rejuvenated Russia ‘rising from her knees’ and drawing on its cultural and spiritual heritage and its great past, re-entering the world community freed of imperialist ambitions and embracing the principles of freedom, property, the rule of law and openness to the world.48 Yeltsin appealed to Russian patriotism against the communist regime, but at the same time offered a new synthesis of national self-affirmation and democratic aspirations.




Conclusion


Communism in the Soviet Union fell in 1991 with minimal resistance. Gorbachev’s reforms during perestroika had undermined the system from within, and by 1991 formerly mighty institutions were no more than hollow shells.49 The CPSU was riddled with factions and had lost not only its much-prized ideological unity but also its ability to rule. While Gorbachev’s achievements in ending the Cold War and returning consciousness to the people by lifting the burden of fear ensure him his place among the greats in the pantheon of history, his legacy was profoundly flawed. In contrast to his predecessors at the head of the Soviet state, his political flexibility allowed the decoupling of ideology and power while his responsiveness to popular aspirations allowed the Soviet system to be transformed in a relatively


Table 1.1 First Russian presidential election, 12 June 1991




Gorbachev’s style, however, tended to achieve the maximum confusion for the minimum advantage. His approach to policy-making perpetuated the arbitrariness that had always characterised the Soviet system. While he had a broad strategic vision of overcoming world divisions, he lacked the ability to formulate a convincing middle-level range of policy options that could command popular support or address the immediate needs of a society in turmoil. By 1991, he had even lost the support of the Party’s liberal wing while not retaining the trust of the conservatives. Later he admitted that ‘I should have taken advantage of the stability and popular consensus that existed in the first stage of perestroika, and moved more swiftly towards a market economy’.50 As politics took on a public and parliamentary form Gorbachev’s mastery of bureaucratic intrigue became irrelevant.
Gorbachev’s tragedy was that he was unable to make the transition from Party functionary to national leader, and the longer he delayed making the choice, the less he was able to fulfil either.51


Communist rule rested on a dynamic link between ideology and organisation: 

although the ideology was subject to permanent modification (from Lenin’s internationalism to Stalin’s Soviet nationalism through to Brezhnev’s complacent ‘developed socialism’), and organisational forms evolved (from Lenin’s Party-centredness to Stalin’s cult of personality through to Khrushchev’s revival of the Party as a functioning institution), the important element was the link itself; power justified by the appeal to an over-riding ideological imperative. When that link was broken by Gorbachev, the whole edifice of communist rule collapsed. This in turn precipitated the disintegration of the national territory. Russia was the central actor in the destruction of the USSR, although the Declaration of State Sovereignty of 12 June 1990 was not intended to signal the end of the USSR. Underlying the Declaration and those that followed in other republics was a desire to see the federal union with a strong centre give way to a confederation of sovereign and equal states. The Declaration, however, unleashed a destructive dynamic that ended with the disintegration of the country. Lacking roots in any national community, the USSR proved susceptible to nationalist mobilisation once the political grip of the CPSU weakened.













2 The disintegration of the USSR



Nothing destroyeth authority so much as the unequal and untimely interchange of power pressed too far, and relaxed too much.



(Francis Bacon)1



 
 At the beginning of the 1990s, Henry Kissinger observed that ‘The borders between the “centre” and the republics do not necessarily coincide with the borders between totalitarianism and democracy.’2 This view was certainly at the core of Gorbachev’s attempts to save the Union. Yeltsin, meanwhile, continued the assault on the CPSU, and its demise in August 1991 left the USSR vulnerable to the increasingly sovereign republics. On 20 July 1991, Yeltsin issued a decree banning party structures in government offices and enterprises, and he also proposed legislation that would ban the Party from the armed forces.3 The legal basis for the decree was dubious, since the USSR law on public associations stated that only the courts could outlaw a party (presumably including its branches). ‘Departification’ meant that communist officials would have to choose between their party and jobs.
The depoliticisation decree came into effect on 4 August, and the CPSU was still considering its response when the coup intervened. Even Gorbachev appeared to lose patience with the dogged unreformability of the Party, vividly in evidence at the last plenum of the CPSU’s Central Committee on 25–6 July, and announced that an emergency Party congress would be held in December 1991 to adopt a radical new programme that would return the Party to its social democratic roots.4 Gorbachev at last appeared to accept the necessity of splitting the Party and placing himself at the head of the radical reforming faction. In the event, conservatives sought to halt the dissolution of communist power by forceful means, but succeeded only in precipitating the disintegration of the country that they had sought to save.




The August coup 


Conservatives realised that the Union Treaty, due to be signed on 20 August, would make the old structures of power redundant. In July, twelve leading politicians, writers and generals signed a ‘Word to the People’, written among others by Gennadii Zyuganov who would go on to lead the revived Communist Party of the Russian Federation (CPRF), which served as the manifesto of the coup. In emotional language the address warned of the:
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Figure 2.1  The Russian Federation
















enormous, unprecedented misfortune that has befallen us.…Why is it that sly and pompous rulers, intelligent and clever apostates and greedy and rich moneygrubbers, mocking us, scoffing at our beliefs and taking advantage of our naivete, have seized power and are pilfering our wealth, taking homes, factories and land away from the people, carving the country up into separate parts…excommunicating us from the past and debarring us from the future…our differences are nothing in the face of the general calamity and distress, in the face of the general love for the homeland, which we see as a single, indivisible entity that has united fraternal peoples in a mighty state, without which we would have no existence. 5




The Address urged the creation of a nationwide movement of resistance to enemies like ‘thoughtless and inept parliamentarians’ but was vague on what form this should take.


The attempted coup of August 1991 sought to resolve by forceful means the crisis of power and end the struggle of conflicting ideologies. The leading conspirators were Pavlov (prime minister), Vladimir Kryuchkov (head of the KGB), Dmitrii Yazov (minister of defence) and Yanaev (vice-president). On Saturday 17 August, they met and discussed the implications of the new Union Treaty. They were joined by Luk'yanov, who realised that the devolution of power to the republics would in effect mean the end of the old centralised structures, including probably the national parliament and with it his own job. On learning that Gorbachev was unaware of their plans, he refused formally to join them but agreed to write against the treaty and at the same time assisted the putschists by delaying the convocation of the Soviet parliament for a week.6


On Sunday 18 August, the plotters sent a delegation to Gorbachev in his holiday home in Foros in the Crimea. The group included Valerii Boldin, on Gorbachev’s personal staff since 1981 and accepted almost as one of the family, Oleg Shenin, a member of the CC Secretariat, Oleg Baklanov, first vice-chairman of the Defence Council, and General Valentin Varennikov, commander-in-chief of ground forces.
They sought a presidential decree establishing a state of emergency or agreement to hand over power to the vice-president. Gorbachev condemned their actions and refused to have anything to do with the plot, warning that ‘You and the people who sent you are irresponsible. You will destroy yourselves, but that’s your business and to hell with you. But you will also destroy the country and everything we have already done.’7 Gorbachev’s communications with the outside world were cut off, but there remains a suggestion that Gorbachev might have done more to try to prevent the coup; indeed, Amy Knight asserts that ‘Gorbachev’s claims that he was an innocent victim of the coup ha[ve] lost all credibility’.8 Others argue that in the circumstances he could have done little more.9


On Monday 19 August, the country woke up to endlessly repeated announcements by the mass media about the imposition of a state of emergency. A declaration by the State Committee for the State of Emergency (SCSE) was read out, signed by the original four plotters now joined by another four: Pugo, the hard-line minister of the interior; Baklanov; Alexander Tizyakov, president of the Association of State Enterprises; and Vasilii Starodubtsev, chair of the government-sponsored Peasant’s Union. Yanaev announced that Gorbachev was ill and unable to fulfil his duties, and thus he was taking over in the interim. Troops entered Moscow, and for three days the Russian White House, the seat of parliament and the presidency, was defended by citizens. The plotters had stumbled into launching the coup with very little real preparation, and they had sent the troops into Moscow with no detailed instructions about what they were supposed to do once they got there. As Yazov admitted during later interrogations, ‘We had no real plan.’10 Russians remarked at the time that the coup had been organised with the level of competence with which the country had been run for the last few years.


