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WHAT FUTURE FOR RUSSIA?

One of the strategic ambivalences of Western policy toward the Ukraine war is the
lack of clarity about what future for Russia we should strive for. So far, fear of a
collapse of the Putin regime as a result of a crushing military defeat in Ukraine seems
to dominate and Putin still appears as the “lesser evil” compared to a chaotic state
collapse or a takeover by forces deemed even worse.

This view fails to recognize that Putin is already the worst case: a regime that can
only exist through ever harsher internal repression and aggressive external policies.
A return to any kind of peaceful coexistence with this regime is a dangerous illusion.
The West must face up to the question of a future for Russia after Putin. Instead of
fearing regime change in Moscow, we should promote it. Positive change in Russia is
possible. The country is not doomed to remain an imperial dictatorship forever.

Interestingly, this is the common denominator of two papers on scenarios for change
in Russia that we commissioned in the framework of our International Expert Network
on Russia. They were written by Maria Domanska, Senior Fellow at the Centre for
Eastern Studies in Warsaw, and Vladimir Milov, one of Russia‘s best-known opposition
figures, who now lives in Vilnius. They may differ in their expectations of how quickly

a democratic turnaround will be possible in Russia. But they do meet in the assessment
that the West should not fear change but promote it.

The first prerequisite for any new beginning is a definitive Russian defeat in Ukraine.
It is the necessary shock that we cannot spare Russia. Therefore, anyone who wants
a different future for Russia must do everything to ensure that Ukraine wins this war.
A second element is support for the democratic opposition in exile as an agent of
possible change in Russia. A third element is a policy of “sticks and carrots” toward
a successor regime in Moscow: offering cooperation and lifting sanctions only to
the extent that Russia practices renunciation of violence externally and democratic
reforms internally.

We highly recommend both papers for reading and invite discussion on them.

Ralf Flicks Berlin, February 13, 2023
Center for Liberal Modernity



1. FUTURE SCENARIOS FOR RUSSIA -
AN OPTIMISTIC, BUT REALISTIC
OUTLOOK

ABSTRACT

The current dictatorship in Moscow does not reflect a deliberate choice of the Russian
people. It is the result of a swift and coordinated power grab on the background of strong
economic growth in the early 2000s. Russian society has shown little appetite for aggres-
sive imperial policies over the past years, and the pro-democracy movement has been far
stronger in terms of street protest potential than all other political forces.

The present regime is unlikely to switch course as long as Putin remains in charge, but
once he is gone, democratic change is much more likely than further radicalization. The
only thing which holds back softer policies is Putin’s personal worldview and his prejudices
after nearly a quarter of a century in power. Removing this constraint will be a significant
factor stimulating liberalization. The cost of maintaining the current imperialist path will
be enormous, while initiating liberalization offers huge benefits. The largely opportunistic
elites are likely to make a rational choice and take a softer course.

Projections of a disintegration of Russia similar to the breakup of the Soviet Union are
largely baseless. Russia’s national republics would face enormous challenges in establis-
hing viable sovereign states while they lack the level of national consciousness that fueled
the Soviet constituent republics’ aspirations. Current trends among non-Russian ethnicities
to speak up for self-determination and autonomy are helpful to achieve real federalization,
but those demanding complete independence typically lack broad popular support.

While a functioning democracy may still be a long way ahead for Russia, basic pre-
conditions like demand for democracy and a clear rejection of the usurpation of power
are there. A majority of future-oriented Russians overwhelmingly supports a democratic
form of governance. It is essential that the democratic West learns from past failures and
supports Russia’s next attempt for democratic change instead of snubbing it.
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An optimistic,
but realistic outlook

Discussing possible scenarios for the future
of Russia after the current war is not easy.
As traditionally with Russian political debate,
it is heavily dominated by the status quo:

a ruthless and lawless repressive regime
without moral boundaries and with signifi-
cant resources still at its disposal, and a
passive population which has seemingly
lost all habits of even remotely independent
political behavior.

However, it is worth to recall
several things. The Russian
political system has been
changing like a rollercoaster
in the past 50 years, despite
permanent claims by the
“perpetual status quo” party
that if “Brezhnev-style soci-
alism will last forever”, then
“democracy will last fore-
ver” — now the same things
are being said about Putin’s
regime, albeit it has many
problems sustaining itself. Resources are
scarce and depleting, the monopolistic diri-
giste economy is not working, China has no
interest in strategically investing into the
global rise of a new Russia. The population
is weary after a decade of declining living
standards — Russians on average are at least
15 per cent poorer than they were before the
2014 annexation of Crimea —and it can be
clearly seen that Putin’s popularity went into
steady decline after 2008, which he was
able to correct only with extreme measures
like the annexation of Crimea (whose popu-
larity boost didn’t last too long) and the
full-scale invasion of Ukraine of 2022. The
current system is clearly incapable to offer
Russians any viable way forward, let alone
a vision of the future.

sition

All this means that changes will come.
Let us look in more detail at what might
possibly happen.

The status quo with Putin
or another figure at the helm

To begin with — obviously, there will be no
political changes in Russia while Putin
maintains control. During his 20+ years

in power, Putin has destroyed the elite in
the classical political sense — those whom
commentators call “the elite” are largely
totally dependent people without their own
political base, who are very afraid of being
persecuted by Putin and therefore unable
to act independently. He has also destroyed
the organized opposition, de-politicized the
majority of the population and scared it to
death with repressions. Putin believes that
he can maintain control indefinitely and has
built a complex system to defend himself
against any potential plots and coups (that
is a topic which deserves a separate analy-
sis, but we omit that for now).

Regardless of what Putin thinks about
his mission, goals and his role in history,
it is clear that he has developed a pattern:
he believes that he knows better than any-
one else, that he is a unique leader of global
scale that was able to weather many years
and difficulties without being subjected
to permanent rotations like the leaders
of other countries and even other political
heavyweights inside Russia (his belief in
his own “uniqueness” is a factor that very
significantly drives his thinking now), and
it is safe to assume that he won’t change
while he remains in charge.

But one way or another, Putin will be
gone at some point. After that happens,
there are significant reasons to believe that
his followers — although initially maintaining
a facade of the similar consolidated imperi-
alistic regime — will attempt a notable turna-
round in domestic and external policies.
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The reasons for such an assumption include
the following:

« The great majority of Putin’s elite are pure
opportunists not bound to a particular
ideology. There are notable exceptions —
like National Security Council Secretary
Nikolai Patrushev and maybe a few other
top “ayatollahs” — but they are a minority
and do not possess the means for an
ultimate consolidation of power. Patrushev
is 71 years old, he has neither charisma
nor popular legitimacy (unlike Putin in
1999-2000), and it will be very hard for
him to personally consolidate power
Putin-style (after all, Putin’s power con-
solidation was to a great extent based on
public support of him as a young ener-
getic leader). The rest of Russia’s “elites”
do not adhere to any particular ideology
or values and have been noticed for many
ideological twists and turns throughout
their career (which can be easily tracked).
There will be no deeply entrenched motives
for them to stick to Putin’s ideology.

The costs for the elite associated with a
continuation of the current course will
be enormous, whereas the benefits of a
political turnaround are clear.

Putin’s elites are well aware of the lasting
popular discontent with most of their
social and economic policies. Essentially,
the population is pacified only by the domi-
nation of Vladimir Putin’s personal authority
that was built over the course of more than
20 years. None of the newcomer rulers
will have similar legitimacy and public
authority to be able to promote an un-
popular course and unpopular decisions.

