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INTRODUCTION:
A THIRD WAY TO
DEMOCRACY

The question of whether and on what
conditions Russia could someday find its place
among free and democratic western states has
been under close scrutiny ever since the end
of the Cold War. In a 1992 interview, President
Richard Nixon warned the west not to expect
an American-style democracy from the Russian
people, whose hearts and minds, still deeply
penetrated by the ideas of communism, could
not open up to the promise of freedom at the
snap of a finger.! With the mental impact of
Russia’s peculiar political history in mind, he
spoke of a “kind of political dictatorship” that
the Russian people would adopt to achieve the
“safety-net guarantees” that the communist
regime had promised. In short, Nixon warned
that instead of transitioning to a fully-fledged
liberal democracy, the Russian people would
be seeking a third way to reconcile Soviet
stability and enforced security with capitalist
prosperity. In connection with the presidential
elections of March 2024 and rapidly
deepening repression, the topic
has lately gone into fashion again,
inspiring visions of Russian emigre
communities and exiled opposition
leaders inducing a turn towards
democracy. For obvious reasons, this
outcome is highly desirable for the
western community, which is why most expert
analyses include the democratic turn as a low
probability, but conceivable, idealistic scenario
for Russia’s future.?

32 years later, Nixon’s prediction captures the
state of affairs quite accurately. The Russian
presidential  elections passed relatively
uneventfully, yielding an expected record 88%
support for Putin with 77% voter turnout.?
Numerous acts of silent protest involving

L “Richard Nixon on Russia,” Richard Nixon Foundation,
28 February 2022.

Casey Michel, Russia Tomorrow: Five scenarios for
Russia’s future (Washington, DC: Atlantic Council,
February 2024); Kristi Raik and Eero Kristijan Sild,
Europe’s broken order and the prospect of a new Cold
War (Tallinn: ICDS, October 2023); Casey Michel, “5
Scenarios for Russia After Putin’s Next Term,” Politico,
16 March 2024; Mikhail Khodorkovsky, “The future of
Russia — and its opposition,” Politico, 5 June 2023.

3 “Russian Presidency 2024 General,” International
Foundation for Election Systems, 15 March 2024.

thousands of voters in and outside of Russia
once again ended with no consequence for
the election results or regime legitimacy.* Can
this be blamed solely on the repressive state
apparatus or is there something else blocking
Russia’s democratisation (or normalisation, as
western analyses would often term it)? Could
this something have to do with the bottom-
up dynamics rather than just top-down?
Indeed, from the top-down, Putin’s Russia
clearly remains an enhanced continuation
of the Soviet counterintelligence state, built
around a remarkably resilient power vertical
which no election can shake.® However, most
analysis tends to discard what centuries of
such governance structure have done to
the population’s perspectives and political
literacy. Just like Nixon suggested, the Russian
population could act as a contra-democratic
force enabling the counterintelligence state to
persist through decades. The ways and reasons
by which Nixon’s prediction has materialised
today is the topic of this paper — touching
upon the shortcomings of Russian opposition
leaders, emigre communities, and historical
trauma-induced public sentiments.

The most unfortunate obstacle in the way
of democratic developments in Russia is the

continuous lack of capable opposition leaders
ready to fight for genuine liberal democracy

1. AN OPPOSITION

IN STALEMATE: THE
FOUR HORSEMEN OF A
PROGRESSIVE RUSSIA

The most unfortunate obstacle in the way of
democratic developments in Russia is the
continuous lack of capable opposition leaders
ready to fight for genuine liberal democracy.
Boris Yeltsin, Russia’s first elected democratic
leader, set the stage for a grave misreading of
democracy. It is widely agreed that for him, the

4 Vicky Wong, “Russia election: Arrests for vandalism
as ballot boxes targeted in Putin vote,” BBC News,
15 March 2024; Matthew Chance, Sergey Gudkov,
Katharina Krebs, Clare Sebastian, Darya Tarasova, and
Radina Gigova, “Russia sees polling station protests as
Putin set to extend long rule,” CNN, 17 March 2024.

5 Sanshiro Hosaka, “Putin’s Counterintelligence State,”
ICDS, 14 December 2022.
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concept was, for various reasons, limited to the
overthrow of communism.® The set of
associated  processes, institutions, and
procedures did not receive much attention,
partly due to their disadvantages to state
building, but no less tied to the contradictions
codified in the Soviet constitution. Although
outlining secession of the republics as an
option, the Soviet constitution made it
practically impossible for the USSR to
disintegrate by consensus, making it inherently
incompatible with democratic procedures.
Interestingly, Yeltsin was originally not aiming
to abolish the Union but was conditioned to do
so after learning that Ukrainian public opinion
overwhelmingly supported the Republic’s
independence.” Keeping the state together by
force was notthe way to advance his democratic
presidential campaign, but letting the republics
go required no less personal resolve and
discarding of formal consultation. So it
happened that dissolving the USSR as the first
and most significant move of Russia’s first
elected democratic president turned out
ironically undemocratic in both substance and
procedure. It was a sharp departure from the
promising reforms of the perestroika years,
reversing most formal democratic progress
and re-introducing personalist politics to the
game.

However, that is not to say that VYeltsin
personally was somehow responsible for
destroying an emerging democracy. Rather,
sociological research suggests that while
democracy may be of “significant” importance
to Russians, they have adopted their own take
on its substance, which in many ways diverges
from the western sense of the term.® While
the western democratic standard prioritises
regular change of government, a multiparty
system, minority rights, and gender equality,
Russians perceive democracy as a primarily
social concept concerned with everyday
issues such as housing, education, labour
rights, and healthcare. In this conception, the
state becomes an institution of collective goal
setting rather than a reconciler of differing
interests. Therefore, in agreement with Maria

& Katrina Vanden Heuvel, “Yeltsin—Father of
Democracy?,” The Nation, 27 April 2007.

7 Serhii Plokhy, The Last Empire. The Final Days of the
Soviet Union (New York: Basic Books, 2024).

& Andrey L. Andreeyv, “Values in contemporary Russian

society,” Baltic Rim Economies 4/2021 (University of
Turku, October 2021).

Snegovaya’s assessment, Yeltsin and the
unique challenges he faced were above all
the product of a larger undemocratic force,
which would be difficult to manoeuvre for any
reformist leader.® That same force also explains
why a whole new generation of seemingly
potent opposition leaders has failed to divert
the country from its increasingly isolationist
authoritarian course.