The Russian leadership acted far more resolutely. On 19 August, Yeltsin, Khasbulatov and Ivan Silaev (the Russian prime minister) drafted an ‘Appeal to the Citizens of Russia’, condemning the coup in no uncertain terms as ‘a right-wing, reactionary, unconstitutional coup’ and branding the SCSE an illegal body.11 Within three days it was all over, defeated by the opposition of the Russian leadership, the heroism of the people who took to the streets unarmed against tanks, the resistance in the army, the media and the factories, and by the lack of resolution of the plotters themselves. For the first time since Stalin a major initiative had been launched by-passing the Party leadership, and thus the coup revealed the degree to which the Party had been marginalised. At the same time, neither the Politburo nor the Central Committee and its Secretariat defended their own General Secretary imprisoned in the Crimea. However paradoxical it might appear, this was in a sense a ‘constitutional coup’. The plotters tried to present their actions as being in conformity with the constitution and thus sought to draw legitimacy from their formal legality. The ‘manifesto’ of the putschists played down the ideological appeal to communist values. Instead, they sought to ground their venture on Soviet nationalism, the attempt to maintain the Soviet Union as a centralised state, and hoped to gain popular support by playing on populist emotions, above all by denouncing the unpopular co-operatives and other new forms of business activity, which the Address quoted above had termed ‘bloodsuckers’. The plotters were not reactionaries, realising that the clock could not be turned back to before 1985. They were willing to accept some of Gorbachev’s reforms but insisted that the time had come to stop the retreat. They represented a return to Andropov’s authoritarian reform and a rejection of Gorbachev’s democratising reforms. The attempted coup  was therefore a conservative one, trying to preserve the USSR and its political system but ready to accept some necessary changes. The plotters sought to find a path midway between the out-and-out reactionaries, who would not have objected to Stalin’s return, and the reform communists of Gorbachev’s ilk, who were allegedly betraying the achievements of Soviet socialism.


They hoped that Luk'yanov’s delay in convening the USSR Supreme Soviet would allow the country to settle down and accept the coup as a fait accompli.
There was only one problem for the plotters, and that was that Gorbachev refused to step down, even temporarily. In any event, Yeltsin and his colleagues in the Russian government insisted that the coup subverted the constitution, and on that basis launched a counter-coup that destroyed not only the putschists but also the whole system of Soviet power. On 22 August, anti-communist demonstrations took place around the country, and the headquarters of the CPSU in Old Square in Moscow was in danger of being stormed. The statue of Felix Dzerzhinskii, the founder of the KGB’s forerunner, the Cheka, in front of the Lubyanka (the secret police headquarters) was removed with the assistance of the Moscow city authorities. The demonstrations on that day looked as if they might turn into a popular revolution against Party officials and institutions. In Moldova and the Baltic republics statues of Lenin were dismantled, and one after another the republics announced their independence.


Yeltsin transformed the coup into a revolution. At a session of the Russian parliament the next day, the CPSU was suspended in Russia by a stroke of Yeltsin’s pen. The CC and Moscow City Communist Party offices in Old Square were sealed to stop documents being destroyed, and Yeltsin ordered a number of communist newspapers to stop publication, including Pravda and Sovetskaya Rossiya. The retreat of the Party turned into a rout. On 24 August, Gorbachev resigned as General Secretary of the CPSU and called for the dissolution of the Central Commitee. On 29 August, the USSR Supreme Soviet suspended the CPSU, and, on 6 November 1991, Yeltsin banned the Party in Russia.12 Party organisations were forbidden in military units and state institutions, and the property and bank accounts of the CPSU were placed under the control of the Russian authorities. Amid revelations of the abuse of state and Party funds, on 26 August N. Kruchina, a key worker in the CC’s International Department that had been illicitly funding foreign communist parties, committed suicide. Details emerged of a Party-funded shadow economy, a secret financial empire organised by a Business Directorate in the Central Committee to maintain its financial position even if the Party lost political power.13 Some Party administrators involved in this activity committed suicide, and other highly placed officials also did away with themselves. The Party’s links with other communist parties and its subversive activities became known.14 Some of the old guard in state posts also committed suicide, notably Marshal S.F.
Akhromeev on 24 August, in despair at seeing the destruction of his life’s work in building the USSR.15


The failure of the attempt by conservatives to halt the tide of disintegration by staging a coup in August 1991 only accelerated the demise of the old system and the state. While the nature of the August coup remains controversial, its effect is clear: the collapse of the once all-powerful Communist Party and the disintegration of the Soviet Union itself. The coup was the final act of ‘one of the cruelest regimes in human history’.16 The Soviet system had destroyed the old Russian middle class and the cultural intelligentsia; it had destroyed the self-sufficient peasantry and Russia’s agriculture; the system had squandered the vast natural resources of the country and the wealth accumulated from the past; and in its final act the cannibalistic regime devoured itself.




The disintegration of the USSR


The defeat of the putschists in the August 1991 revolution reinvigorated democratic aspirations and instilled a new pride in Russian statehood, symbolised by the ubiquitous presence of the pre-revolutionary Russian tricolour (white, blue and red), which became the symbol of Russian democracy and was later adopted as the official Russian flag. At the funeral of the three young men who had died in the defence of the White House Yeltsin stressed that ‘this conspiracy, this coup, was directed above all at Russia, the federation, the parliament, the president. But the whole of Russia stood up in its defence.’17 The coup was followed by what can be considered the fourth and final phase of perestroika: disintegration.


The coup justified a series of formally anti-constitutional measures adopted by the Russian and other republican governments. All the major institutions of the Soviet state were discredited, with the partial exception of the military. The system was no longer in crisis but in a condition of catastrophic breakdown; few of its institutions were capable of reform or regeneration and after the coup were destroyed in their entirety. There was an immediate sense of popular relief that at last some of the problems facing the country could be resolved free from communist interference. A poll conducted by the All-Union (Russian) Centre for the Study of Public Opinion (VTsIOM) on 7 September 1991 found that 46 per cent of Muscovites were more optimistic than in early August, 32 per cent were as before, and only 15 per cent less optimistic.18 However, for the new system to be considered secure it had to base itself not only on the negative legitimation of having withstood the coup, but also on a positive programme. With the destruction of the common enemy, the communist regime, the democratic and national coalition in Russia disintegrated. How was the country to be governed, and indeed what country, Russia or the Soviet Union?


On his return from the Crimea early on 22 August, Gorbachev remarked that he felt as if he was returning to ‘a different country’.19 In political terms, the world had indeed changed radically, and the next few months revealed that Gorbachev himself was increasingly marginalised by the decomposition of the USSR. The centre had in effect destroyed itself, and the coup transformed the declarations of sovereignty of the republics into declarations of independence. Lithuania had declared its independence on 11 March 1990 and Georgia on 9 April 1991, and even as the coup progressed other republics joined them: Estonia on 20 August; Latvia on the 21st; Ukraine on the 24th; Belarus on the 25th; Moldova on the 27th; Azerbaijan on the 30th; Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan on the 31st; Tajikistan on 9 September; Armenia on the 23rd; and Turkmenistan on 27 October. This formally left only Russia and Kazakhstan in the Soviet Union. Kazakhstan in particular favoured a Union because of its own delicate ethnic balance, split almost equally between Russians and Kazakhs, and because of its high degree of economic integration with the rest of the country.


Following the suspension of the CPSU its property was sequestered, and the democratic forces indulged in a rather undignified scramble for the pickings. The magnificent headquarters of the Central Committee on Old Square was taken over by the Russian government, and sessions of the Russian Council of Ministers would henceforth be held in the former offices of the Politburo. Up and down the country former Party headquarters were taken over by local administrations and organisations, and the Party’s offices in factories and offices were turned over to new purposes. Very soon the ubiquitous presence of the Communist Party, once feared but more recently reviled, was but a fading memory.


The next casualty after the CPSU was the semi-democratic USSR Congress of People’s Deputies. Inaugurated in a fanfare of enthusiasm, rather than dismantling the apparatus of communist power the Congress had provided a patina of democratic legitimacy for that authority.20 An Emergency Congress from 2–5 September put an end to itself and thus also to one of the major elements of perestroika-style politics. Its last act was a Declaration of Human Rights and Freedoms that committed the country to international standards of legal, citizenship, property and social rights, including the right to work, and religious freedom and the right to use one’s own language.21 In the context, however, it was meaningless since there were no institutions that could guarantee these rights; and how could the rights of citizenship be defended in a country that increasingly existed only in name? Hopes for a democratic USSR were disappointed, and in the opinion of the self-styled democrats were probably unrealisable since empires and democracy are by definition incompatible. However, the question that was to haunt post-communist state-building immediately arose: what if the USSR was not an empire in anything like the traditional colonial sense but the core of a multinational community that could have survived as a democratic confederal state? The latter was Gorbachev’s view, of a broad nationalist-leftist bloc, and increasingly of many ordinary citizens.