There is no bottom-up popular demand
for an aggressive imperialistic course
from Russian society. Both the aggression
against Ukraine of 2014 and the all-out
war against Ukraine of 2022 caught the
Russian public by complete surprise;
pre-aggression opinion surveys did

not suggest any demand for that. Even
against the background of significant
popular support for Putin’s war (which

is also highly nuanced, but we omit this
discussion here), most Russians believe
that peace negotiations are the best way
forward. Most opinion polls show that,
however skeptical Russians are about the
West, they would still predominantly prefer
normalization of relations as opposed to
protracted standoff.

Maintaining mass political repressions

to quell public discontent currently proves
to be a costly option. It is not excluded
that the new post-Putin rulers may still
take that road, but since they don’t have
the same ideological motivation as the
rulers of countries like Iran or North Korea
(see above), a simple cost-benefit analysis
offers tempting motives to at least seriously
consider a softening of the course.

All these factors show that it will be
very difficult for authoritarian post-Putin
rulers to maintain his current isolationist
and imperialistic course — the costs will be
significant, whereas the benefits of a policy
turnaround are huge. To continue Putin’s
aggressive course would take a set of
staunch dedicated ideological figures —
like the Iranian ayatollahs. But the Russian
ruling elite doesn’t have many such charac-
ters, as said above, it is made up mainly of
purely opportunistic people, who probably
want to change the policy course, but are
too afraid to inflict Putin’s wrath. They are
no “ayatollahs” or Muslim scholars, nor
were they baptized by North Korean Marxist
priests. So “status quo” as such is probably
the least plausible option.

However, it is reasonable to assume
that the ruling elite will try to preserve control
over society, and to maintain a de-facto
similar regime, simply removing the most
aggressive policy instruments. Similar
developments have happened in the Central
Asian dictatorships — like Uzbekistan and
Kazakhstan — where the new leaders who
replaced dictators Islam Karimov and
Nursultan Nazarbayev have kept the old
consolidated authoritarian rule in place, at
best paying some lip service to “political
and economic changes” and trying to
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persuade the West and their own popula-
tions that “enough change has taken place”
and, save for cosmetic adjustments, autho-
ritarian rule should remain in place.

The main question is whether the post-
Putin authoritarian government will be able
to sustain a slightly reframed Putin system
after he is gone. Two major factors strongly
work against this:

« On the one hand, basic popular dissatis-
faction with the system is enormous.
That can be seen in many polls and past
electoral behavior; essentially, in the past
15 years, popular support for the Putin
system and Putin personally has steadily
declined, always trending towards record
lows. Only extreme adventures like the
annexation of Crimea in 2014 and laun-
ching an all-out war against Ukraine in
2022 were able to restore it. The Russian
people deeply despise the current system
and want change. It will be very hard for a
post-Putin nomenklatura to maintain order
without major repression; on the contrary,
rulers who will initiate change will enjoy
a significant boost in popularity — just
like the governorship of Sergey Furgal in
Khabarovsk in 2018-2020, which saw the
dismantling of the political monopoly of
the United Russia party and was met with
universal acclaim and cheer across this
Far Eastern region.

On the other hand, it will be very difficult
to contain forces demanding radical
change of the system, not just cosmetic
adjustments, without totalitarian repres-
sion. The opposition forces are quite
popular, they are not “marginal” by any
reasonable standards. When protests
were still allowed, street rallies for Alexei
Navalny and others were more numerous
than any of the systemic political forces.
When allowed on the ballot, Navalny
supporters and other viable opposition
candidates had easily shown ability to
attain support of at least 20—-30 per cent
of voters, often well beyond Moscow. A key
example here is the participation of Sergei
Boyko, a close Navalny ally, in the mayoral

elections of Novosibirsk — the biggest
Russian city east of Moscow in 2019:

« Boyko finished second with almost 20 per
cent of the vote, only narrowly avoiding a
runoff, doing better than most candidates
from the “systemic” parliamentary parties.
Forces demanding radical democratic
change are big in Russian politics even
today - for instance, the reach of Alexei
Navalny’s Youtube channels in 2022 rose
to above 30 million unique viewers from
Russia. These forces simply won’t let
political liberalization end up as cosmetic
window-dressing.

Because of this, a post-Putin govern-
ment will most certainly face severe pres-
sure for real political change and will most
likely be faced with the choice of either
quelling this with brutal force or to succumb
to it, even against its will (a “Gorbachev
scenario”). It remains an open question
if the new government will be willing to
begin its rule with the unrestrained use of
force against society while it lacks Putin’s
legitimacy, but one thing is very clear:
it will be extremely difficult, both in terms
of resources and legitimacy, to contain
bottom-up demand for liberalization without
extreme brutal force. Don’t forget that
Putin’s authoritarian consolidation came
on the background of enormous economic
growth and the accumulation of huge
financial surpluses and reserves — carrots
much more than sticks — something a new
government will be totally lacking.

The two much more realistic scenarios are:

« “Cosmetic” liberalization getting out of
control against the will of its initiators
(Gorbachev scenario);

« Agreement with more radical opposition
forces on peaceful transition to democracy.
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In short, an immediate transition to
democracy after Putin’s departure seems
unlikely due to the system’s inertia. A more
realistic scenario might be developments
like in Romania after Nicolae Ceausescu’s
death in 1989, when the old elite essentially
maintained control until the 1996 Romanian
general election, or South Korea after the
departure of Chun Doo-hwan in 1988,
when the ruling group initially maintained
power but ended up with full transition to
democracy in the early 1990s.

However imperialistic some Russian
political leaders may seem at this
moment, they are capable of under-
standing the cost-benefit analysis of
hardline policies vs. liberalization.

Scenario | -
Radicalization of the Regime

It is a very popular game to tickle one’s ner-
ves with assumptions that “whoever comes
after Putin will be even more radical, more
aggressive, more nationalist”. To a signifi-
cant extent, such assumptions have served
as a basis for Putin’s political strength — many
people remained loyal to him, because they
were afraid of what comes next. Here are
some thoughts explaining why the radicaliz-
ation of the regime after Putin is an unlikely
scenario.

First, history. After World War Il, Russian
politics have generally drifted towards more
moderation — with Putin being the only
exception so far. Stalin’s death was followed
by Khrushchev’s thaw. Even the restoration
of seemingly more conservative rule under
Leonid Brezhnev was accompanied by the
signing of landmark treaties — on arms
control with the US, and the 1975 Helsinki
accords, and characterized by stagnation
(zastoy) — making it a much less repressive
era than the 1950s and 1960s. The two
attempts of restoring more hardline policies
— the Andropov-Chernenko era of 1983-
1984 and the August 1991 coup attempt by
Communist party hardliners (both episodes
probably resemble Putin’s conservative
restoration) both failed due to a visible lack
of resources to sustain repressive policies.

The August 1991 coup is remarkable
in this regard. This was a clear attempt to
scrap the perestroika policy of liberalization
and to sharply radicalize the regime exactly
in the same way that many pundits fear
a possible post-Putin scenario. The coup
failed miserably, to a large extent because
most actors — including most members of
the elite — simply did not believe that the
self-declared State Committee on the State
of Emergency could sustain the troubled
social and economic situation in deep inter-
national isolation, and chose not to back it
(to do nothing often is a very effective way
to assist regime collapse).
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Essentially, the period of relative tigh-
tening 1983-1984 was followed by liberali-
zation and perestroika for similar reasons —
the Communist party rulers understood that
they simply had no sufficient resources to
sustain the hardline policies, while changing
course offered significant benefits. The
burden of protracted war in Afghanistan
also played a role: it forced even hardliners
like Andropov to seek a way out as early
as 1982, when the then freshly elected
Communist Party leader sought talks with
Pakistani leader Zia-ul-Haq during Brezhnev’s
funeral. Gorbachev’s liberalization course,
which began in 1985, was not an impromptu
decision but had been brewing within the
ruling circles for some time.