1.1. NAVALNY: BITING OFF MORE
THAN ONE CAN CHEW

From this new generation, a globally recognised
anti-regime activist was neutralised before the
2024 elections. Renowned as Russia’s most
promising liberal opposition figure and founder
of the Anti-Corruption Foundation (FBK),
Alexey Navalny goes down in history as the
force that took Russian people to the streets
just as their political will was grasping for its
last breath.® Besides regularly mobilising
masses in and outside of Russia to stand up
against elite corruption, Navalny launched a
clever tactical voting programme to challenge
the predetermined victories of Putin’s United
Russia party.!! Yet, the actual scope of his
political power and the various ‘what ifs’
remain debated in his post-mortem. Some
optimistic analysts believe that throughout his
active years, Navalny, in theory, managed to
gather enough support to unite the Russian
opposition and refute the Kremlin’s narratives,
should he have so chosen.'? Sociological polls,
however, indicate that significant and
increasing disapproval of Navalny’s activities
after his political breakthrough left no real
prospects for him to destabilise the regime.®

The tragedy of Alexey Navalny has a historical
precedent — just like Yeltsin sacrificed a truly

9 Maria Snegovaya, “Why Russia’s Democracy Never
Began,” Journal of Democracy Vol. 34, Issue 4 (July
2023): 105-18.

10 “The anti-corruption foundation,” acf.international,
accessed in June 2024.

11 Jan Matti Dollbaum, Morvan Lallouet, and Ben Noble,
“Alexei Navalny, “Smart Voting, “ and the 2021 Russian
State Duma Elections,” Russian Analytical Digest, 271
(2021): 7-10.

12 Andrey Soldatov and Irina Borogan, “Kak HaganbHbil

namerunn Poccuio [How Navalny changed Russia],”
Agentura.Ru, 4 March 2024.

13 “Anekcert HaBanbHbi: OTHoweHue K Moantmuky
W Ero YronosHomy MpecnenosaHuto [Alexey
Navalny: Attitudes to the Politician and his Criminal
Persecution],” Levada, 8 February 2023.
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democratic constitution in order to conclusively
overthrow communism, Navalny adapted his
views to political trends and refrained from
potentially fruitful cooperation with other
liberals to win the support of the masses. This

Navalny adapted his views to political

trends and refrained from potentially fruitful

cooperation with other liberals to win the
support of the masses

gave grounds to assert that Navalny is an
opportunist aiming to build an electoral
majority, not a stable democratic bloc — his
pervasive focus on elite corruption simply
served as a common denominator that touched
various audiences.* For Navalny, power politics
was a numbers game — instead of complex
political plots and systematic cooperation, he
counted on the common people greatly
outnumbering the oppressive elite, thereby
sidelining potential alliances and larger civil
society engagements as a secondary concern.
In order to win over large audiences in and
outside Russia, Navalny’s visions
fluctuated with the times, from
populist ultranationalism in his early
YouTube appearances to economic
liberalism in his 2018 presidential
campaign.'® The ambiguous diplomatic
farce that is Navalny’s take on the
belonging of Crimea illustrates well
the complexities involved in sustaining
the support of multiple key groups with
differing perceptions.’ It is telling that the core
of Navalny’s supporters was drawn precisely to
his complete refusal to find a compromise with
any other political figures within the system.
What was generally perceived as his greatest
strength thus also became a weakness, as it
limited the impact of his personalisticinitiatives

14 Felix Light and Pjotr Sauer, “True Beliefs and
Opportunism: Navalny’s Tangled Political
Development,” The Moscow Times, 19 April 2021.

5 Nigel Gould-Davies, “A fortnight that shook Russia ...
and what next,” IISS, 4 February 2021.

16 Alexey Navalny, “CraHb HauvoHanvctom! [Become
a Nationalist!],” YouTube, 17 October 2007;
“lMporpamma Anekces HasansHoro [Alexey Navalny’s
Programme],” Navalny2018, accessed in July 2024.

17 Alexey Navalny (@navalny), “PazgépHyTtas nosumums no
YkpauHe v Kpbimy [Extended Statement on Ukraine
and Crimea]),” LiveJournal, 12 March 2014.

and made him an easier target for the Kremlin
to manage.*®

Deliberately or not, all of Navalny’s visions
took great issue with where power should
be anchored, while adding nothing
about how and to what end it should
function in practice, allowing him to
pass any ideology under the guise of
democratic reforms. He must have
known that liberal reforms were not
quite the buzzword in the Russian
regions, since progressive ideas of
liberalism and democratic institution-building
have always gained traction exclusively in the
largest Russian cities with a higher standard
of living.’® The regions constituting the ‘real
Russia’” never understood or supported
democratic ideals, particularly after the
traumatic experience of the 1990s transition to
a market economy. Navalny is a prime example
of Andreev’s peculiar Russian conception of
democracy, according to which the political
opposition is not meant to overthrow the
government but to “critically evaluate its
activities,” often boosting its work instead.?

All of Navalny’s visions took issue with where
power should be anchored, while adding

nothing about how and to what end it should
function, allowing him to pass any ideology
under the guise of democratic reforms

For instance, Navalny’s focus on the politically
backward regions very conveniently provided
the Kremlin with an imperative to claim that it
was too early to let those masses decide their
own fate, as the democratic freedoms that
Navalny propagated only meant plain anarchy
to the regional voter. Today, with the last of
Russian oppositionists removed and the ruling
elite still intact with high approval ratings, it
could be said that Navalny, to some degree,
indeed boosted the Kremlin’s work against his
own will. He lived and died a martyr but never
exhibited the core competencies of a stable
democratic leader and thus never offered
Russia a viable alternative. Having based the

18 James Sherr OBE, “Navalndi tugevus on tema norkus
[Navalny’s strength is his weakness],” Diplomaatia Nr
204 (February 2021).

9 Soldatov and Borogan, “How Navalny changed Russia.”
20 Andreev, “Values in contemporary Russian society.”
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campaigns on his own charismatic legitimacy,
Navalny’s hard work will unfortunately fade
with his memory.

1.2. KHODORKOVSKY & KASPAROV:
OUT OF TOUCH, OUT OF MIND

A considerable burden of expectations has
also been dumped onto liberal oppositionists
already living in exile. The biggest names
among these include Mikhail Khodorkovsky,
a former oligarch whose life took a downturn
after starting the civil-society-oriented Open
Russia organisation in 2001, and Soviet chess
grandmaster Garry Kasparov, founder of the
liberal think-tank Free Russia Foundation
operating since 2014.2' Together the men
started the Anti-War Committee — a regular
gathering of political exiles and “true Russian
patriots” demanding the Kremlin’s “aggressive
dictatorship” to end with war crime trials.?? Yet
issues with their various democratic campaigns
appear no less pronounced than those of late
Navalny.