The bankruptcy of existing Union institutions had been vividly exposed by the coup. The logic of the struggle against the communist ‘centre’ had undermined all attempts to create alternative national democratic institutions and had focused attention on establishing the state organisations of individual republics. In these circumstances only a strong centre could have managed the transition from Soviet unitarism to a genuine confederation, but in this matter (as in so many others) Gorbachev had equivocated for too long and lost the opportunity that might have existed in 1988–9. The absence of a clear demarcation between Union and Russian institutions now gave rise to a dangerous vacuum of authority. Russia in effect suffered from a form of dual power, with two presidents and two parliaments, which gave rise to a type of ‘dual powerlessness’ and a paralysis of government.22 This hesitancy was illustrated by Yeltsin’s own behaviour. Instead of taking advantage of the enormous boost to his own popularity given by victory over the coup by launching decisive measures (including possibly pre-term elections to Russia’s parliament and regional soviets), to consolidate the democratic revolution, he went on vacation to Sochi to ponder the future and thus missed the opportunity.
Khasbulatov notes that ‘The extraordinary passivity of the state during this period [from August to late October] remains a mystery to me.’23


It is precisely Yeltsin’s failure to dissolve the Russian parliament, ironically, for which he is most condemned. In his second volume of memoirs, however, Yeltsin questions whether elections at that time would really have brought forward ‘good’ deputies, and notes that his resistance to the sort of acts suggested by the democrats, like the abolition of the state security system and vigorous ‘decommunisation’ measures, was based on the fear of provoking popular violence against the old regime, an approach that might have ‘turned August into another October 1917’, with all of the attendant violence and bloodshed.24 The spectre of October and the fear of popular mobilisation inhibited the deepening of the democratic revolution. Instead of harnessing the enthusiasm of August to effect radical change, politics focused on intra-elite intrigues and institutional wrangling – soon provoking, not surprisingly, popular disillusionment.


The Russian authorities now stumbled into a war of manoeuvre with Gorbachev and what remained of the USSR: slice by slice, in a form of ‘salami tactics’, Russia took over the powers of the union. Four main provisional structures operated to fill the vacuum resulting from the collapse of the old regime:


	The Congress was replaced by a new USSR Supreme Soviet made up of representatives from the republics. If nothing else, the new parliament was intended to act as a counter-weight to the Russian parliament.25 The modified Supreme Soviet had the right to call a full Congress but never did so. Several republics failed to send delegates to the new USSR legislature, and few regretted its abolition in December 1991.


	The most important body was the twelve-member State Council made up of the leaders of eleven republics (the three Baltic republics and Georgia did not participate) with Gorbachev in the chair as president of what remained of the USSR. Gorbachev’s acceptance of the new system ranks among his highest achievements, but his position would have been stronger if he had accepted more emphatically the confederalisation of the Union before the coup rather than after. During the coup, all the structures on which he had relied betrayed him (the CPSU, the army, the KGB and the MVD), but even earlier Gorbachev’s instincts led him to try to find a new power base, the collective authority of the presidents of the republics in the Novo-Ogarevo process that had given rise to the Union Treaty, and this was now formalised by the creation of the State Council. Leaders of the democratic opposition had long called for a ‘round table’ conference of the Eastern Europe sort, but the coup made it clear that the only round table that would have any meaning in the USSR would be one involving not political movements but the leaders of the republics. The State Council took the key strategic decisions in the interim, recognising the independence of the three Baltic republics, but delayed the recognition of the independence of Armenia, Georgia and Moldova or that of Ukraine.


	The third transitional body was the State Council’s Inter-Republican Economic Committee, headed from 16 September by the former prime minister of Russia, Ivan Silaev. The committee acted as the government of the USSR to provide central direction in the transition to the market. Silaev’s appointment reflected tensions within Yeltsin’s camp, especially since he was, together with the reform economist Yavlinskii, convinced of the need to maintain a single economic space in the old Union. To this end an economic accord between ten of the former Soviet republics (excluding the three newly independent Baltic states, and Armenia and Georgia) was signed in the Kazakhstani capital, Almaty (formerly Alma Ata), in October 1991.


	The USSR presidency itself was the fourth transitional structure. Gorbachev in the immediate post-coup period looked out of touch with current realities, reiterating his commitment to the renewal of the Communist Party and to notions of a renewed socialism. He had expected to carry on as before, but he was soon disabused of this illusion. He was harried and bullied by Yeltsin in the Russian parliament on 23 August, and popular opinion held him partly responsible for the coup because of his appointment of conservatives and his equivocation over economic reform. Gorbachev’s mastery of compromise now worked to his advantage as he tried to achieve some sort of centrist democratic consensus in the post-communist era, as reflected in his appointments to the new Political Consultative Council under the presidency. Moreover, it now seemed to be in the interests of the non-Russian republics to keep an independent centre alive, if only to act as a counter-weight to the power of Russia.



By the end of 1991, it was clear that the old centre could play only a very limited role in post-communist politics. Gorbachev’s power was increasingly overshadowed by the Russian government and by Yeltsin personally. The republics were unwilling to delegate functions to the centre now that they themselves could decide the terms and intensity of the relationship with each other and the federal state. In the early post-coup days, the republics reached agreements on co-operation in economic, scientific, ecological and human rights matters, and, above all, the principles of collective security and defence. However, these commitments, like the economic accords, remained vague and gave way to the republicanisation of politics. The creeping Russification of All-Union institutions that had been evident even before the coup now accelerated as Russian normative acts increasingly replaced Union laws. Already in April 1991, the coal industry had been transferred to the control of the Russian government in exchange for ending the miners’ strikes, and now the process of Russia ‘gathering in’ economic responsibilities speeded up.
The federal budget was largely funded by transfers from the Russian treasury, and when in late October the Russian Congress decided to stop financing most Union bodies (with the exception of the foreign, defence, railways and atomic industries ministries), the Union effectively came to an end. In mid-November, Yeltsin took over Soviet oil exports and the gold and diamond industries, most of which are on Russian territory. The transitional institutions had little authority to take, let alone implement, decisions. The Union presidency headed by Gorbachev and the old institutions continued as if by sufferance from Yeltsin, and enjoyed only as much authority as he was willing to grant them. To the alarm of the other republics, Russia began to take on the mantle of the old Union centre.


Since Russia had led the democratic struggle against the coup and against the communist regime as a whole, it came as a surprise to the leadership to find that the hostility of the other republics was now directed against itself; instead of reaping gratitude for defeating the communist regime, Russia found itself isolated. What Russia had started was now completed by Ukraine in its refusal to be associated with the recreation of a new Union or any other centre in Moscow. As the Ukrainian leader, Leonid Kravchuk, put it on 8 November:



We will oppose any attempt to create central government bodies. We will not ratify a treaty if central government bodies of any kind whatsoever are hidden behind it. Indeed no Center of any kind should exist other than coordinating bodies that would be established by the states participating in the treaty process.26




Russia’s failure quickly enough to realise the depth of the distrust that existed towards any strong power in Moscow, be it in a Soviet authoritarian guise or a Russian democratic one, led to several ill-considered acts. Yeltsin’s press secretary, Pavel Voshchanov, for example announced soon after the coup that the borders of republics which declared their independence would be questioned. Russia, moreover, was in the process of swallowing up the Soviet state apparatus, raising fears that it sought to absorb territory as well. This only seemed to confirm the suspicions of the republics that Russia was now the imperial hegemon replacing the Soviet regime, and put paid to Russia’s hopes of establishing a genuine confederation to replace the USSR. Moreover, the republican leaderships that had wavered during the coup sought to protect themselves from Moscow’s retribution by wrapping themselves in anti-Russian and nationalist flags, a ploy that was remarkably successful in allowing renamed neo-communist regimes to remain in power in many republics.