However imperialistic some Russian
political leaders may seem at this moment,
they are capable of understanding the cost-
benefit analysis of hardline policies vs.
liberalization. The rational choice is clear.
The only thing which holds back the
softening of policies is Putin’s personal
worldview and his prejudices after nearly
a quarter of a century in power. Removing
this constraint will be a significant factor
stimulating liberalization, not further radicali-
zation.

Second, there is almost no popular demand
for radicalization in Russian society. Parties
with radical agendas never fared well in
Russian politics during the past three deca-
des. Even the ruling United Russia party,
which dominates politics, presents itself as
the “moderate” alternative to others. Public
support for Vladimir Putin was always based
on the notion of resisting the prospects of
more radical forces coming to power. Even
in the current environment, with all the
anti-Western public attitude, the majority
of Russians would say that they prefer
normalization of relations with the West
over protracted confrontation — and such

a majority has been solid over many years.
While a majority of Russians say in the
polls that they support Putin’s war against
Ukraine (“special operation” in official phra-
seology), about 80 per cent of “supporters”
use defensive, not offensive, narratives to

justify their stance: either they claim that
Ukraine was committing genocide against
the Russian-speaking population in Donbas,
or that “Ukraine’s potential NATO accession
was a military threat to Russia”. Both narra-
tives are untrue, but state propaganda was
quite successful in promoting them.

Even at the height of imperialist fever
in society, openly imperialist parties like
Nikolai Starikov’s Fatherland or Yevgeny
Fyodorov’s National Liberation Movement
(known by its Russian acronym NOD) are
neither visible in the polls, nor are they
gathering significant grassroot support
— their rallies attract no more than hund-
reds of people — nothing compared to the
six-digit turnout at opposition rallies of
recent years. Well-known imperialist pundit
Alexander Dugin has tried for over 30 years
to build a political party or movement, but
never succeeded; his rallies never gathered
more than 1,000-2,000 participants, which
can be easily tracked on Youtube.

Third, as said above, Putin’s elites are over-
whelmingly opportunistic, and hardline
“ayatollahs” like Security Council Secretary
Patrushev are a minority.

So, neither history, society nor the
elites offer any serious indication that
Russia is headed towards radicalization in
the future.

The Russian post-imperial syndrome is
greatly overvalued and bloated by pundits.
Of course, it exists to some extent, but
in the early 2000s, Russians were visibly
happy with their position in the world, public
views of the West were predominantly
positive, people were busy with enjoying
unprecedented economic growth and
integration with the outside world. Some
post-imperial resentment did exist, but
arguably to a much lesser extent than in,
say, post-imperial Britain or France. For
until 2014 and the annexation of Crimea,
restoration of empire was never a factor in
public politics — even the moderate success
of nationalist Rodina party at the 2003
State Duma elections, where it received 9
per cent of the vote, was largely driven by its
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anti-oligarchic social agenda rather than by
nationalist slogans. The far-right “Russian
marches”, usually held on November 4th,
attracted significantly smaller crowds than
pro-democracy rallies — not to mention
that maybe half of all Russian nationalists
are anti-imperialist and many of them have
been fighting in Ukraine against Russia
since 2014.

The current post-imperial sentiment
is mainly due to 20 years of massive propa-
ganda and while it has resulted in Russians
being ready to repeat TV narratives, they
are not likely to do anything to help “restore
the empire”. Efforts to mobilize significant
volunteer manpower to fight against Ukraine
since 2014 failed miserably; the “partial
mobilization” announced by Putin in Sep-
tember 2022 was the de-facto admission
that attempts to recruit large numbers of
volunteers for the war had failed.

When speaking about potential future
radicalization of Russia, commentators
often mention the paramilitary units under
the command of thugs like Yevgeny Prigozhin,
the founder of the Wagner mercenary group,
or Chechen leader Ramzan Kadyrov. But
these people have no weight in the Russian
decision-making system; the combined
manpower of their armed personnel barely
exceeds 20,000, which is not nearly suffi-
cient to seize power, because it is nothing
compared to the state security apparatus.

As a matter of fact, the emergence of
this type of non-government ultra-conser-
vative paramilitary units — so-called Black
Hundreds (4epHocoTeHubl) — is usually the
sign of a faltering empire, when the cen-
tral government feels that it is no longer
capable of maintaining control without the
assistance of non-state paramilitary units
terrorizing the domestic population and out-
siders. Both in the early 20th century and in
the late 1980s, Russian paramilitary groups
proved unable to save the crumbling empire.

The ultranationalist Russian National Unity
movement (known by its Russian acronym
RNE) and its forerunner Pamyat (Memory)
never managed to establish themselves as
popular political forces. The conservative
restoration in Russia under Putin happened
as a top-down exercise pushed from the rulers,
not as a grassroot bottom-up movement.

To sum up — while radical forces do exist
in the modern Russian political spectrum, it
will be extremely hard for them to
1) get a grip on power, given limited armed
personnel and lack of inclination of the
society to support radicals; and
2) lead Russia towards any kind of political,
social and economic success — their head-
winds will be enormous, while their resour-
ces for maintaining a radical regime are very
limited. Even if they somehow manage to
declare themselves rulers of Russia, they
will fall into an August-1991 style putsch trap
— society will not believe in their success, and
they will lack active support.
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Scenario Il -
Democratic Change

Most of the analysis suggesting that
lasting democratic change will be impos-
sible in Russia is based on wrong assump-
tions and actually ignores basic facts on the
ground.

First, there are the references to the flawed
democratic experiment of the 1990s. It is
very strange to assume that if a nation was
unable to build a functioning democracy
after just one attempt, it will never be able
to do this again. Just one attempt is obviously
not enough to draw fatalistic conclusions.
Moreover, on closer inspection, Russia’s
democratic experiment of the 1990s was not
at all that unsuccessful as widely perceived
by critics. By historical standards, it was re-
latively successful because Russia remained
a partially free country for about 15 years
(it was ranked “partly free” by Freedom
House until 2005). Such a lasting period of
democracy has never happened in modern
Russian history. Russian democracy was
built under extremely difficult conditions —
the collapse of the Soviet economy was
arguably the worst economic failure since
the beginning of the industrial age, and the
price of oil, Russia’s main export commo-
dity, was just $16,70 per barrel on average
during the years of Boris Yeltsin’s presi-
dency.

The current dictatorship in Russia
was established as a swift and coordinated
power grab on the background of strong
economic growth in the early 2000s, not as
a result of deliberate un-democratic choice
by the Russian people. Russians have
always resisted the restoration of autocracy,
and the pro-democracy movement has over
the past years been visibly far stronger in
terms of street protest potential than all the
country’s other political forces. The 1990s
created spaces of freedom that were never
fully eliminated by Putin even after two
decades of repressions. Pro-democracy
politicians, intellectuals, and ordinary
citizens remain in the country in significant
numbers, and their hour will come. Without

There is considerable
evidence that Russians in
general are in strong favor
of a much more democratic
governance system than
Putin’s.

the 1990s, the establishment of a significant
pro-democracy movement in Putin’s Russia
would not have been possible.

It is fundamentally wrong to make
determinist conclusions about Russian
society based on the difficulties of the
1990s and the subsequent imposition of
authoritarianism.