First and foremost, after more than a
decade abroad, emigres inevitably lose
touch with the authentic “feeling for
Russia” and can no longer accurately
analyse the opportunities and threats
present in their home country context.?
This commonly leads to a projection
of one’s own unrealistic hopes and fears upon
the regime back home, thereby either failing
to gain traction among the target population
or designing approaches inapplicable to the
situation. A concerning example of the latter
can be found in the Anti-War Committee’s
manifesto, which explicitly differentiates
ordinary Russians as “involuntary participants
of Putin’s adventures” and puts the entirety
of the blame for the war on the ruling elite.®*

2L “What is Open Russia,” Khodorkovsky, accessed in July
2024; “Free Russia Foundation,” 4freerussia, accessed
in July 2024.

22 Mikhail Khodorkovsky (@khodorkovski), “24 degpans
2022 roaa poccuiickoe pyKOBOACTBO BO I/1aBE C
Bnagvmupom MNyTrHbIM pa3BA3an0 arpeccMBHyO
BOMHY NpoTtuns Ykpauusl [On February 24, 2022, the
Russian leadership led by Vladimir Putin launched
an aggressive war against Ukraine],” Telegram, 27
February 2022.

23 Kadri Liik, “Caution and embrace: How Europeans
should treat exiles from Putin’s Russia,” European
Council on Foreign Relations, 5 September 2023.

24 Mikhail Khodorkovsky, “On February 24, 2022.”

What Khodorkovsky does not account for is
that despite everything, support for Putin and
the Ukraine war remains relatively high and on
the rise.?® As of March 2024, an overwhelming
majority of Russians still perceived the
country going in the right direction, and
approval ratings were on the rise for all state
institutions, including the government, the
State Duma, the regional governors, judicial,
and law enforcement authorities, as well as
the armed forces.?® Significant societal support
for the former’s activities in Ukraine is notably
consistent with the RUSI’s assessment that
the only debate that exists within the Russian
public is about how, not whether, to continue
the war.?” Russian society has reached a state in
which sustaining the devastating war provides
the most effective antidote against its own
destabilising bi-products, such as the recurring
communal disasters.?® Against this background,
Khodorkovsky and Kasparov’s anti-war initiative
reveals a considerable mental distance from
Russian reality by hyperfocusing on the highest
levels of the problem and discarding the
crooked base of the structure.

Sticking one’s head out and escaping
towards the west does not improve a

Russian activist’s image in the eyes of the
domestic population

Second, similarly to Navalny, sticking one’s
head out and escaping towards the west,
unfortunately, does not improve a Russian
activist’s image in the eyes of the domestic
population. Although greatly admired in the
west and among other liberal-minded emigres,
these figures are considered controversial at
best domestically, particularly after being
added to the “foreign agent” list months into

% “NpesnaeHTckune Boibopbl 2024 B ObuiecTBeHHOM
MHeHuu [Presidential Election 2024 in Public
Opinion],” Levada, 7 December 2023.

26 “KoHbankt C YrpaunHoi: OueHkun Hoabps 2023 loaa
[Conflict with Ukraine: November 2023 Estimates],”
Levada, 8 December 2023.

27 Justin Bronk, “Europe Must Urgently Prepare to Deter
Russia Without Large-Scale US Support,” RUSI, 7
December 2023.

26 Andrei Hvostov, “Andrei Hvostov: kas Putinil on
péarast Ukraina alistamist muud vdimalust kui edasi
eskaleerida? [Andrei Hvostov: After defeating Ukraine,
does Putin have any option but to escalate?],” Eesti
Ekspress, 26 January 2024; “Communal disaster
continues in Russian regions,” Nemoskva, 6 January
2024.
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Free and fair elections are not the process
by which Khodorkovsky or Kasparov could
grab power in Russia, and their choice of

opposition activities already seems to have

the war — as obviously propagandistic as it is,
the label still creates negative connotations in
average Russian minds today.® Presumably
pertaining to the decades-long Soviet obsession
with internal enemies, recent polls indicate
that the foreign agent label is increasingly
effective in inducing negative feelings about
the ‘agent’ and their western ties.®® Just as
Navalny’s approval ratings started to drop
rapidly as he gained popularity worldwide,
Kasparov has gone from a national hero to a
terrorist leader and public enemy in a decade
since leaving Russia.?! Talking about the image,
Khodorkovsky has it even worse — after dedi-
cating his political career to reforming Russia
and becoming one of the most vocal critics of
the Ukraine war, he still receives “endless hate”
online, among others from Ukrainians, who do

not distinguish him from the average
warmongering Russian.®>  The seemingly
unreasonable negative stances towards

Khodorkovsky most likely stem from his status
as an oligarch of the ‘wild’ 1990s, as anything
associated with oligarchy and that era is a no-
go for Russian audiences. That is to say — free
and fair elections are not the process by which
Khodorkovsky or Kasparov could grab power in
Russia, and their choice of opposition activities
already seems to have accounted for that.

accounted for that

Third, it is simply difficult to initiate a power
transfer from outside the target country. This
is particularly true for Russia, consistently
preoccupied with exposing and shutting
down all “western political meddling.” About
a century back, the White Russian émigré
community learned this lesson the hard way
— despite bringing together millions of highly
educated and politically proficient Russian

2 “Russia adds Kasparov and Khodorkovsky to ‘foreign
agents’ list,” Reuters, 20 May 2022.

30 “Mass Perception Of “Foreign Agents”: November
2023, Levada, 16 February 2024.

31 “Alexey Navalny,” Levada; Alessandro Ford, “Russia
threatens to charge chess grandmaster Kasparov
under ‘foreign agent” law,” Politico, 2 June 2024.

32 Simon Shuster, “Putin’s Enemies are Struggling to
Unite,” Time, 14 May 2024.

dissidents in the west, the movement never
evolved to seriously challenge the Soviet
regime from abroad. Even worse, nowadays
we can no longer speak of a failure but a
counterproductive venture that simply pushes
all actionable criticism away from its intended
targets. By providing a concentrated platform
for criticising the regime at a safe distance
from the relevant stakeholders, Khodorkovsky
and Kasparov are playing into the hands of
the Kremlin by helping to remove internal
enemies from the scene and providing Russia
with a seemingly democratic civil society in
exile that is destined to stay irrelevant. In this
sense, important opposition leaders may end
up strengthening, rather than weakening the
regime.