The West favoured the continuation of the USSR in order to maintain a single economic and political space, and to minimise the dangers of conflicts and the proliferation of nuclear weapons. Gorbachev’s domestic position, however, became increasingly untenable and ultimately he failed to find a role either for himself or for the union bureaucracy. He tried to reconstitute the centre by offering the leaders of the republics seats on the State Council, but the leaders themselves were under pressure in their own republics. The increasingly bankrupt Union bureaucracy remained in business by printing money, stoking inflation and making a dire economic situation even worse, prompting the republics (above all Russia; see Chapter 12) to adopt their own economic reform plans. Silaev was given the impossible task of initiating reform from within the existing structures in a way that would suit both the republics and the centre.


These contradictions came to a head over attempts to negotiate a new Union Treaty of twelve sovereign states in a reconstituted entity that would be the subject of international law. Gorbachev insisted on the continuation of what he called ‘the Novo-Ogarevo process’, the search for a new Union of Sovereign States (USS), and this on 14 November 1991 resulted in the fifth draft of the Union Treaty, which conceded yet more powers to the Union republics while retaining some central institutions such as a directly elected president and a bicameral legislature.27 Support for confederation came from the president of Kazakhstan, Nursultan Nazarbaev, and Yeltsin, who considered the maintenance of some sort of Union in Russia’s interests. Only the Central Asian states, Belarus and Russia were willing to attend the initialling ceremony to be held on 25 November. The problem was noted by Yeltsin at this meeting, ‘Signing the treaty without Ukraine is useless. There would be no Union. Let’s wait for Ukraine.’28 The other republics, above all Ukraine, in the event refused to have anything to do with a renewed centre and the ceremony never took place. Hopes for a new Union Treaty foundered on the rocks of Ukrainian aspirations, and ultimately the whole Union, already weakened by Baltic independence, was broken by the attempt to keep Ukraine part of it. While Gorbachev, and indeed Yeltsin, insisted that a Union without Ukraine was meaningless, Ukraine nevertheless abstained from all active participation in negotiations until the presidential elections and referendum of 1 December 1991. Policy within Ukraine was led by its Western regions, above all Lvov, taken from Poland in 1945.
According to Szporluk, it was at that time that ethnicity took precedence over modernisation in Soviet development: ‘The seeds of the Soviet Union’s decline were thus planted at the moment of the Soviet Union’s greatest triumph – 1945.’29 As Napoleon put it, ‘Empires die of indigestion.’ Already by late 1991, there were plans to issue a separate Ukrainian currency. The overwhelming vote on 1 December 1991 to confirm the provisional declaration of independence of 24 August, and the election of Kravchuk as president, demonstrated that the initiative had irrevocably passed to the republics.


If Ukraine and other republics refused to have anything to do with a new Union Treaty, then what was Russia to do? If Ukraine became independent and began to issue its own currency, there was a danger that Russia would be flooded by the surplus roubles of 52 million Ukrainians. Yeltsin adopted the strategy long advocated by his close adviser, Gennadii Burbulis, namely the development of specifically Russian, as opposed to Soviet, policies.30 A number of consequences followed from this, including the appointment of a new radical government headed by Yeltsin personally in early November 1991 with Yegor Gaidar responsible for economic reform and later acting prime minister. Another was the pronunciation of the death sentence on the Soviet Union. All this was tantamount to a Russian declaration of independence.


On 7–8 December 1991, the leaders of the three Slavic republics (Russia, Ukraine and Belarus) met in a hunting lodge in the Belovezh Pushcha nature reserve in Western Belarus to discuss the future of the Union. Since the three countries were the original signatories of the Union Treaty of December 1922 that had created the USSR, they claimed the right to dissolve what they had once formed, although according to the Soviet constitution the only way that a republic could secede was by referendum.31 The Belovezh Accords declared that ‘The USSR as a subject of international law and as a geopolitical entity has ceased to exist’ and announced the formation of a Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS).32 The Accords were ratified by the Russian Supreme Soviet on 12 December. While coming as a shock to the rest of the world, the Ukrainians had long been considering the option: their ideas for a confederation had been dismissed by Gorbachev, and they plainly considered that attempts now to renegotiate the Union Treaty were futile.33 No records of the meeting survive, but two factors clearly precipitated the decision: the need to accommodate Ukraine’s drive for independence; and the perception of Russia’s ‘government of reforms’ that they stood a much better chance to transform the economy on their own. For Yeltsin, moreover, the act of dissolution had two advantages: it put a summary end to the Gorbachev era; and he apparently believed that the CIS would become a new Union with a new president, himself.34


The signatories reaffirmed their commitment to ‘the goals and principles of the UN Charter, of the Helsinki Final Act and of other CSCE [Conference on Security and Co-operation in Europe] documents’ (Preamble). Despite the commitment to ‘universally recognised norms concerning human rights’, no method of implementing these goals was indicated. Article 3 expressed the commitment to the ‘preservation and progress of the ethnic, cultural, linguistic and religious identity of national minorities’, but stopped short of recognising their right to political self-determination. The agreement attempted to maintain the territorial status quo, and Article 5 forcefully committed the member states to ‘recognise and respect the territorial integrity of each other and the inviolability of the existing borders within the Commonwealth’, although there was to be free movement of people and information within the Commonwealth. Above all, Article 6 committed the member states to ‘maintain a common military-strategic space under joint command, including unified control over nuclear weapons’.35


The Central Asian leaders, and in particular Nazarbaev, were disturbed by the creation of what appeared to be an exclusively Slavic union. They met on 12 December in Ashgabat, the capital of Turkmenistan, and resolved to join the new body. On 21 December, all eleven republics that would make up the new Commonwealth met in Almaty. The eight that had not met in Belarus (Armenia, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan) signed a Protocol making them equal High Contracting Parties with the original signatories. The Protocol committed them to the Belovezh Accords and rendered them founder members of the Commonwealth. On that day, Nazarbaev announced that the USSR was no more, although formally it ended on 31 December 1991. The presidents signed six documents addressing some of the key problems facing the post-USSR world. They established a single economic space, unified control of nuclear arms and strategic forces, pledged that the international treaties of the USSR would be upheld and that the existing borders would be respected. The documents, however, were declarations of intent rather than binding treaties. Above all, the Almaty Accords declared that the new Commonwealth ‘is neither a state nor a supra-state entity’.36 It lacked serious central co-ordinating institutions and in effect abolished ‘the centre’ altogether, facilitating the ratification of the accords by the respective republican parliaments. It appeared that the CIS was to be a transitional phenomenon to manage the change and secure the orderly disaggregation of military and economic structures. This at least was the view of Ukraine and some other republics, but, as we shall see (Chapter 16), Russia, Kazakhstan and some others hoped for rather more.


The disappearance of the USSR meant the abolition of the post of president, and thus Gorbachev’s rule was over. It would be an exaggeration to suggest that Yeltsin agreed to the abolition of the USSR in order to remove his rival Gorbachev, yet the personal factor is important.37 As time passes, the depth of Gorbachev’s domestic unpopularity at the time is easily forgotten. A poll in late November found that he was the seventeenth most popular politician, barely squeaking in above the populist Vladimir Zhirinovskiii, and far behind the most popular figure, Yeltsin.38 Gorbachev resigned on 25 December 1991, maintaining a statesmanlike pose and declaring his critical support for the new regime:



There can be no justification whatsoever for my going into opposition either from a political point of view or when it comes to the interests of the country.…As long as Russia follows the path of democratic change, I will not only support her I will defend her, particularly at this difficult stage.39




Gorbachev and Yeltsin came to an agreement whereby the former president would enjoy certain privileges as long as he kept out of active politics. He established an International Foundation for Socio-Economic and Political Studies, known as the Gorbachev Foundation, and invited many of his former colleagues to work in it, including Yakovlev and others of the perestroika generation.




Problems of state-building


Russia was faced with both a systemic and a national crisis. Not only did its political and economic institutions need to be rebuilt, but also a new state had to be made. Basic ambiguities surround the emergence of the contemporary Russian state. We speak of an independent Russia, but at what point did it actually become independent? The other Soviet successor states in 1990–1 declared their independence, whereas Russia, while declaring its sovereignty on 12 June 1990 and effectively seceding from the USSR on 8 December 1991, was the only state simply to emerge as the residual legatee of the Soviet state following the latter’s dissolution in December 1991. The reborn Russian state, moreover, had no precedents; its borders corresponded to no previous historical entity and the polity was based on entirely new principles.