Second, from a historic standpoint, Russian
society has always sought democracy, only
to be quelled by brutally oppressive dicta-
torships. The last decades of Tsarist Russia
were dominated by demands for political
liberalization, for a constitution that limits
the powers of monarchy, and for a transition
to a parliamentary republic (brilliantly summa-
rized by historian Orlando Figes in his book
“A People’s Tragedy: The Russian Revolution:
1891-1924"). After the monarchy fell, Russi-
ans enthusiastically elected the Constituent
Assembly with a non-Bolshevik majority,
only to see it forcefully quashed by the losing
Bolsheviks, who subsequently established
the Soviet Union on the basis of territories
seized by the Red Army by force, not accor-
ding to the free will of its peoples. When the
Soviet system gradually moderated after
Stalin’s death, signs of popular demand

for democratic change were obvious, from
Khrushchev’s thaw to Gorbachev’s perest-
roika, ultimately culminating in the majority
of Russians voting for the pro-democracy
forces in 1990-1991 and accepting the
peaceful dissolution of the Soviet Union in
1991 without any meaningful protests.
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Anti-government protest in Khabarovsk, July 2020; @teamnavalnykhv, Wikicommons

Third, from a more modern perspective, the
genuine bottom-up demand for democracy
from Russian society has never gone away.
While the majority of Russians currently
say that they do not favor Western-style
democracy as a role model for their country
(disclaimer: 20 years of propaganda also
has something to do with this), there is
considerable evidence that Russians in
general are in strong favor of a much more
democratic governance system than Putin’s.
For the past 18 years since Putin abolished
direct gubernatorial elections, about two
thirds of Russians consistently supported
the restoration of direct popular elections
of regional governors, city mayors, heads
of local districts without any administrative
“filters”. That is a strong public rebuttal of
the very foundations of the system of gover-
nance that Putin has built.

Whenever regional or local politics
resulted in (rare) real electoral competition
with unpredictable outcome, voter turnout
in those regions greatly surged — meaning
that there is a strong unsatisfied demand
for competitive politics. Otherwise, with
little or zero electoral competition, voter tur-
nout at all elections plunged to historic lows

in recent years — indicating that Russians do
not approve of the totally administratively
managed political system created by Putin.

In 2020, people all over the far eas-
tern Khabarovsk region protested in large
numbers against the dismissal and arrest
of the recently elected opposition governor
Sergey Furgal. Although Furgal had partici-
pated in many elections before without ever
becoming a particular local hero, people
in Khabarovsk voted for him in order to
dismantle the dominance of Putin’s United
Russia party in the region. Interestingly,
the mass protests in Khabarovsk displayed
zero imperial and anti-Western slogans, but
there was a sizable presence of pro-Belarus
(where mass protests erupted at the same
time) and even pro-Ukraine slogans — so
much for Russians’ “hopeless nationwide
imperialism”.
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Various polls asking Russians on whether
they are satisfied or not with the current
political order suggest that the majority of
people are deeply dissatisfied with the fact
that they have no say on how political deci-
sions are made and that they long for basic
rule of law, which was totally destroyed by
Putin. In other words, they want democracy.

The widespread regional protests of
recent years on various topics — often about
environmental issues — have shown a great
ability of Russians to self-organize and defend
their rights in defiance of tough pressure
from the authorities. Despite brainwashing
and repression, Russians have not lost their
basic democratic instincts.

There are no notable political forces in
Russia that advocate abolishing democracy.
Some of those who do — like Starikov’s
Fatherland or Fyodorov’'s NOD — are not
visible in the polls, and their rallies gather
hundreds of people at best, as said above.
The Kremlin pays great attention to main-
tain the facade of “inclusive democracy”
on all levels. The ruling United Russia party
holds (absolutely unnecessary) primaries
just to make sure their voters don’t feel like
the choice was already made for them. The
Communists, who openly sympathize for
the totalitarian Soviet system and often run
around with portraits of Stalin, are one of
the most active participants of campaigns
and rallies for free and fair elections and
against voter fraud. Direct regional gover-
nors’ elections were restored in 2012 as a
result of the 2011-2012 protests and were
never formally canceled again despite per-
manent rumors. The Putin system doesn’t
look like it is capable of totally dismantling
the remains of democratic institutions
— Putin knows that the population is not
going to welcome this. People want to have
their say — they’re not “slaves” and “serfs”
as some of the hawks in the West want to
portray them.

Of course, it is a long road from having
just basic democratic instincts to building
a functioning democracy. Particularly
given Russia’s very limited experience in

Despite brainwashing
and repression, Russians
have not lost their basic
democratic instincts.

democratic governance, its predatory elites
and hard legacy of consecutive oppressive
regimes. But the material to build upon

— basic demand for democracy and clear
rejection of the usurpation of power —is
there. It is also worth saying that, generally,
the majority of future-oriented Russians —
those hoping to open a business, making

a career, getting better education, improving
living standards for their families and children
— overwhelmingly support democratic form
of governance (more details can be provided).
Those who are indifferent or happy with the
centralized rule are quite passive politically,
tend to drift along with the rulers’ opinions,
and are not inclined to independent behavior.
In this regard, the position of the active
minority can be critical to success — as

was the case many times in other countries.

As was shown in the recent past, a
dysfunctional state and economic diffi-
culties tend to create a major opportunity
for political change. That happened with
Russia in the 1980s; the 1990s were another
example, when a weak state produced yet
another demand for a major reshuffling of
the political system — although Putin used
the public disappointment with the 1990s to
strengthen authoritarian rule, something the
Russian public never demanded and that
was a clear overreach. But for the second
time in the past 40 years, domestic turmoil
produced a major change of the Russian
political system.

As unlikely as it may look in today’s
circumstances, any shift in top power
circles will immediately produce an opening
within society for another democratic expe-
riment. There is no guarantee for success;
moreover, as said above, the ruling elite will
contain democratic changes for as long as
it can. However, several factors can make
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the next democratic experiment a success:

« There is significant bottom-up demand
for democracy (and reconciliation with the
West) from society, particularly from its
active, future-oriented part.

« It takes enormous resources to contain
pro-democracy aspirations in society with
isolation and repression.

« There is vast experience from the 1990s
democratic experiment available, which
will be very helpful in avoiding more fatal
mistakes, and in correcting the wrongs.

Again, success is not guaranteed, but
the ground for another attempt to build
functioning democracy in Russia is clearly
present. Moreover, if Russia remains isola-
ted and deprived of the chance of re-integ-
rating with the democratic world, it will most
definitely try to regroup, replenish forces,
and strike the free world again.

Most likely, as mentioned above, demo-
cratic change in Russia will come in two
stages, like in Romania after Ceausescu or
South Korea after Chun Doo-hwan — first,
the post-Putin elite will try to retain control,
but afterwards, a larger pro-democracy
movement will emerge, which the new
government will find impossible to control.

Why Russia won’t disintegrate
like the Soviet Union

There is a lot of speculation about the pos-
sibility of a future break-up of Russia into
a number of smaller independent states,
similar to what happened with the Soviet
Union. However, such assumptions are
largely baseless for several reasons.

First, the situation is fundamentally
different between the collapse of the USSR
and present-day Russia. The national repu-
blics, whose demands for independence
acted like a driving force for the Soviet
dissolution, were dominated by their own
unique non-Russian ethnicities, and most
of them had experienced their own inde-

pendent statehood in the past, which they
simply wanted to restore (the Baltic States,
Moldova and Georgia). It is a very different
case in Russia, where no region has had
independent statehood in the recent past
—and it will be an obvious challenge to
establish one.

Most of Russia’s ethnic republics are
dominated by the titular ethnicities in name
only. For instance, in Buryatia, less than
30 per cent of the population are ethnic
Buryats — the largest population group are
Russians. In Yakutia, less than 50 per cent
of the population are Yakuts, with Russians
comprising 40 per cent. In Bashkortostan,
ethnic Bashkirs only very recently have
slightly overtaken Tatars to move from being
the 3rd largest ethnic group to 2nd posi-
tion, with slightly less than 30 per cent of
the local population (Russians remain the
largest ethnic group with 36 per cent); in the
capital city Ufa, about half of the population
are ethnic Russians, while Bashkirs make up
just 17 per cent.