1.3. PONOMAREV: A TARGET
MISSED BY A MILE

Another popular dissident figure worth briefly
mentioning here is llia Ponomarev, a former
progressive libertarian MP-turned-Putin-critic
exiled in Ukraine since 2016. Ponomarev
is currently preparing for a recreation of a
democratic Russia after Putin by running
multiple volunteer legions in Ukraine and
facilitating the writing of a post-Putin
Russian constitution by a shadow
parliament in Poland.*® In his latest
book about a prospective Russian
democracy after Putin, he makes it
clear that the only way to democratise
Russia is through a “managed
transition” period brought on by a
paramilitary coup.? In his view, regime
change requires the combined shock of a
credible military force, a group of dissatisfied
domestic elites and an alternative government
ready to grab power.? To that end, Ponomarev
is leading the National Liberation Front — a
paramilitary group aiming to overthrow Putin.
Similarly to Navalny, Ponomarev’s campaign
is, therefore, concentrated around plain

3 NernoH «CBoboga Poccun» (@legionofffreedom),
“OdurumanbHbI Tenerpam-kaHan JlernoHa «Cesoboaa
Poccun” [Official telegram channel of the Legion
“Freedom of Russia”],” Telegram, accessed in July
2024.

34 lya Ponomarev and Gregg Stebben, Does Putin Have
to Die? The Story of How Russia Becomes a Democracy
after Losing to Ukraine (Skyhorse, 2022).

35 David Ignatius. “Could This Man Bring Down Putin?,”
The Washington Post, 7 November 2023.
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anti-Putinism, with a lack of nuance and appeal
to everyday politics beyond that. Consequently,
his opposition campaign is undermined by two
interconnected issues.

Ponomarev’s campaign is concentrated
around plain anti-Putinism, with a lack of

nuance and appeal to everyday politics
beyond that

First, Ponomarev’s desired transition is
exclusively managed from above, seemingly
completely sidelining public sentiment and
bottom-up dynamics of the large Russian
masses. This is due to his belief that over half
of the Russian population is politically neutral
enough to obey whoever is in the Kremlin.
Realistically, military force, an alternative
government, and a dissenting domestic elite are
indeed necessary but not sufficient conditions
for a transformation of the magnitude required
to prevail. It would make sense that in a
country as large as Russia, at least some level
of societal support must be involved, as it was
a century ago when promises of “peace, land,
and bread” to the common people gave that
final push to the revolution. Back then, public
opinion was not exactly unified but consenting
enough on key issues to allow for a successful
power transition. Against this background,
Ponomarev’s work on the respective three
elements may eventually build up a force
strong enough to challenge the status quo, but
real changes would be hard to sustain with no
regard to the role of bottom-up dynamics.

This brings us to the second core problem
with his campaign. Unlike Khodorkovsky and
Kasparov, Ponomarev may still have a better
‘feel’” for the Russian political context, but
similarly to them, he lacks the support from
the necessary audiences. Rather than being
tainted with controversy, Ponomarev remains
mostly unknown to an average Russian, and as
an external figure with Ukrainian citizenship,
his chances to become known to the masses
remain extremely limited. In his position, the
best way to gain wider recognition would
be to team up with the biggest players in
the field, but that, too, is proving difficult in
practice. Although claiming to be friends with
Khodorkovsky and business partners with
Kasparov, his peculiarly aggressive paramilitary

approach is apparently not welcome in any
formal opposition events or gatherings.®
Winning over Navalny’s supporters after his
death is not an option either, as Ponomarev
has been on an uneasy footing with
the group for the past decade. The
visionary may not realise it himself
yet, but the isolated bubble that is the
armed resistance to the Putin regime
is too heavily armoured and removed
from the winds of organised dissent to
float above the ground much longer.

1.4. ONE RING TO RULE THEM ALL

That being said, the fate of the Russian
opposition today much resembles that of the
potent, yet inconsequential White Russian
movement of the previous century. Both are
shaped not only by resourceful and enduring
leader figures with strong convictions against
theruling regime butalso by an unwillingness to
acknowledge each other’s views and authority
to form meaningful alliances. The lack of a
workable consensus became visible during the
latest elections when the leading oppositionists
resorted to sending incoherent, conflicting
messages.®” Navalny’s FBK, Khodorkovsky,
and Kasparov all agreed that Putin’s victory
must be delegitimised, but no efforts to
develop a coherent voting or PR strategy
followed. Rather than a lack of creativity or
will, Igor Gretskiy suggests that the emigrated
opposition may be primarily constrained by
a “subconscious acknowledgement” of their
complete powerlessness against a totalitarian
regime. From this view, it makes sense for the
leaders to refuse concessions at a personal
cost, since reaching a consensus would only
deprive them of power and popularity, without
tangible benefits to the movement itself.

This mentality supports the view that in a
sense, the collapse of the Soviet empire is still
an ongoing process.*® The unfortunate defining

36 Pippa Crawford, “Ilya Ponomaryov: ‘We Have to
Capture the Kremlin. There Is No Other Way’,” The
Moscow Times, 19 January 2024; Lorraine Mallinder,
“Who is Ilya Ponomarey, the anti-war Russian
renegade exiled in Ukraine?,” Al-Jazeera, 8 December
2023.

37 1gor Gretskiy, “Putin’s Sham Elections: Tightening Grip
Amid Opposition Dilemmas,” ICDS, 28 March 2024.

38 Robert Coalson, “Coming Apart At The Seams? For
Russia’s Ethnic Minorities, Ukraine War Is A Chance
To Press For Independence From Moscow,” RFE/RL, 5
January 2023.
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Outstanding activists inside Russia may
have some platform, but their efforts are

held back by an insufficient understanding
of the workings of a true democracy

difference with the 80s and 90s, however, is the
lack of alternative leaders capable of building
centrifugal tendencies. Outstanding activists
inside Russia may have some platform, but
their efforts are held back by an insufficient
understanding of the workings of a true
democracy. Meanwhile, opposition figures

outside Russia understand democracy better
but have lost touch with the local political
context and lack recognition among domestic
Russian masses. Even more concerning
— compromise as the defining feature of
democracy seems simply inconceivable for
both groups of opinion leaders. Challenging
each other is preferred over collectively
challenging the regime. By way of a literary
example, the situation resembles the dynamics
of Tolkien’s masterpiece: outstanding Russian
opposition leaders are each wearing a ring
of power, which offers them public support
in their campaign against the regime while
keeping them dependent on the one ring in the
Kremlin. Having based their popularity around
simple anti-Putinism, the oppositionists also
cannot exist without the target figure and will
collectively fade, should the imperial regime
actually collapse. That is to say that rather
than the formation of even a loosely aligned
alternative government, a much more likely
future for the Russian opposition is increasing
competition and possibly confrontation
between the different anti-regime factions,
particularly in relation to the growing émigré
communities abroad.