The insurgency against the communist regime took the form of a struggle for the restoration of Russian statehood (gosudarstvennost). The Russian concept of ‘statehood’ is alien to the Anglo-Saxon mind, suggesting both a strong state in domestic politics and a vigorous presence in foreign policy. Statehood was being returned to Russia in two senses: as a political state at last freeing itself from the suffocating tutelage of the Communist Party; and as a republic with the attributes of statehood separate from the USSR. Russia’s rebirth as a political state entailed the development of the institutions of political sovereignty, such as an independent parliament, government and presidency. Russia’s rebirth as a republic, however, was to be a complex process, involving the development of a new national identity distinct from the Tsarist or Soviet imperial past. The very name of the state changed, with the Sixth Congress in April 1992 adopting a constitutional amendment that abolished the name ‘RSFSR’ and introduced ‘Russia’ and ‘Russian Federation’ as names with equal legal validity.


While 1991 represented a fundamental moment of rupture in both geopolitical and governmental terms, elements of continuity, of course, remained. The primordial drive for territorial consolidation was accompanied once again by attempts to strengthen the state at the centre. State-building takes four practical forms, leaving aside for the moment questions of national and cultural identity: the ability to defend the national territory; effective integration of the centre and periphery; ordered relations between the institutions of governance; and elements of reciprocity between the state and society. The Tsarist system was found wanting on all four counts, having suffered repeated defeats in the Great War; while the Soviet system was certainly able to defend itself, probably against the rest of the world combined, it was less successful in the other three aspects. The reborn Russian state now faced these challenges, once again in the context of balancing influence abroad and political reconstruction at home.


Russia inherited 76 per cent of the USSR’s territory, 61 per cent of its GNP and 51 per cent of its population. Over 25 million Russians, however, found themselves outside the borders of the new state, representing a large proportion of the 43 million (15 per cent of the total USSR population) who found themselves outside their titular state (see Table 2.1). At 148 million, Russia had the world’s fifth largest population (after China, India, the United States and Indonesia), with 128 recognised nations and ethnic groups. Stretching 9,000 km from east to west, Russia covers one-eighth of the earth’s land surface (17.1 million sq km, of which 1.3 million sq km is arable). Its borders range a total of 58,562 km, with 14,253 km bordering sixteen foreign states and 44,309 km coasting two oceans and eleven seas. The country is richly endowed with natural resources and a skilled workforce. Russia had 90 per cent of the oil, 80 per cent of the natural gas, 70 per cent of the gold production and 62 per cent of the electricity output of the former Soviet Union. The great majority of the research institutes and educational establishments are also to be found here. It is this fundamental geographical and material disproportion between Russia and the other successor states that made it so difficult to establish comfortable relations between them.


Table 2.1 Population of the USSR. 1989






Although Russia may have inherited the bulk of the territory and resources, the political institutions bequeathed by the old system were fragile and disordered. In his keynote speech of 28 October 1991, Yeltsin lamented the weakness of Russian statehood and stressed the need to establish the legal basis for the new Russia,40 but the struggle to carve out a post-imperial state was to prove long and arduous.
Russia had been far more subsumed into the Soviet identity than the other republics, leading them (and many outsiders) to confuse Russia with the Soviet Union. The Russian language was the official state language, and Russians predominated at all levels of government and administration: Russians traditionally were the second secretaries of the republican Party organisations and usually headed the local KGB. Native cultures were Sovietised and the use of their languages, especially in higher educational establishments and in political life, was stymied by the use of the imperial lingua franca. Russians represented Soviet power and thus Sovietisation was often perceived as synonymous with Russianisation (the cultural domination of Russia), and in places Russification (the conscious attempt to suppress other cultures in favour of Russia’s) as well.


The new republic was a truncated form of the larger Russia for which the White armies had fought during the Civil War of 1918–20, and which ultimately the Bolsheviks rebuilt after their victory and which was formalised by the Union Treaty of December 1922. The rebirth of Russian statehood was accompanied by the tension between internal state-building and external withdrawal. However arbitrary the borders that Russia inherited, the attempt to recreate the ‘greater Russia’ that had died in 1991 would entail a level of violence comparable to that accompanying the ‘greater Serbia’ ambitions of the 1990s in the former Yugoslavia. Thus, a smaller Russian statehood emerged in which the national-patriots could argue that the problems associated with building the institutions of an independent Russia internally were provoked by Russia’s separation from some of its historical territories and peoples externally. It was along the line of this argument that much of post-communist Russian politics flowed.




Conclusion


In 1991, the communist experiment in Russia, one of the most sustained attempts in social engineering ever undertaken by humanity, came to an end. The revelations of glasnost encouraged the view that the whole Bolshevik period had been one gigantic ‘mistake’, reflected in the popular slogan of the time ‘seventy years on the road to nowhere’. The Soviet Union did not just fall, it collapsed. The failure of perestroika turned into a catastrophic breakdown of society and economy. All the institutions that maintained Soviet statehood were shattered simultaneously: the Communist Party, the secret police, the economic apparatus and the state mechanism. All of this was in terrible fulfilment of George Kennan’s prediction soon after the Second World War that ‘Soviet power, like the capitalist world of its conception, bears within it the seeds of its own decay.’ He warned that if ‘anything were ever to disrupt the unity and the efficacy of the party as a political instrument, Soviet Russia might be changed overnight from one of the strongest to one of the weakest and most pitiable of national societies’.41 This indeed came to pass, and the fall of the communist system in August 1991 was soon followed by the disintegration of the Soviet state.


The political reforms from 1985 precipitated a crisis of authority and deprived the administrative system of its accustomed rules and leadership. It soon became clear that Soviet institutions could not be reformed but had to be thoroughly remade. Interwoven like a double helix, the dissolution of the Communist Party entailed the disintegration of the Soviet state. The foundation of the CIS and the overthrow of the Soviet president, bypassing the constitution and the law, was the last act of the counter-coup launched in August 1991 and marked Yeltsin’s conclusive triumph over his rival. It was legitimated by the fact that the majority of the eleven presidents who disposed of the USSR had been directly elected in their republics, whereas Gorbachev owed his position to bureaucratic manoeuvring. The USSR Supreme Soviet was not convened as requested by Gorbachev, to give at least some legal form to what was after all not only the dissolution of the USSR but of a geopolitical area that had taken some 500 years to be ‘gathered together’.
Political expediency and national self-assertion combined to put an end to the USSR, but somewhere along the line democracy was the casualty. Subsumed in the USSR for decades, Russia in December 1991 returned to claim its place in the community of nations. The psychological and political consequences of such a dramatic emergence have yet to work themselves out.












Part II 
 Political institutions  and processes


The August coup of 1991 in Russia might be taken as a symbolic moment of rupture between the old and the new, year zero of the new order; but at the same time, while history might have accelerated, it did not move in leaps. Enormous continuities remained across the symbolic divide: Russia was not a tabula rasa on which the new authorities could write at will. One of the main themes of post-communist politics must necessarily be the interaction between continuity and change, between the existing conditions in society, the economy and politics, and the process of change itself reacting with these historically determined conditions.
Matters are complicated, moreover, by the fact that post-communist Russia had two ‘old regimes’ against which to measure itself and on which to draw, the Tsarist and the Soviet. While it was by no means certain that the factors that had given rise to Bolshevism in the first place had been overcome, it was clear that the seventy-four years of Soviet power would profoundly influence the post-communist period: 

there could be no direct return to pre-revolutionary Russia.


In 1991, the self-declared ‘democrats’ came to power, but this did not necessarily entail the triumph of democracy, and it soon became clear that post-communism was a distinctive syndrome of its own and far from synonymous with democracy.
The fall of the communist regime was a necessary but not a sufficient condition for the triumph of democracy in Russia. Between the collapse of the old order and the birth of the new there lay a period of disorientation and disorder, a new Time of Troubles like that in the first decade of the seventeenth century. The dissolution of communist power was accompanied by a crisis of governance threatening chaos and social disorder. The optimal balance between stability and transformation proved elusive as the Soviet crisis of governance reappeared in an accentuated form.
The weakness of post-communist state institutions was not compensated by the growth of other mechanisms to achieve the ‘reign of peace’ in civil society, giving rise to an almost primeval pre-liberal struggle of all against all, as Hobbes would have put it. The distinctive feature of post-communist Russia was the almost palpable retreat of government: the high tide of state power under the Soviet regime ebbed and society was left exposed and vulnerable to its own morbid elements: venality, criminality and corruption. Once again it appeared that decrees were issued and laws passed only to be ignored by a society apparently living according to a different set of rules. The economic collapse and the threat of social disorder accompanying the transition from communism raised fears that, once again, as in 1917, the democratic experiment would be still-born.