That situation is very different from the
breakaway aspirations of Soviet republics in
the late 1980s.

When the emergence of independent
states on the basis of Russian regions is
discussed, one potential breakaway region
often mentioned is Tatarstan. Indeed, in
the early 1990s, Tatarstan was flirting with
the idea of establishing its own statehood.
However, if one travels to modern-day Tatar-
stan, it is very easy to see that the republic
has managed to establish a significant
degree of autonomy and self-governance
under Russian rule — ranging from economic
policy to even substantially autonomous
foreign relations. The living standards in
Tatarstan are significantly higher than in
neighboring regions dominated by ethnic
Russians. There are simply not enough
motives for Tatarstan to desperately seek
independence - the republic has managed
to establish contractual relations with Rus-
sia that let it enjoy a significant degree of
autonomy. But should it try to break away, it
will immediately learn about the difficulties
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of sustaining independence as a landlocked
territory within Russia, totally dependent on
a many times larger surrounding country for
transit and logistics.

That is the key argument that is often
overlooked by those speculating about a
potential break-up of Russia. Most of the
country’s regions are landlocked and have
no access to the sea (or at least to developed
international marine routes — the Arctic
Ocean is technically a sea, but it is a huge
challenge navigating through it, there
are hardly any major ports and transport
routes). This will be an enormous obstacle
to sustaining an independent economy. If
Russia remains partly intact, it will create
enormous logistical and transit difficulties
for new independent economies.

If Russia completely breaks apart,
without free trade and transit treaties, the
situation may spiral into complete protec-
tionist chaos. Not to mention that regional
borders inside Russia were artificially drawn
and are not internationally recognized (as
opposed to the borders of the former Soviet
republics), which may add political and
conflict chaos and wrangling about which
village belongs to whom. There are count-
less locations where a vital transport or
infrastructure corridor between towns/vil-
lages of one region passes through another
region; not to mention power infrastructure,
where some power stations supply a num-
ber of regions without independent power
generation and so forth.

Lightweight speculation about
“saving Russia from collapse in the
late 1990s” has been a cornerstone
of baseless Kremlin mythology
about Putin’s “unique role in Russian
history”.

15__

In fact, there is surprisingly little detailed
analysis both in the West and in Russia
about the actual prospects of Russia dis-
integrating into independent states beyond
just pure hollow speculation and lightweight
comparisons to the collapse of the USSR.
Actually, such lightweight speculation about
“saving Russia from collapse in the late
1990s” has been a cornerstone of baseless

Kremlin mythology about Putin’s “unique
role in Russian history”.

One of the few sober analyses in this
regard is an article by US scholar Thomas
Graham published in 1999 in “European
Security” called “The prospect of Russian
disintegration is low”. The title speaks for
itself: Graham correctly argues, among other
things, that the landlocked nature of most
Russian regions and their lack of access to
sea is the key obstacle for sustaining inde-
pendence. His conclusion is that there is
very little risk of separation of most regions
from Russia in the future, except probably
for the North Caucasus and the Kaliningrad
region.

Whether this actually may happen or
not, the North Caucasus and Kaliningrad
comprise only about one per cent of Russia’s
territory, which means that even their
separation can hardly be qualified as the
country’s “break-up and disintegration”.

Speaking about the North Caucasus,
it is worth noting that generalizing the
prospect of separation of local republics
from Russia with just a reference to the
experience of Chechnya in the 1990s is an
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exaggeration. The North Caucasian republics
other than Chechnya have always demons-
trated different attitudes to relations with
Russia. That is a lengthy topic, but in gene-
ral, the populations of these republics do
not believe that they will be able to sustain
independence without economic support
from Moscow, which is why they have
always been among the staunchest suppor-
ters of centralized power. Both at the Soviet
Union referendum in March 1991 and in
various elections that took place since, the
North Caucasian republics have demons-
trated dominating solidarity with the central
government in Moscow (Chechnya was the
only North Caucasus republic which did not
participate in the 1991 referendum).

There are various reasons for different
North Caucasus republics to prefer remain-
ing part of Russia: Ingushetia is afraid of
being swallowed by Chechnya; North Ossetia
is actually a predominantly Christian, non-
Muslim republic; Dagestan, Karachay-
Cherkessia and Kabardino-Balkaria have
complex ethnic make-ups and tensions,
which risks major conflicts and wars once
Russia ceases to be the connecting tissue
holding the multi-ethnic balance together.

Efforts to extrapolate the 1990s
Chechnya breakaway attempt onto the whole
Russian North Caucasus seem overblown
and ignore the actual context. Despite all
cultural differences with the rest of Russia,
there are no viable separatist movements
in these republics. Chechnya is also a very
complicated case: there was significant
opposition to independence in the republic
before June 1993, when Dzhokhar Dudayev
chose to crush those groups by force; many
people in Chechnya would clearly not favor
another attempt to turn the republic into a
Sharia dictatorship (but that is a separate
complex topic).

Another important factor is that, ac-
cording to the author’s personal experience
from traveling across various Russian terri-
tories and interviewing their residents, the
regions east of the Urals are very worried
about the prospect of becoming indepen-
dent states, because they believe that
they will not have sufficient political and
economic power to counter Chinese domi-
nance and will inevitably become vassals
of Beijing. This prospect looks horrifying
for residents of these regions, which is why
they see remaining part of Russia as the
only option. If this is taken into account,
speculation about a breakaway of Russia’s
eastern regions seems totally implausible.

There are some current trends among
non-Russian ethnicities to publicly speak up
against the war in Ukraine and lean towards
larger self-determination and autonomy —
which are good trends as far as the future
goal of real federalization is concerned.
None of the influential ethnic groups and
NGOs, however, are seriously talking about
anything beyond federalization, more autono-
my and more self-governance — except few
individuals who do not have broad popular
support.
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Conclusion

To sum up: extreme scenarios like the radi-
calization of the post-Putin regime, Putin’s
successors maintaining a similar hardline
regime indefinitely and a break-up of Russia
do not seem plausible. There are simply

not enough political resources nor popular
support to make them sustainable.

A fast and successful democratization
of Russia also does not appear realistic: the
post-Putin elites would want to maintain
their ongoing grip on power Central-Asian
style, while society is too weak and scared
to speak up (and even understand what
they really want). But they will have a hard
time and will lack the resources to maintain
Putin’s current course, which effectively
leads to self-attrition. Once they make policy
U-turns, it is realistic to expect popular
discontent and demands for more signifi-
cant political changes.

In this regard, it appears that the most
relevant examples for comparison are post-
Ceausescu Romania or post-Chun South
Korea. Iran and North Korea, which are
frequently mentioned, are probably not too
relevant examples for two reasons:

Iran and North Korea are extremely
repressive regimes to a degree unknown in
Russia since the Stalin era. As a matter of
fact, North Korea was founded in 1945 by
Stalin’s generals, and remains the only living
dinosaur of the Stalinist Jurassic Park in the
modern world. Russia is very different from
that. The Iranian regime faces constant
mass protests, which are harder and harder
to contain every year, and with diminishing
power of Russia as Iran’s key supporter, it
will be harder to sustain the regime further
—which means that we haven’t seen the end
of the Iranian story yet.

Another attempt for
democratic change
appears to be the
most likely scenario of
Russia’s evolution.