2. RUSSIAN EMIGRES
IN THE WEST: A TWO-
EDGED SWORD

2.1. THE GOLDEN GATEWAY

Theincreasingly large number of liberal Russian
voices in the west brings us to the issue of
emigration, which is now reaching dimensions
similar to the aftermath of the Bolshevik

Revolution. Since Putin’s third presidential
term, emigration has become nearly
unavoidable for anyone holding remotely pro-
democratic views. In two waves, first, in the
aftermath of the 2011-12 mass protests and
then following the invasion of Ukraine in 2022,
most Russians with the will and resources to
escape the deepening repression have
done so. Based on the experience of
White Russian exiles of the 1920s, the
mass exodus of the brightest should
under no circumstance be perceived
as a means of bringing democracy
closer to the repressive regime back
home. Akin to the most successful
opposition leaders, the post-war wave of
Russian emigrants greatly resembles the White
Russian exiles in their political consciousness,
educated background, familiarity = with
cosmopolitan values, and ability to make an
economic contribution. This is easily the most
potent segment of Russian society, whose
political weight would be crucial to democracy
promotion at home, spilling out of the country.
Their main political value lies in independent
journalistic reporting and the amplification of
anti-Putin narratives among exile communities
in a free information space. Owing to this,
leading exiled journalists Andrei Soldatov and
Irina Borogan even suggest that émigrés should
assume a central role in building a better
Russia.* The same exact hopes were, in fact,
projected on large masses of the Cold War-era
White Russians, who led similar anti-regime
activities from the west on a much larger scale,
with the Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty
being only one example. The contemporary
equivalent would be Dozhd, one of the few
truly independent Russian TV channels, that
was forced into exile shortly after having
criticised the war. Not only did the channel fail
to produce any tangible political impact after
its scandalous departure but instead managed
to get its licence revoked a few months after
reopening in Latvia.** For a new democracy
sensitive to the spread of undemocratic ideas,
the channel’s continuous violations were
serious enough to declare a threat to national
security and public order. The case strongly

3 Irina Borogan and Andrei Soldatov, “Europe’s
Disastrous Ban on Russians Putin’s Exiles Are Crucial
to Winning the War—and to Building a Better Russia,”
Foreign Affairs, 28 September 2022.

40 “] atvia Cancels License Of Exiled Independent Russian
TV Dozhd,” RFE/RL, 6 December 2022.
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illustrates the lack of contextual understanding
that émigrés from a former empire bring into
a democratic host society — in worst cases
importing their own flawed interpretation of
democracy or showing excessive entitlement
regarding their rights in the host country.*

The Dozhd case strongly illustrates the
lack of contextual understanding that

emigres from a former empire bring into a
democratic host society

Open borders remain the critical enabler of

Evidently, none of the historical émigré-led
anti-regime initiatives had much leverage, yet
their western host nations continue to view
the diaspora communities as crucial strategic
assets to this day.*” The main historical
difference, however, is the exponentially
advanced modern-day information and
communication landscape, which, in theory,
should offer dissident initiatives considerable
leverage — if modern Russia only was a truly
besieged fortress. Instead, by keeping the
borders open for dissidents to leave and
essential goods to flow onto store shelves, the
current regime cunningly keeps the internal
tides low enough to save the troubled empire
from imploding like its predecessors. In other
words, open borders remain the critical enabler
of the repressive regime, since under current
conditions, exit understandably becomes the
dominant active strategy over voice -
essentially problematising the status and role

the repressive regime

of Russian emigres.”® Closing the borders to
democratic host nations for Russians would
not help much either, since Russia’s borders
with non-western neighbours remain open
and witness even more traffic. Further than

41 Viktoria Laddnskaja-Kubits, “Viktoria Ladonskaja-
Kubits: pomm istutati sinu sisse. Ja pandi distantsilt
plahvatama [Viktoria Laddnskaja-Kubits: a bomb was
planted inside you. And was set to explode from a
distance],” Essti Ekspress, 4 July 2023.

42 Asta MaskaliGnaité, “Do 3Bs Need a New Policy
towards Russian Emigrés? Debates on the Status and
Role of the Russian Emigrés since February 2022,”
Journal on Baltic Security Volume 9, Issie 2 (2023):
102-38.

* Maskalitinaité, “Do 3Bs Need a New Policy towards
Russian Emigrés?”

keeping the regime intact, forcing out vocal
dissidents greatly facilitates the crackdown on
the remaining passive masses. A month into
the war, sociological evidence appeared that
after the initial shock, Russian public opinion
was turning in favour of the invasion as a
reasonable retaliation for western
provocations.* After the departure of
the first wave, it did not take long for
society to start organically suppressing
isolated critical voices, which became
a negligible nuisance in the absence of
key opinion leaders and progressive
communities.*

2.2. RUSSIAN PROFESSIONALS,
PROFESSIONAL RUSSIANS, AND
THE WINDOW OF OPPORTUNITY

Under these dynamics, it becomes evident how
allowing the discontented to seek a better life
outside of Russia plays right in the hands of the
regime. The otherobviousissue with emigration
relates to integration — or the lack thereof.
Vladislav Inozemtsev describes the situation
in terms of a distinction between Russian
professionals and professional Russians.* The
former leverage their skills and knowledge
to become fully integrated and economically
valuable members of a democratic host
society, while the latter leverage their host
society’s democratic freedoms in support of
the regime’s goals abroad. The distinction can
be also explained in terms of the difference
between Russian exile opposition leaders.
Kasparov and Khodorkovsky, with their
brilliant careers and excessive belief in
the endless potential of democracy,
represent  Russian  professionals,
whose views have deeply intertwined
with the mental space of their host nations.
Ponomarev, with his insistence on the military
coup and covert assassination plots to win over
passive biomass, falls closer to the professional
Russian category. He is clearly critical of the
regime itself but offers no alternative that

4 Jvan Nechepurenko, Valeriya Safronova and Anton
Troianovski, “ Shaken at First, Many Russians Now
Rally Behind Putin’s Invasion,” The New York Times, 1
April 2022.