3 The new constitutional order



Time has finally run out for communism. But its concrete edifice has not yet crumbled. May we not be crushed beneath its rubble instead of gaining liberty. 



(Alexander Solzhenitsyn)1



 
 The re-emergence of a separate Russia out of the Soviet shell ranks as one of the great state-building endeavours of the twentieth century. Born out of the crisis attending the collapse of the USSR, the Russian state emerged with few immediate advantages. Its system of government had to be built from scratch, its constitution had to be rewritten, its legal system needed to move away from the punitive and vindictive ethos of the Soviet period, and its officialdom had to be retrained in the ways of a modern civil service. The priority for Russia was to establish the basic framework in which politics would be conducted, to establish the ‘rules of the game’, yet the struggle to adopt a new constitution would take until December 1993, and would include one of the most dramatic confrontations between branches of power seen in modern politics, the struggle between parliament and the presidency for supreme authority that culminated in the violent showdown of October 1993. It is with a brief analysis of this crisis that we begin and then examine the features of the new constitution and the associated development of constitutionalism and the rule of law.




Crisis and culminations: October 1993


 
 With the demise of Soviet power in 1991, the one-dimensional conflict between the communist ‘centre’ and the insurgent ‘democrats’ ended, revealing structural weaknesses in the organisation of legislative power and exposing a crisis in relations between executive and legislative authority. This was a period that can be described as ‘phoney democracy’, with the people brought on as bit players in the drama of the struggle of president and parliament. The Russian legislature elected in March 1990 was designed neither to choose nor to control a government, let alone act as the supreme source of sovereignty. It did not have effective means to fulfil customary parliamentary functions like approving and overseeing budgets and legislation. The absence of the separation of powers worked both to the legislature’s advantage, in that it had direct control over about half of state expenditure, and also to its disadvantage, as in its weak control over the executive.2




Soviet parliamentarianism versus neo-Soviet presidentialism 


The hesitant advance towards democracy of the perestroika years encumbered Russia with an unwieldy and largely unworkable parliamentary system. Russia was the only post-Soviet republic to retain the cumbrous two-tier legislative system for the elections of March 1990 (see Chapter 7). The Russian Congress was made up of 1,068 constituencies, of which 168 (15.7 per cent) were national-territorial and 900 (84.3 per cent) territorial. The Congress was to meet twice a year to legislate on the most important constitutional and other issues. With a two-thirds majority the Congress could alter the constitution, ratify changes in the name of the republic and cities, and change the powers of the presidency.3 The Congress selected a smaller Supreme Soviet, the body properly known as the parliament, to examine current legislation and debate policies. By September 1993, the Supreme Soviet contained 248 voting members and 138 non-voting members working in committees and commissions, and thus a total of 386 officially worked in parliament on a permanent basis, although about a quarter of Supreme Soviet deputies were inactive. All Congress deputies over a five-year period were to have the opportunity of becoming members of the Supreme Soviet, but this did not work out in practice. In the three years of the Russian parliament it was renewed only twice, at the Sixth Congress in April 1992 and again at the Seventh in December 1992.4


The Supreme Soviet was headed by the chairman, a post that became vacant with Yeltsin’s election as president in June 1991. Yeltsin’s former ally Khasbulatov was the main candidate, but he encountered stiff opposition at the Fifth Congress in July 1991;5 he was associated with the ethos of the old Party system and considered to have an abrasive personality. Having won his spurs during the coup, at the resumed Fifth Congress Khasbulatov was finally confirmed as ‘speaker’ (his favoured term for the post) on 28 October 1991 with 559 votes.6 Khasbulatov’s election did not put an end to Yeltsin’s conflicts with the Russian parliament, and indeed intensified them as Khasbulatov, an economist by profession, sought to modify the government’s economic reform programme and to defend the prerogatives of parliament – and his own.


Up to 1992, the Russian legislature was an accomplice to its own marginalisation: it voted to establish a presidential system at the Third Congress in April 1991, adopted the Law on the President at the Fourth on 24 May, and granted the presidency emergency powers to drive through reform by decree at the resumed Fifth Congress in November 1991. With the appointment in November 1991 of a nonparty ‘government of reforms’, parliament was deprived of the right of detailed oversight over the work of the government. Although decrees and the appointment of key ministers required parliamentary approval, the legislature effectively lost control over policy and the government. Up to the Sixth Congress in April 1992, parliament largely acceded to the process of self-marginalisation. Parliament’s ‘marginalisation’, however, was of a special type: the increased powers of the presidency were always clearly envisaged within the context of parliamentary supremacy. The Law on the President of May 1991 insisted that ‘the president does not have the right to dissolve or suspend’ the Congress or Supreme Soviet, he or she was to report at least once a year to the Congress, and their decrees were not to infringe existing legislation.7 The extraordinary powers of the president were always regarded as temporary, so that when at the height of the struggle in 1993 parliament deprived the president of these powers, they were doing no more than what they were entitled to.


The struggle between parliament and the presidency in 1992–3, however, was always about more than legal issues. Sharpening differences over economic policy and state construction gave rise to the emergence of a ‘red–brown’ rejectionist front (leftists and nationalists), united in their opposition to the break-up of the USSR, radical economic reforms and Yeltsin’s style of leadership and the team with which he worked. There was no clear rejectionist programme and instead the bloc reflected divergent interests; a common hostility to the new order represented by the August regime was enough to unite them in opposition to Yeltsin. At the same time, although independently, Khasbulatov and his colleagues sought to reverse the marginalisation of parliament as an institution, leading to profound political crisis at the Sixth (April 1992) and succeeding Congresses. At that Congress, for example, Khasbulatov condemned the cabinet’s ‘attack on democracy’ and the dismissive attitude by ministers towards representative institutions.8


The crisis of governance did not derive from the personal qualities of the new leaders, the social context of the new politics or even long-term factors like the weakness of liberalism in Russia. More immediate political factors allowed the emergence of a type of dual power and ultimately provoked a constitutional crisis that led to bloodshed in the streets of Moscow in October 1993.9 There remained a fundamental ‘constitutional’ crisis because the 1978 Russian constitution was heavily amended after 1990 and ended up granting both the executive and the legislative branches supreme state power.10 Russia was de jure a parliamentary republic but de facto became a presidential republic. The balance between executive and legislative remained a matter of political struggle rather than constitutional law. The president’s extraordinary powers were temporary and subject to the approval of parliament. Parliament itself enjoyed extensive powers under the existing constitution and, increasingly dominated by rejectionist groups, was able to block the executive’s initiatives for constitutional change and economic reform.


Conflict between parliament and the presidency became endemic: personal factors played their part but structural factors were primarily responsible for the constitutional crisis that became a crisis of the state. Khasbulatov ruthlessly exploited his position as speaker to reward his supporters and make life uncomfortable for his critics. He enjoyed the power to manage the agenda, to manipulate the voting process on bills and amendments, to manage information flows, and controlled access to scarce resources and privileges such as foreign trips and offices.
This did not render the Congress subservient to him, but it did mean that he exerted inordinate powers to shape its actions and agendas. Already in January 1992, Khasbulatov launched the first of his many broadsides against the ‘shock therapy’ approach to economic reform, condemning ‘anarchical, uncontrolled price rises’ and insisted that ‘We are fed up with experiments.’ He antagonised members of parliament as much as he did the president. The main charge against him was that instead of allowing parliament to act as an impartial forum for debate, he turned it into his own power base. Deputies claimed that Khasbulatov regularly exceeded his authority, others accused him of authoritarian methods of rule, and a growing number called for his replacement.11


The president himself failed to build consensus in parliament, not meeting with the leaders of the democratic movement for several months after the coup, and appeared to forget their earlier efforts on his behalf. Yeltsin’s own rash and often ill-considered assaults on Congress narrowed the scope for compromise. The principles of parliamentary and presidential government are both equally valid, but the tragedy for Russia was that both were being pursued with equal vigour at the same time; like two trains approaching on the same track, the collision would be disastrous for both. While Khasbulatov certainly sought to turn the Russian parliament into his personal power base, the main reason for the crisis of legislative power in Russia was structural, primarily the legacy of the anti-parliamentarian essence of Soviet power and then, during perestroika, the incompetent approach to institutional reform. In establishing a powerful Congress Gorbachev hoped to balance the powers of the Communist Party; but the disappearance of the latter left the field clear for the former. The structure of parliament meant that it was an anti-parliamentary parliament, unable to work like a ‘normal’ representative and legislative body. The constitution, although heavily amended, still gave enormous powers to parliament, but the August 1991 settlement prescribed no institutional way to fulfil this role. The biannual Congress, as the ‘highest state authority’, enjoyed enormous powers and when in session could alter the constitution by a simple two-thirds majority, including depriving the president of his powers, or indeed, if they dared, abolishing the presidency entirely.12 As long as the Congress wielded the enormous power to amend the constitution at will, and as long as the floor of the Supreme Soviet could be manipulated by the Presidium (which emerged as a type of parallel government) and by the speaker, no real parliamentary politics could emerge.