Iran and North Korea were always rela-
tively poor countries, and never experienced
such a major downshifting that Russia is
experiencing now due to sanctions and the
withdrawal of Western businesses. In this
regard, the most relevant international example
of a despotic regime cracking from the
pressure of sanctions is probably not Iran
or North Korea, but apartheid-era South
Africa, where sanctions, despite having less
economic effect than the current measures
against Russia, had a strong negative psy-
chological impact of international isolation
on the minority white population that helped
to accelerate change (see, for instance,
“Sanctions on South Africa: What Did They
Do?”, Philip Levy, Yale University, 1999).

Overall, another attempt for democratic
change, following some years of transitionary
post-Putin authoritarian limbo, appears to
be the most likely scenario of Russia’s evo-
lution. But it is essential that the democratic
West learns from past failures and sup-
ports Russia’s next attempt for democratic
change instead of snubbing it. Ignorance
and isolation will only reinvigorate the most
extremist imperialistic forces and demoti-
vate those seeking democratic transition
— which will make Russia persist as a dark
imperialistic power. The Free World simply
cannot afford that to happen.

LIB



LIB
MOD

REINVENTING RUSSIA -
HOW THE WEST SHOULD PREPARE FOR
THE POST-PUTIN PERIOD

ABSTRACT

Russia will pose an existential threat to the West as long as it remains authoritarian.
Its blatant violations of international law are a direct consequence of the lack of rule of law
in the country. Its full-scale aggression against Ukraine, war crimes and nuclear blackmail
have turned it into a rogue state. It is, therefore in the West’s existential interest to see the
current model of government in Russia permanently dismantled.

Putin’s departure from the presidency will open up a short-term window of opportunity
for political change. Contrary to widespread fears, the end of Russia’s autocratic “stability”
may be less of a threat and more of a chance for sustainable peace in Europe. For this
moment, the West must be well-armed. Before the new leadership consolidates its power,
our priority should be to widen the window of opportunity and prevent it from closing again
for decades.

I. War as an extension of domestic-political goals

There is much to suggest that  Putin’s legitimacy would only be a matter
Russia’s leadership decided of time. War was supposed to stoke “pat-

to invade Ukraine and riotic” hysteria about external and internal
launch a proxy war against  enemies, as well as the “besieged fortress”
NATO primarily for dome- syndrome, and make Russians firmly unite
stic political reasons. The around the dictator. International isolation
invasion was intended as was considered an acceptable price and
Maria Domanska is “forward defence” against an opportunity to cement the dictatorship
a senior fellow at the liberal democracy, which through unprecedented domestic repres-
Centre for Eastern Russian state propaganda sion.
Studies (OSW) hints at as “Nazism”. The

Ukraine must now obtain all necessary
military assistance to defeat the aggressor
and promptly restore its territorial integrity.
It must also receive adequate war repara-
tions and see Russian war criminals tried
by international tribunals, no matter how
long it will take. Russia’s impunity would
have disastrous consequences for global
security and the political-economic order

for decades to come. The risk of nuclear
1 Afterthe September parliamentary election, polls by the arms proliferation will rise. China will learn
independent Levada Centre revealed that support for
Putin’s regime was shrinking. For details: M. Domariska, lessons from this conflict and Moscow’s
Russia 2021: Consolidation of a dictatorship, OSW ict il Beiii t it
Commentary, 8 December 2021, victory will encourage Beijing to pursue its
revanchist ambitions.

in Warsaw, Poland. Kremlin saw the political
empowerment of Ukrainian
society as a potentially
contagious example to the Russians. A final
warning for the Kremlin probably came in
late 2021, when polls revealed unfavourable
trends in public mood vis-a-vis the regime.
It became clear that a further erosion of
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However, Russia’s de-facto war against
NATO will not end with Ukraine’s victory
on the battlefield. Even a military defeat, if
not followed by a deep economic crisis and
anti-regime political developments inside
Russia, would merely lead to a temporary
setback in Moscow’s aggressive actions.
Given the revanchist nature of Putinism,
peaceful coexistence with Russia will be
impossible. Only permanent (and costly)
military deterrence would prevent Russia’s
militarism from spilling beyond the country’s
borders again. Contrary to what Berlin or
Paris may think, seeking “compromise” with
Moscow will bear no fruit. The only “security
guarantee” Putin would accept is the unra-
velling of NATO and the EU as centres of
democratic values and global political clout.

The only way to avoid severe turbu-
lence in Europe in the future is to address
the very source of the security threats. In
Russia’s current political system, a narrow
group can make decisions crucial to inter-
national security beyond any control by the
broader elite and society. Thus, we will need
not only a change of political leadership in
Russia but also a sustainable dismantling
of authoritarian rule. The long-term goal of
the West should be that decision-making
processes in the Kremlin are brought into
compliance with the international law and
subjected to scrutiny by domestic actors
(interest groups in the ruling elite and the
public). Even if Russia will never get on the
Western bandwagon in terms of its interests
and goals, aggression and war crimes must
disappear from its foreign policy arsenal.

So far, the West has never actually
tried to change Russia and it founded its
policies on three false assumptions. The
first was that we could influence an authori-

tarian system through economic cooperation.

In fact, Western money has only helped

the regime suppress those few sprouts of
democratic institutions that emerged in the
Gorbachev-Yeltsin period. Second, there still
prevails a belief that democratic culture

of dialogue can peacefully redesign Russia’s
political and strategic culture, which is based
on violence and the logic of a zero-sum

game. Third, human rights in Russia were
not considered a vital issue for European
stability: Western decisionmakers gravely
underestimated the domestic-foreign policy
nexus. The West continues its self-restraint
towards Russia because “interference in
Russia’s domestic affairs” remains a taboo
for many Western experts and politicians.
However, this approach will only make our
democracies more vulnerable vis-a-vis
authoritarian regimes in Europe and beyond.

Russians must experience
an unequivocal failure

of Putinism as a
neo-imperial project.

As long as Putin remains in power,
Russia’s voluntary surrender in Ukraine or
political liberalisation is out of the ques-
tion. However, it is possible to prepare
the ground in advance for Russia’s future
transformation. First and foremost, Russians
must experience an unequivocal failure of
Putinism as a neo-imperial project. Only a
prompt and complete military defeat can
convince the Russian political establish-
ment that war is counterproductive, either
as a foreign policy tool or a means of
building domestic-political legitimacy. Also,
the economic-financial base of the regime
must be consistently weakened by tougher
sanctions to prevent the government from
replenishing its military potential. Currently,
the sanctions regime remains highly incon-
sistent, both in terms of range and in terms
of enforcement.
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Secondly, we need Ukraine’s recon-
struction as soon as possible. The country
must become a robust and stable demo-
cracy and a market economy within the EU
and NATO. The NATO umbrella over Ukraine
will guarantee that EU reconstruction funds
will not burn up in another aggression. EU
membership will provide effective instru-
ments to control expenditures and prevent
possible large-scale corruption.

Last but not least, comprehensive
support for Russian civil society and free
media in exile should become an element of
a broader, long-term strategy vis-a-vis Mos-
cow. It should be one of the paths to attain
a political change in Russia for Europe’s
stability. Although political émigrés will not
bring about the regime’s collapse on their
own, they can, on their return home, provide
an invaluable ideological and organisational
base for reforms.