4 Anton Troianovski, “Spurred by Putin, Russians Turn
on One Another Over the War,” The New York Times, 9
April 2022.

4 Vladislav Inozemtsev, “The Exodus of the Century:
A New Wave of Russian Emigration,” Russie.Eurasie.
Visions No 129 (Ifri, July 2023).
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would be qualitatively different from the status
quo. Russians with similarly problematic views
exist en masse in established democracies like
Germany, which houses the largest Russian
diaspora up to date. Despite being treated as
fully fledged European citizens, a large portion
of those émigrés, in fact, remain professional
Russians who can be easily activated at the
Kremlin’s convenience — as exemplified by the
massive Russian rally against arming Ukraine

Despite being treated as fully fledged
European citizens, a large portion of those

to retain ties with their home communities
and look forward to relocating back as soon as
possible. Research shows that Russian diaspora
communities have become increasingly divided
since the invasion, which naturally shrinks the
space for common discussion between Russian
professionals and professional Russians.* Even
worse, among the most professional of émigré
Russians are those actually employed by the
regime. As many European policy officials
rightfully realise, Russian intelligence
services have used immigration before
to infiltrate western countries and
are certainly taking advantage of the

émigrés remain professional Russians who rare opportunities posed by the new

can be easily activated at the Kremlin’s
convenience

in Berlin a in 2023.*” More recently, two other
professional Russians were caught plotting a
sabotage to military facilities in Germany to
undermine support for Ukraine.*® Essentially,
their Russian-German dual citizenship acted
as an extension of the regime’s hand, making
it possible to target and exploit foreign soil
deep inside Europe. Furthermore, proper
integration into western host society values
and systems has an obvious flip side to
participation in authoritarian politics back
home, which the 2024 presidential elections
painfully illustrate. Namely, despite the
explosion of emigration out of Russia in the
past years, the number of overseas Russian
voters turning out at the polling stations has,
in fact, decreased by 100 000. Whether due to
indifference or hopelessness, itis clear thatina
truly democratic environment, showing up for
the re-election of a predetermined president is
becoming a ritual exclusively for professional
Russians, and a way of political distancing for
Russian professionals.

On the one hand, it may seem like the addition
of the latest wave of disillusioned emigrants
might shake up the community cards a little
bit. On the other hand, let us consider that a lot
of those people are the ‘last resort’ migrants,
whose views were not a problem until the post-
war crackdown. These types of emigrants tend

47 “Protest in Berlin over arming Ukraine against Russia
draws thousands,” Reuters, 25 February 2023.

48 Kate Connolly, “Germany arrests two dual nationals on
suspicion of plotting attacks for Russia,” The Guardian,
18 April 2024.

wave of economic and “mobilisation
refugees.”*® Compared to other
espionage activities, mapping and
infiltrating anti-regime communities
abroadis among the easiest and most impactful
tasks for an intelligence officer.

A cautious historical precedent was set by
an infamous operation codenamed Trust,
whereby in the aftermath of the Bolshevik
revolution, Soviet agents  successfully
neutralised all resistance movements abroad
by luring dissenting émigré into their fake anti-
Bolshevist organisation.>! This way, hundreds
of White Russian émigrés, including key
players like the ‘ace of spies’ Sidney Reilly,
found their unglamorous and sudden ending.>?
That successful operation became a model for
Russian intelligence activities against diaspora
communities, which, according to an ex-CIA
Eurasian researcher, remains Putin’s preferred
approach today.>® In this domain, not much
is publicly known about current operations,
but a recent Insider investigation revealed the
existence of the so-called domestic illegals —
Russian intelligence officers posing as activists
who have successfully infiltrated important
progressive movements in the country.>

* MaskaliGnaité, “Do 3Bs Need a New Policy towards
Russian Emigrés?”

%0 Liik, “Caution and embrace.”

1 Pamala K Simpkins and K Leigh Dyer (eds), “The
Trust,” edited and republished by The Security and
Intelligence Foundation Reprint Series (July 1989).

52 \/ince Hawkins, “The Mysterious Sidney Reilly,”
Military Heritage Volume 6, No 1 (August 2004).

53 Paul Globe, “Moscow Using ‘Operation Trust’-Style
Operation Against Circassians,” Window on Eurasia, 2
July 2020.

54 Michael Weiss, Christo Grozev, and Roman
Dobrokhotov, “The enemy within: How Russia’s
GRU agents blend in with human rights activists,
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Unnoticeably compromised groupings like
these could easily grant access to key emigrant
activists abroad or simply serve as a convincing
cover for planting agents posing as war
refugees. Though an unfortunate disservice
to the few communities trying their best to
bring change, the option of emigration from an
oppressive Russia in many ways cancels out the
promise of freedom. Russian emigrants either
drift too far from the Russian mindset, stay too
close to it mentally while abroad, or pose as
the former while acting as the latter.

3. THE MANAGED
DEMOCRACY AND
THE MANY FACES OF
FREEDOM

A discussion of democracy in Russia never
gets past the various perspectives on
the legacy of the ‘crazy 1990s. “How
could something fail that was never
given a chance?” liberals would argue
in defence of democracy. What they
do not consider, however, is the role of
societal dynamics in forcing Russia to turn its
back to reforms. Despite the promising initial
successes of perestroika and glasnost, the
newborn federation, in practice, was not ready
for political freedom. The last time Russians
were given genuine democratic privileges
to elect their government in 1993, they
were polarised between two undemocratic
sentiments and played them against each
other, effectively ruling out a road to freedom.
The collapse of the Soviet Union and the
‘liberal’ chaos that followed then triggered a
re-evaluation of core societal values. According
to extensive research by sociologist Andrey L
Andreev, the “value profile” of modern Russian
society hasremainedrelativelyunchangedsince
its formation in around 2000.%> Interestingly,
justice and freedom both prevail in the ratings,
but while the former broadly corresponds to
its pan-European interpretation, the latter
is understood differently than in the west. A
minority of Russians prioritise the link between
freedom and political rights, while the majority
perceives freedom in terms of being limited
by nothing and no one except God. However,

journalists, and filmmakers,” The Insider, 5 February
2024.

% Andreev, “Values in contemporary Russian society.”

in Russian tradition, power comes from God,
which could explain the persistent failure to
integrate political freedoms into the national
context.®®

A lot has happened since the end of the chaotic
decade, but there are no indicators to suggest
that events would play out any differently
today. Quite the contrary, analysts find that
Russia’s current political landscape remains
highly unfavourable to regime collapse,
regardless of what happens to the current
leader. Indeed, polls suggest that even highly
destabilising wildcards like Prigozhin’s mutiny
have had no major impact on the Kremlin’s
approval ratings. > If anything, the failed coup
attempt only strengthened Putin’s position in
the eyes of the people. Even more striking,
a clear and growing majority perceives the
presidential elections as legitimate.® At least
part of the Russian problem is, therefore,

Modern Russian leaders have all discovered

that the rhetoric of Russian greatness is the
key to political resilience

rooted in the will of the people themselves.
Modern Russian leaders have all discovered
that the rhetoric of Russian greatness is the
key to political resilience. In the words of
Alexey Pushkov, leaving this niche for the
opposition to occupy could easily mean losing
grip and becoming the opposition.>® Viktoria
Ladynskaya—Kubits, a Russian-born Estonian
politician, describes the phenomenon in terms
of a mental empire that Russians collectively
maintain — if anything, it is this imperial state
of mind that unites the people on a national
level.®® In a very complex and contradictory
dynamic, Russian people perceive themselves
as helpless objects choked by the tight grip
of the unstable empire, while also endorsing
its strength and political superiority as their
main currency in interacting with the outer
world. The maintenance of societal consensus
to continue the war by viewing its victims as

% Mig Mag, “Russia Analysis by Finnish Intelligence
Colonel [English subtitles],” YouTube, 6 March 2022.