The distinctive feature of the crisis was that, while policy initiative lay with the presidential side, control over implementation and administration lay with parliament. This dualism was reflected in the very nature of the struggle, with parliament by necessity reduced to blocking measures: they had the power to impede presidential initiatives but lacked the power to develop policies – hence the growing irresponsibility of the Supreme Soviet’s actions. The Congress and its Supreme Soviet were in the classical position of power without responsibility, but their power was essentially negative. Parliament failed to become an effective working body, with most of its legislation not direct-acting but requiring further regulations and decrees, offering enormous scope for the bureaucracy to hinder or to profit from them. The rejectionists, moreover, took full advantage of the moral and political collapse of the democratic challenge, intensifying the crisis of power at all levels.




Genesis of a tragedy 


The conflict only gradually assumed the dimensions of a general crisis of power. At first Yeltsin grudgingly tolerated a degree of legislative oversight over his actions.
He accepted the Supreme Soviet’s repeal in November 1991 of the presidential decree imposing a state of emergency on Chechen-Ingushetia, but he over-ruled attempts by parliament to force the regional elections due on 8 December 1991.
Parliament’s reversal of Yeltsin’s decree of 19 December 1991 merging the ministries of security and interior was allowed to stand. Parliament procrastinated over passing laws on such critical issues as privatisation, land reform and ownership, bankruptcy and the new constitution, and passed illiberal legislation on such issues as exchange controls. Rejectionist deputies opposed the reformers’ reliance on economic aid from the West and sought more government intervention to preserve Russian industry, and in general were wary of the ‘cosmopolitan’ democracy that was allegedly being introduced into Russia. Khasbulatov became increasingly critical of the president’s wide powers and sought parliamentary control over the government including the right to veto government appointments and policies.


Meetings of the Congress were times of high drama. The Sixth Congress in April 1992 failed to adopt a new constitution, placed even stricter controls over the progress of reform, and restricted the purchase and sale of land.13 The Russian CPD appeared to be going the same way as the old Soviet Congress, acting as a brake rather than the motor of reform. Following the Sixth Congress Yeltsin threatened to hold a nationwide referendum on the new constitution and for the early dissolution of parliament (its term was due to end in March 1995) and new elections. A referendum was allowed if one-third of Congress deputies or one million members of the public asked for one. Even if Democratic Russia had collected the required signatures, the Supreme Soviet would still have had to agree to call a referendum. Thus there was stalemate and no legal way in which Yeltsin could dissolve Congress and call new elections.14 In recognition of this Yeltsin rejoined the parliamentary process of drafting the new constitution, rather than holding a referendum and imposing his own.15 Yeltsin, however, remained convinced that the Congress had outlived its purpose: ‘In my opinion, it is an artificial, supra-parliamentary entity. Its very existence is a permanent basis for disrupting the balance between the legislative, executive and judicial branches.’16


Yeltsin’s emergency powers had been granted for only one year and were due to expire on 1 December 1992, thus the Seventh Congress (1–14 December 1992) was if anything more tense than the Sixth. Divided into fourteen factions and with the balance of the ‘marsh’ (the centrist bloc composed largely of officialdom) having tilted even further towards the conservatives,17 the reformers faced a formidable task. On 10 December, Yeltsin forced a showdown. In a short but threatening speech, he called for a referendum to decide who should have power, the president or parliament. He argued that the conservatives in the Congress had impeded the reforms, insisting that ‘What they failed to achieve in August 1991, they decided to repeat now and carry out a creeping coup.’18 On 11 December, Congress passed a resolution that emasculated Yeltsin’s proposed referendum, passing a constitutional amendment that banned any plebiscite that could result in a vote of no confidence in any high-state body, or which could lead to its dissolution before its term of office had expired. Under the auspices of the chairman of the Constitutional Court, Valerii Zor'kin, a deal was brokered on 12 December in the form of a nine-point agreement that stood or fell together. A referendum was to be held in April 1993 on the adoption of the new constitution, with contentious points to be placed as options, and in the meantime the existing balance between executive and legislative was to be maintained. Nominations for the post of premier were to be put to the Congress for a non-binding popularity poll, and after some complex voting Victor Chernomyrdin replaced Gaidar as prime minister.


Russia appeared to have entered a vicious circle in which it could not have elections before the adoption of a constitution, but could not adopt a constitution before elections. The weakness of party politics meant that parliament itself as an institution took on a monolithic role as an actor in politics rather than as the vessel in which politics was conducted. In other words, politics was displaced into struggle between institutions rather than by consensual processes within them. Without changes to the structure of legislative power there could be no stable political development. The unstable compromise reached at the Seventh Congress was now comprehensively repudiated. Following desultory negotiations between Yeltsin and Khasbulatov, the Eighth Congress on 10–13 March 1993 failed to sanction the referendum or to establish the framework for the adoption of a new constitution.
The Congress stripped Yeltsin of many of the powers granted to him earlier to implement economic reform. He was deprived of the right to issue decrees with the same force as parliamentary laws, to appoint presidential envoys or heads of administration, or to appoint government ministers without the approval of parliament. The government was granted the right to submit legislation directly to parliament (bypassing the presidency), a privilege that the Soviet government under Pavlov had sought not long before the coup. The presidency emerged limited and damaged by this bout with Congress.


In the last months of the old parliament Khasbulatov in effect organised an insurrection against Yeltsin and sought to use the combined forces of an eclectic rejectionist front to propel himself to power. He now proposed the establishment of a parliamentary republic at the centre and the restoration of the power of the soviets in the localities. Khasbulatov declared himself in favour of the restoration of a new form of Soviet power in which local executive authorities would be subordinated to local soviets, which would in turn be subordinated to the Presidium of the Supreme Soviet.19 The president would be reduced to a figurehead, and the head of the legislature would in effect become chief executive.20 Khasbulatov had long advocated the municipalisation of soviets to turn them into effective bodies of local self-government,21 but this was taking his earlier ideas much further.
Khasbulatov sought to establish a type of post-communist soviet power, echoing the slogan ‘soviets without communists’ of the Kronstadt insurgents of March 1921. On trips to the provinces he urged local soviets to resist the executive authorities, and by April 1993 he was boasting that he had restored Soviet power in the regions, and he soon tried to restore Soviet power in the centre as well.


Parliament’s challenge left Yeltsin facing a conundrum, and as usual in a crisis he resolved on decisive action. In a broadcast on 20 March he announced a referendum for 25 April and the imposition of ‘special rule’ that would free him from legislative restraints, a declaration that was clearly unconstitutional. Despite the suggestion of a forceful resolution to the crisis, when the decree was published on 24 March it made no mention of the dissolution of Congress or the suspension of parliament.
Zor'kin’s attempts to mediate this time came to nothing, having discredited himself by rushing to condemn Yeltsin’s ‘special rule’ even before seeing the decree. The Ninth Congress, called in response to Yeltsin’s démarche, nevertheless met on 26 March in an atmosphere of extreme crisis. A meeting between Yeltsin and Khasbulatov on 27 March appeared to provide a solution by stipulating early presidential and parliamentary elections in autumn 1993. However, Congress on the next day angrily rejected the deal, and turned against Khasbulatov himself, with some 300 deputies voting for his resignation, and the vote to impeach Yeltsin fell only 72 short of the required two-thirds majority. Khasbulatov’s own room for manoeuvre had been drastically reduced, and the final day of the Ninth Congress on 29 March was marked by the passage of numerous acts stripping Yeltsin of his remaining powers.