Il. A post-Putin window of opportunity

Putin’s departure will not automatically
lead to significant changes in the political
system. So far, Russian authoritarianism
has easily reproduced itself owing to its
deep foundations: the patrimonial notion
of the state as being the personal property
of the leader and the logic of patron-client
relations as the main factor organising

the sphere of socio-political interactions.2
Moreover, as comparative studies have
shown, transition from personalist rule
(like that in Russia) is less likely to result
in a democracy than transition from other
forms of authoritarianism.3

With Putin’s exit, however, a window of
opportunity will briefly open. The trauma of
war and its negative economic and social
consequences can create fertile ground for
political-economic reform. The new leaders-
hip will be weaker than the current one and
therefore more vulnerable to external and
internal pressures. Their pursuit of a better
international image, external legitimacy, and
a broad base of support at home may lead
to two qualitative shifts. First, Russia may
temporarily abandon its aggressive foreign
policy in return for sanctions relief. Second,
we will likely see a liberalisation of the
neo-totalitarian domestic policy. The latter

2 M. Domariska, Putinism after Putin. The deep structures
of Russian authoritarianism, OSW Studies, Warsaw
2019, olika 5

3 A. Kendall-Taylor, E. Frantz, How Autocracies Fall,

The Washington Quarterly 37:1, 2014, pp. 35-47.

is now based on a personality cult, mass
indoctrination, wartime censorship, and the
state’s intrusion into citizens’ private lives.

Due to the heavy burden of authorita-
rian path-dependence, a democratisation
of Russia is unrealistic in the foreseeable
future. However, the introduction of plura-
lism into the political system would be
relatively easy to achieve at an early stage.
Before the new leadership consolidates
power, the West’s priority should be to
widen the window of opportunity for reform
and keep it from shutting again for decades.
We can expect strong resistance from
groups directly responsible for war crimes
and political repression; which is why
without constant pressure from below and
outside reforms may be prevented for a long
time. The West must learn lessons from its
mistakes vis-a-vis Russia committed in the
1990s.

Our toolkit needs to be based on trans-
parent benchmarks and contain a carefully
designed mix of carrots and sticks. Its
details should be discussed in advance and
take into account the interests and needs
of Russian society at large. EU and NATO
members should only recognise a new
government once it abolishes censorship
and other politically-motivated repressive
laws, releases all political prisoners, allows
independent media to operate freely and
organises free elections under international
observation. We should impose another
package of sanctions if the new leadership
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continues to violate human rights. The cost
of new restrictions for the West will be negli-
gible because, by that time, we will have ended
our dependence on Russian raw materials.
Conversely, the successful implementation
of reforms should, among other things, lead
to a gradual liberalisation of the trade regime
with Russia. In the longer term, the West
should engage in building an institutional
framework to safeguard the continued trans-
formation and guarantee political freedoms
to the opposition and civil society.

A western strategy needs to be based
not so much on investing in a single political
figure (a “new Yeltsin”) but on dialogue with

political forces across the board —
except for those involved in war crimes and
political repression. The West must also
develop intense contacts with the broader
public, which may create a buffer against
possible future political tensions.

However, before changes can occur in
the operational sphere of Western policies,
we need to revolutionise our way of thinking
about Russia. It is often based on fears and
false beliefs promoted by Kremlin-sponso-
red propaganda. They make us self-restrain
in terms of military assistance for Ukraine
and discussions on the role of the West in
Russia’s future political transformation.

lll. The fetish of Russia’s stability: an intelligent weapon

against the West

Many Western experts and politicians
express a fatalistic belief that the demise of
Russian authoritarianism would lead to the
state’s collapse and a serious destabilisation
of Eurasia. However, a broad spectrum
of options lies between dictatorship and
dangerous chaos. To discard them a priori
is to play Putin’s game that has effectively
worked for years. It is based on the dogma
that Putin’s Russia is the only possible
Russia; since it is impossible (or extremely
risky) to change it, there is no choice but to
strike “pragmatic” deals with the aggressive
regime. We have been paying the price of
this manipulation since 24 February 2022.
The advocates of “stability above all” seem
to forget that Russia had never been as
“stable” as it was just before the war when
the authorities had ultimately destroyed all
political opposition. “Perfect stability” (which
is in fact artificial — see below) was neces-
sary for launching armed aggression against
Ukraine.

Within the broad spectrum of political
scenarios, a genuine federation with a robust
local self-government system is the most
desirable and realistic. Non-violent mecha-

nisms for articulating and resolving conflicts
can only emerge in a decentralised political
system. Decentralisation of political power
and financial resources would thus make a
future Russia more predictable, stable, and
law-abiding. In Russia, “democracy” as a
system of values, institutions and procedures
may not resonate much among the public.
However, sociologists, economists, and
civic activists have for years reported on the
growing demand for self-governance of local
populations, and for legal accountability of
state officials, including in the provinces.

The empowerment of local and regional
populations, including ethnic minorities,
may become an effective vaccine against
the resurgence of Russian imperial revan-
chism. The cure for the imperial disease is
to offer citizens a “normal” life and a sense
of co-ownership of the state, owing to free
elections and a broad public discussion on
the shape of the new constitution. So far,
the West has utterly ignored Russia’s ethnic
and cultural diversity, thus manifesting a
colonialist mindset (which until 2022 also
prevailed vis-a-vis Ukraine, taking the form
of the “Russia-first” policy).
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There is not much rationale behind
the fear that possible instability related to
political changes, elite infighting or adverse
economic impact of reforms would lead to
the collapse of Russian statehood. None of
the regions inhabited by ethnic minorities
has a potential for secession. They face one
or multiple barriers to successful separatist
tendencies. First, regional governments are
neither legitimate nor do they genuinely
represent the interests of local populations.
Second, the model of “state capitalism”
has led to heavy financial dependence of
regional budgets on the federal one, while
regional economies remain underdeveloped.
Third, most of these regions do not have
borders with other countries. Last but not
least, the non-Russian ethnic groups are
often a minority in their “national republics”
or they lack a solid historical, cultural and
linguistic identity, the latter having been
deliberately suppressed by the federal cen-
tre. Although anti-Moscow sentiments have
long been perceptible in the regions, they
do not have much in common with sepa-
ratist moods. Instead, they mostly reflect
opposition against the federal bureaucracy
with its excessive powers and greed for
local resources. Also, negative memories of
the Soviet collapse still work against radical
scenarios.4 Paradoxically, the threat of the
break-up of the state and the feeling that
“Russia may be gone” may even strengthen
reformist tendencies to resolve federal-
regional tensions.

Another widespread fear among the
Western expert community and political
establishment is that “someone worse than
Putin” may come to power in case of dome-
stic political turmoil. However, it is difficult
to imagine someone worse than a leader
who has unleashed an aggressive war in the
middle of Europe, turned Russia into a rogue
state based on violence and lawlessness,
and resorts to nuclear blackmail to remain

4 [NemokpaTuna BmecTo pacnaga. Anekcanap KelHes —
o Poccun pervoHos, Radio Svoboda, 3 August 2022,
nesto-raspada-

https://www.svoboc rg/a/demokratiya-v

leksandr-kynev

unpunished. After Putin is gone, compro-
mise figures will likely come to power to
calm the situation rather than further
escalate. The usual bugbears: the bellige-
rent leader of Chechnya, Ramzan Kadyrov,
or the notorious sponsor of the Wagner
mercenaries, Yevgeny Prigozhin, are more
Putin’s tools than autonomous political
players. Even though they may try to influ-
ence the power games with their private
armies, they will be unable to gain support
from the broader political-business estab-
lishment. It is also unlikely that the powerful
but deeply divided repression apparatus
(the siloviki) will unite and play an indepen-
dent role in power games. However, a part
of it can become a scale-tipping factor. In
case of violent infighting between the poli-
tical-business clans, the primary concern
for the West should be the safety of Rus-
sia’s nuclear arsenal. It needs to be put in
reliable hands — which is not the case under
Putin’s rule.

The experience of violence
as the primary regulator

of relations within the
Russian state has become
an essential element of
collective identity.