57 “What Mark Did Yevgeny Prigozhin’s “Mutiny” Leave
On Public Opinion?,” Levada, 7 July 2023.

8 “presidential Election 2024 in Public Opinion,” Levada.

%9 Nezavisimaya gazeta, 16 November 1995, via Igor
Gretskiy, “Could the West Have Saved Russia from
Itself?,” Riddle, 12 May 2021.

0 Laddnskaja-Kubits, “A bomb was planted inside you.”
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non-humans (njeludi) is but one manifestation
of the phenomenon. The idea is comparable
to belief in conspiracies, which, in the case of
Russian politics, has been found to correlate

Russian people perceive themselves as

helpless objects choked by the tight grip of

of the promise of democracy that the people
never understood. What really happened
during this decade was a societal experience
of distress so deep that freedom became the
least of people’s collective concerns,
forcing the leaders to institute an
undemocratic state structure for the
sake of state survival.

the unstable empire, while also endorsing
its strength and political superiority as their

main

What happened in the 1990s was a societal
experience of distress so deep that freedom

currency

with the combination of Russian ethnicity and
alienation from the political system.® The core
of Russia’s democratic deficit is thus starting
to reveal its bottom-up nature. The biggest
milestone on Russia’s path towards a true
democracy will be the challenge to choke the
empire inside each individual soul.

3.1. UNPACKING THE CRAZY
1990S: YELTSIN AND THE
GLOWING CONTOURS OF AN
EMPIRE

Comparing all the above with events from
recent history, the contours of an inherently
undemocratic national ethos start to become
visible. Russians suffer from a collective
historical trauma which strenuously carries
on into the present and determines people’s
futures. This has to do with the decade
following the Soviet collapse, when a new
system was a real possibility, as people had
not yet realised what the reform would

became the least of people’s collective

concerns, forcing the leaders to institute an
undemocratic state structure for the sake of

state

survival

take. Although viewed commonly as a failed
democratic experiment, the 90s in Russia came
closer to frantic attempts at centralising control
over disconnected masses and territories on
the brink of disintegration — all under the guise

61 Scott Radnitz, “Solidarity through Cynicism? The
Influence of Russian Conspiracy Narratives Abroad,”
International Studies Quarterly 66(2) (April 2022).

It started with the infamous 1993
constitutional crisis between President
Yeltsin and his parliament, resulting in
the dissolution of the latter and the
strengthening of presidential powers to a point
inconsistent with democratic principles. Kadri
Liik, a renowned Russia expert with a first-
hand account of the events, observes that the
93 crisis was largely brought on by the people’s
distrust in a western democratic system.®?
In the absence of an agreed-upon social
contract or ruling ideology, politics quickly
became polarised, while finding consensus
remained an undesirable outcome for most.
Government officials tasked with designing
post-collapse reforms altered the reports in a
way to deliberately drive a wedge between the
presidentandthe parliament. Totopitup, inthe
same year, a Russian foreign intelligence (SVR)
report appeared in a newspaper, emphasising
that even though the state has moved on,
public opinion, held down by historical inertia,
cannot be mobilised to support swift radical
changes.®®* What this meant, very ironically,
was that in order to prevent a communist
resurgence, an undemocratic Soviet-style
national image needed to be re-adopted.

The crisis left a deep mark on the
individual and collective consciousness
of Russians, but the tragedy lies in
their inability to adequately process
and contextualise the event. The
catch is that the constitutional crisis
was never a confrontation between
freedom and oppression, but a
standoff between two equally dark
forces, both of which instrumentalised
the name of democracy in their campaign.
Protectors of the parliament with a “mean,

62 Kadri Liik, “Oktoober 1993: miks demokraatia
Venemaal labi kukkus? [October 1993: Why did
democracy fail in Russia?],” Arvamus Postimees, 29
September 2023.

53 Steven Erlinger, “Russia warns NATO on expanding
East,” The New York Times, 26 November 1993.
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accusatory, bloodthirsty and imperial” rhetoric
were certainly not protectors of a genuine
democracy, which is why western leaders
gave their blessing to Yeltsin to use force and
secure his power base. The situation was a
nasty deadlock set up by public sentiment
— in order to do anything for the country, it
was essential for Yeltsin’s administration to
stay in power in the face of undemocratic
competition, but to fight the communists,
unconstitutional principles inevitably had
to be followed. This dynamic, although
unintended, very conveniently spared Yeltsin
from the troublesome aspects of democratic
governance and enabled him to stay in his
comfort zone of centralised presidential rule.
Indeed, just months after the crisis, Russia’s
first genuinely democratic parliamentary
elections saw the triumph of Vladimir
Zhirinovsky’s extreme right radicalism over
Yegor Gaidar’s pro-democratic endeavours,
with Gennady Zyuganov’s communists taking
a strong third position.®* It was against this
background that the imperial ideology and
strong security service defining Russian politics
today was restored. Urged by the explosive
public sentiment, Yeltsin redrafted Russia’s
foreign policy in the following year, carving into
stone the antagonism with NATO to show the
voters that Russia was not becoming a puppet
of the west.% By 1996, chaos had persisted for
so long that no one, including the intellectuals
and bureaucrats, supported changes, forcing
Yeltsin to shake hands with the FSB and
enforce a constitutionally presidential state.
With Yeltsin’s stronghold or without, shadows
from Russia’s past had consumed its future
long before Putin entered the game.

3.2. GOSUDARSTVENNOST,
NARODNOST, AND THEIR
VENOMOUS CROSSBREEDING

The tragedy of the 90s, in other words,
consolidated a peculiar Russian societal
sentiment that continues to stand in the way
of progressive developments today. There are
three interconnected elements contributing to
the current political stalemate.

64 “Russian Federation Parliamentary Chamber:
Gossoudarstvennaya Duma Elections Held In 1993,
Historical Archive of Parliamentary Election Results,
accessed in July 2024.

% Gretskiy, “Could the West Have Saved Russia from
Itself?”