The referendum of 25 April 1993 gave people four choices: support for president Yeltsin; support for his economic policies; and whether they favoured early presidential and parliamentary elections. The Ninth CPD stipulated that the vote required 50 per cent of the registered voters (not just a simple majority of those taking part) to be binding, but following an appeal the Constitutional Court ruled that only the last two questions required the higher threshold since they involved constitutional issues. In the event the turnout (64.5 per cent) and support for Yeltsin was higher than expected (see Table 3.1). Yeltsin received a ringing personal endorsement, with some 59 per cent of the turnout expressing confidence in him; even his policies, despite the hardship they had caused, were supported by 53 per cent of the vote. The 49 per cent vote for pre-term presidential elections and the thumping 67 per cent (43 per cent of the electorate) for early parliamentary elections, however, were not binding since they failed to reach the required 50 per cent of registered voters.


Table 3.1 Referendum, 25 April 1993


Despite popular support for pre-term parliamentary elections revealed by the referendum, these were refused by the parliamentary leadership and the crisis deepened. While the result weakened Khasbulatov personally, the Supreme Soviet was increasingly radicalised by the conflict, and parliament as a whole over-estimated its strength, interpreting concessions as weakness. The politicisation of the struggle between parliament and presidency meant that the endemic constitutional crisis had been transformed into an overt political struggle for power. The extreme right, made up of nationalists and imperial restorationists, allied with the extreme left, neo-Bolshevik and Soviet rejectionists to defeat the centre. It appeared that the parliamentary leadership was engaged in a premeditated attempt to seize power, including the accumulation of weapons. Over the summer, Khasbulatov and Rutskoi toured the provinces, hoping to garner support. On a visit to the Far East Rutskoi declared that within two months he would be president. During a visit to Orël and Bryansk he insisted that an end to the confusion had to be made during the autumn, suggesting that the Congress would call for simultaneous pre-term parliamentary and presidential elections. He announced that an alternative policy programme was being developed that would allow the rebirth of Russia from the regions up.22 More importantly, it is clear that parliament was planning to emasculate presidential power.


Interpreting the results of the April referendum as a renewed popular mandate, Yeltsin went on the offensive and sought to break the impasse by convening the Constitutional Assembly in June 1993, a tactic (as we shall see below) that was only partially successful. The draft of a new constitution was completed in July, but its adoption was blocked by some regional leaders. Yeltsin’s failure on 18 September to convert the Federation Council into a fully fledged consultative-advisory body to replace parliament’s existing Council of Nationalities triggered the final crisis.23 On that very day, Khasbulatov escalated the personal vendetta by accusing Yeltsin of being a common drunkard. Since the referendum, Russian political life had descended to mutual mud-flinging amid accusations of corruption, a process encouraged by Rutskoi himself.24 By a presidential decree of 1 September 1993, both Rutskoi and first deputy prime minister Vladimir Shumeiko, who had been trading insults, were suspended pending investigations into corruption.25 The inner life of parliament itself had similarly degenerated, with a regime of fear against all of Khasbulatov’s opponents. The more far-seeing deputies had already resigned their mandates. Parliament appeared unable to respond to the changes taking place in Russian life.




The new October 


Finally, on 21 September 1993, Yeltsin took the dissolution option. Presidential decree No. 1400, ‘On Gradual Constitutional Reform in the Russian Federation’, dissolved the Supreme Soviet and the CPD, whose powers were to be transferred to a new Federal Assembly.26 The existing Federation Council was to be vested with the functions of the upper chamber of the Assembly, while elections to the new lower chamber, the State Duma, were to take place on 12 December 1993. One of the reasons for Yeltsin’s action was the failure of the Constitutional Assembly to adopt the new constitution, and it was now ordered to agree a final version with parliament’s own Constitutional Commission (nominally headed by Yeltsin himself) by 12 December.27


The rejectionists greatly overplayed their hand, especially given the results of the April referendum. Khasbulatov and the deputies who supported him did not realise quite how detached they had become from popular opinion, and when they issued the call for the masses to come to defend the White House in September 1993, instead of the expected crowds a rather desultory few thousand assembled. Support for the parliamentary rejectionists was fragmented, and within parliament itself the picture is confused. Representatives of thirteen out of the fourteen factions remained in parliament, but it is clear that the number of deputies in the White House was falling sharply, some attracted by the promise of jobs in the presidential system and by generous retirement payments. The Tenth Congress was hastily convened, but while some deputies came the Congress lacked a quorum (the required number was swiftly decreased) since, among other reasons, Yeltsin had deprived them of free travel.


In the event it was the army that saved Yeltsin’s fortunes. Violent demonstrations on Sunday 3 October soon gave way to insurrection, with armed marauders from the White House seizing the Mayor’s office in the old Comecon building opposite.
If at that point they had turned west and marched on the Kremlin they might well have been able to seize power. Instead the insurgents turned north into the suburbs to seize the Ostankino television centre. Here they encountered stiff resistence from the Interior Ministry forces defending the building, and became locked into a firefight lasting several hours. By the evening, Yeltsin had returned to the Kremlin from his dacha, and then spent a large part of the night urging the military commanders to crush the insurgency.28 Having learnt the pitfalls of intervening in domestic political disputes, the military leadership was wary but finally agreed to take action, although a military force was only assembled with considerable difficulty and drew on numerous units and the Alpha security force. By dawn on 4 October, the White House was ringed by tanks and by the afternoon the rebel leaders headed by Rutskoi and Khasbulatov had surrendered and were incarcerated in the Lefortovo gaol. According to official statistics, 146 people died in the fighting.29


The results of the defeat of the Supreme Soviet were not long in coming. In the regions the traditional soviet-style legislatures were dissolved, allowing the regional executives to consolidate their powers as most created relatively subservient ‘pocket’ representative bodies to replace the old. Putin’s subsequent attempt to rein in the regional bosses was in many ways a direct legacy of the events of October 1993. In the immediate term, Yeltsin placed temporary bans on some of the more extremist parties and newspapers, but his promise to hold parliamentary elections and a referendum on the constitution on 12 December 1993 was honoured (although the presidential elections promised for six months later were forgotten).


The Russian October of 1993 can be seen, for good or ill, as completing the revolution of August 1991. Neither the banning of the Communist Party nor the dissolution of parliament were strictly speaking constitutional acts, but while deficient in legality they clearly commanded a high degree of popular legitimacy. There are certain similarities between Yeltsin’s act and that of president Fujimori in Peru in his autogolpe (self-coup) of April 1992, but perhaps a better analogy is with De Gaulle’s démarches from 1958 leading to the end of the parliamentary Fourth Republic and the establishment of the presidential Fifth Republic. Bitterly divisive though De Gaulle’s acts may have been in the political community, the referendum of September 1958 showed overwhelming popular support (about 80 per cent of voters) for the new presidentialist constitution. In Russia, however, the violent denouement to the conflict irreparably damaged Yeltsin’s reputation and undermined the legitimacy of the new constitutional order. Since the August 1991 coup, Yeltsin had appeared to many as too much of a destroyer, a soi-disant democrat employing Bolshevik methods to destroy Bolshevism.




The 1993 constitution


In countries like France the spirit of constitutionalism is enshrined not in any given constitution but in the constituent power (pouvoir constituant; and see Chapter 7) of the nation. The frequency with which France has changed its constitutions reflects the belief that no given constitution can constrain the constituent power of the French people: the French nation is considered to have existed long before any specific constitution.30 In Russia the relationship between the constitution and the nation is far more ambiguous, reflecting the persistent syndrome of displaced sovereignty: instead of the basis of constitutional order being the sovereign people, it was arrogated by regimes of various type standing between the people and the state. This was evident in Russia’s first experiment with constitutionalism between 1906 and the Revolution, and most forcefully in the Soviet period when popular sovereignty was proclaimed but then usurped by the Communist Party in the name of the higher goal of the pursuit of socialism, and then again, in a very different way, by Yeltsin’s regime that pursued the cause of ‘reform’ as a meta-goal over and above any institutional expression of the popular will.




Soviet constitutionalism 


Max Weber described the constitution (Basic Law) adopted for imperial Russia on 23 April 1906 as ‘sham constitutionalism’ because the Tsar’s power allegedly was neither reduced nor effectively constrained.
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