Genuine risks for Russia’s neighbours
do not lie in the country’s possible “desta-
bilisation”. Instead, they stem directly from
Putin’s pseudo-stability, based on repres-
sion, mass indoctrination, and top-down
criminalisation of the state. The Kremlin has
deliberately “outsourced” the state’s mono-
poly on violence into the hands of criminal
groups and private armies (including the
notorious Wagner Group). The banality of
violence and degradation of the value of
human life will remain a long-term social
problem: the experience of violence as
the primary regulator of relations within
the Russian state has become an essen-
tial element of collective identity. The
influx of weapons and traumatised
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war veterans from Ukraine will exacerbate
this challenge. Russians have also been
poisoned by the Kremlin-sponsored propa-

ganda disseminating genocidal hate speech.

It has destroyed language as a tool for ex-
plaining reality, in order to make “zombified”

citizens question the very existence of truth.

None of these malaises can be cured under
“stable” authoritarianism. As time passes and
Russia closes off from the outside world,
they will only fester.

It seems that a large part of
the Russian public simply
has no firm opinion on

the war and only agrees
with what the government
decides.

IV. Russian society: fatalistic, pragmatic

but not “genetically authoritarian”

The Russian public’s susceptibility to
imperial discourse is largely due to two
factors. The first is the lack of pluralism
in the media and the absolute dominance
of state propaganda in the public sphere.
The second is the fact that historical propa-
ganda, great power rhetoric and geopolitical
revanchism have served for decades as
compensation for the political disempower-
ment of citizens, economic hardships and
the lack of a vision for the future. However,
this vicious circle can be broken through
political liberalisation, free elections and
economic growth.

A major obstacle in developing an
appropriate communication strategy towards
Russian society is the lack of reliable tools
to measure public opinion. At times, the
very idea of conducting opinion polls under
Putin’s neo-totalitarian rule is questioned.
However, the available sociological data

shows that Russian society is not a monolith.

Shocking examples of pro-Kremlin jingoism
are only one side of the coin. They easily
find their way into the media, but are cha-
racteristic of a minority estimated at less
than 20 percent of the population. Radical
opponents of the Kremlin make up another
20 percent, while the rest are “hibernating”
and hope to wait out the difficult times.
Moreover, Russians are politically divided
along generational lines: the youth is much

more anti-Putin, pro-Western and anti-war
than the 50+ generation.

Nevertheless, the level of declared public
support or passive acceptance of the Kremlin’s
war remains high (about 70 per cent). The
Russian military’s increasing combat losses
and growing awareness that the “special
military operation” is not going according to
plan have not led to a significant change of
mood. A large part of society is distancing
itself from the theme of war and even more
from active anti-war protest. A prevailing
sense of powerlessness makes people
“hibernate” even more often than fear of
repression. At the same time, social trans-
fers from the state budget are often the last
hope for millions of families to stay afloat
amid economic hardship. It reduces their
readiness to express anti-state sentiments
even further.

It seems that a large part of the Rus-
sian public simply has no firm opinion on
the war and only agrees with what the
government decides. If the Kremlin pre-
sented a U turn tomorrow, they too would
nod approvingly. At the end of 2022, the
independent polling institute Russian Field
found that well over half of respondents
would support a new attack on Kyiv (58 per
cent) or the signing of a peace agreement
(70 per cent).
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A large part of the population does not
access information from alternative sour-
ces, not necessarily because of increasing
censorship, but simply to avoid cognitive
dissonance. For decades, those in power
have sought to atomise society and destroy
the horizontal ties between citizens. The
lack of confrontation with Soviet totalitaria-
nism and, in recent years, the blatant glori-
fication of the imperial idea have ultimately
perpetuated the role of the state as the
binding force for the nation. Kremlin-spon-
sored nationalist propaganda has instilled
the messianic notion in the public that Rus-
sians are morally superior to other nations
because they destroyed Nazism (an “abso-
lute evil”) in 1945. Confronting the massive
war crimes committed by the Russian army
in Ukraine would destroy collective and
individual self-esteem and raise the ques-

A burnt out russian tank in Kherson. Photo: Imago

tion of collective political responsibility. As
state TV offers a much more comfortable
interpretation of events than free media, it
remains the main source of information for
two-thirds of Russians — even though only
50 per cent trust it and 60 per cent do not
believe in the official data about Russia’s
combat losses (according to the indepen-
dent Levada Centre and Russian Field).

Moreover, the authorities go to great
lengths to make citizens believe that
resistance is futile and that unconditional
supporters of Putin form an overwhelming
majority of the public. Anti-government
opposition is equated with the violation
of social norms or “treason”. It is no coin-
cidence that one of the frequently used
propagandist cliches is the denigration of
“enemies of the nation”.

V. A new “smuta”? Possible but not predetermined

While Russia’s transformation will be
an arduous and non-linear process, several
factors can mitigate the adverse effects of
political-economic turbulence. Even though
the bulk of the Russian economy is state-

controlled, its large part still operates on
market principles. Small and medium-sized
businesses have proven their resilience to
shocks under predatory state capitalism.
There is a sufficient number of skilled
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bureaucrats at the federal and regional
levels to implement reform blueprints drawn
up by leading experts long ago. In addition,
Russia has essential intellectual resources
abroad. The sooner the opportunity for
transformation emerges, the greater the
chance emigrants will return and the brain
drain, which may have amounted to half

a million people in 20225, will be partially
reversed.

Another underestimated yet invaluable
asset is Russian civil society, which can
form the organisational base for political
transformation. Putin’s rule has led to its
suppression in the country, but — as in the
case of small and medium-sized businesses
— its previous long-standing vitality proved
it would be able to quickly regenerate under
more favourable conditions. Moreover, those
representatives of Russian civil society who
have found themselves in forced exile are
currently re-organising their work. Many
continue their political-civic activities,
targeting Russian audiences at home and
abroad. Most declare they plan to return to
Russia once it is safe. They will bring home
unique knowledge about best practices of
Western grassroots democracy, self-govern-
ment, electoral systems, and effective
state administration — and will be able to
adapt them to Russian realities. However,
democratic politicians opposed to the
Kremlin, including those in exile, often
underestimate the potential of civil society
groups as their natural allies and support
base.

5 [Oemorpad Anekceli Pakwa — EAH: notepu ot
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Many Russians in exile focus on anti-
war protests and organise help for Ukraine
or Ukrainian refugees. Many activists and
journalists (of Russian and non-Russian
ethnic origin) actively reshape the current
discourse about Russia and its neighbours,
deconstructing imperial, colonial and patri-
archal cliches. If any reconciliation between
Russia and Ukraine is ever possible, it will
be co-authored by these people rather than
anyone else. Another formidable task, which
awaits them back home, is to lead their
fellow citizens through a painful, profound
transformation of collective mentality and
identity along non-imperial lines.

Conclusion

What will a post-Putin Russia be like?
Much depends on the West’s determination
to influence it genuinely. One can compare
this challenge only with the construction of
European security architecture after World
War II. In 1945, no one doubted that the
world’s security required a re-invention of
Germany. In 2023, we should not refrain
from developing a strategy to reinvent
Russia. As in Germany, confrontation with
the totalitarian and imperial past will take
decades — but it will not start without an
external impulse.
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Putin has turned Russia into a dictatorship, but the country
is by no means destined to be a dark imperialistic power.
The Free World needs to support Russia’s next attempt

for democratic change instead of snubbing it, writes
Vladimir Milov.

The war in Ukraine is putting the future of Russia more

and more in our hands. A decisive victory of Ukraine makes
an end to the Putin regime more likely. The West needs

to prepare for this moment because it may offer a short
opportunity to encourage the country to embark on a more
democratic and law-abinding path, writes Maria Domanska.
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