First, as most observers realise, a complete
lack of transitional justice permits systematic
reproduction of the criminal enterprise
defining the goals and methods of Russia’s
foreign and internal policy today. As Stalin
remains an overall “neutral” historical figure,
the Russian masses never had a chance to learn
why succumbing to the safety of a communist
mindset is detrimental in practice.®® Research
unambiguously points to a positive longing
for various aspects of the USSR, including the
Soviet societal order, as reasons for modern
Russians’ pervasive respect for Stalin.®’

Second, Russia’s strategic culture, centred
around an ever-present war with the west,
ensures that society does not concern itself
with democracy or personal freedoms in the
face of a persistent imminent threat.®® On
this background, deep distrust between the
people and statesmen has formed as another
defining feature of Russian politics.%® This
is crucial to explaining the people’s role in
playing the parliament against the president in
1993 and leading to centralised state capture.
Such flaws in Russia’s social contract also
underlie the lack of a road from the streets to
the Kremlin’s power corridors.”® Historically
speaking, support of the various security
units guarding the leader and his regime is
unfortunately central to enabling a grassroots
revolution of any sort in Russia.” That was
the main reason for the failure of the 2011-12
Snow Revolution, which brought considerable
masses to the streets in Russia’s largest cities
but led to no more than further coup-proofing
by the regime. Protest turnout during the failed
revolution may not have been huge relative to
Moscow’s population, but the numbers were,
nevertheless, unprecedented since the 1990s
and included multiple prominent figures,
whose echoing of the democratic messages
still resonates today.

% “The Perception of Stalin,” Levada, 17 April 2028.

87 Charles J Sullivan, “Breaking Down the Man of Steel:
Stalin in Russia Today,” Canadian Slavonic Papers /
Revue Canadienne des Slavistes Vol 55, No 3/4 (Sept-
Dec 2013): 449-80.

%8 Harri Tiido, “Miks Venemaa kaitub, nagu ta kaitub
[Why Russia behaves as it does],” ERR, 19 December
2023.

8 Harri Tiido, “Venemaa poliitiliste mérvade ajalugu
ja traditsioonid [History and traditions of political
assassinations in Russia),” ERR, 1 October 2020.

70 James Sherr, “Navalndi tugevus on tema nérkus
[Navalny’s strength is his weakness],” ERR, 7 March
2021.

71 Sherr, “Navalny’s strength is his weakness.”
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Third, Russian society today remains frag-
mented, egoistic, and devoid of solidarity with
each other as a nation. Russians do not like to
share their peers’ problems, especially if it
involves risking trouble with the authorities.”
On a collective level, this manifests in centre-
periphery relations comparable to the

nations.”’”* The prediction, unfortunately,
turned out alarmingly accurate — the collapse
of communism in Russia did not do much
for the idea of freedom itself but gave rise
to a new despotism posing mortal dangers
to its neighbours and the world at large.

fictional Hunger Games world, where
a single ostentatious capital city is
maintained by resources of numerous
starving and underdeveloped regions.
After the invasion of Ukraine, even the

The collapse of communism in Russia did
not do much for the idea of freedom itself

but gave rise to a new despotism posing
mortal dangers to its neighbours and the

annual call for volunteers from the
furthest regions to go fight for their
lives in front of global audiences
became a fair analogy. The lack of solidarity
among Russians comes into play with the
realisation that in a remotely free and
democratic Russia, centre-periphery relations
would have to be reversed, with wealthier
cities having to spare parts of their budget for
genuine regional development. In the face of
such personal inconvenience combined with
the freedom to vote on policies, Muscovites
would soon find no reason to keep their
expensive compatriots from far-away regions
from finding their own fortune and national
identity. Considering that a widening gap in
centre-periphery development remains
a persisting problem even for
established and societally cohesive
post-Soviet democracies like Lithuania,
an emerging Russian democracy would
stand no chance.” Due to the lack of
solidarity within the nation, privileged
population-induced disintegration would be
imminent in the case of democratisation.

CONCLUSION:
AS ABOVE, SO BELOW

At the end of the Cold War, President Richard
Nixon concluded: “Often the demise of old
adversaries leads to the emergence of new,
sometimes more dangerous challenges
rather than to peace and harmony among

72 Sandis Sraders and George Spencer Terry (eds), The.
Winter of Russia’s Discontent. Russia’s Futures from
Within and Without. The Conference on Russia Papers
2023 (University of Tartu Press, 2023).

3 Gintaré Pocité-Sereikiené, “Peripheral regions
in Lithuania: the results of uneven development,”
Regional Studies, Regional Science Volume 6, Issue 1
(January 2019): 70-77.

world at large

Any real prospect for peace and harmony in
Russo-western relations is indeed drifting
further by the day. Yet, hopes and scenarios
of a democratic turn for Russia remain under
discussion. The overly optimistic strand of
analysis is well captured in the Free Russia
Foundation’s report, contending that “Russians
desire freedom, peace, and normalcy.””®
Instead of trying to unpack some of the more
complex questions embedded in the topic, the
authors maintain that “exceptionally harsh
repression” is the only factor impeding a
potent public movement in Russia.

It is not repression but precisely the lack

of desire that impedes a potent public
movement for a progressive Russia

This analysis suggests that it is not repression
but precisely the lack of desire for the
aforementioned buzzwords that impedes a
potent public movement for a progressive
Russia. Russian opposition leaders exhibit
a politically paralysing obsession with
personalist politics, and the society lacks
the feel of a national community required to
cope with the disadvantages of democracy.
The ease and appeal of mass emigration to
actual democracies present opportunities for
the repressive regime, keeping public opinion
inside the country sufficiently content with the
status quo. As of now, Russia, in astonishing
agreement with Nixon’s words, remains
“locked in a fateful race between the collapse

74 “Richard Nixon on Russia,” Richard Nixon Foundation.

7> Fyodor Krasheninnikov and Vladimir Milov, The
Normal Russia of the Future: Yes, We Can. Common
Features of the Future Free Russia (Free Russia
Foundation, 2023).
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of its inherited structure and the growth of
new ones; between nostalgia for the enforced
security of its past and the promise of freedom
only vaguely understood.” As for the leadership
above, so for the population below, the
inhibition to progressive breakthrough stems
from the Russian people’s collective
inability to kill the empire in their souls
and to modernise one’s conception of
the state.

but rather constants on a path that the
country never departed from

The truth of the matter is complex in
character but very straightforward
in its implications. Russia may be remarkably
prone to all kinds of revolutions, coups, and
political instability, but at the same time
perfectly resistant to groundbreaking change
in governance style and societal sentiments.
Historically speaking, the country has always
operated in an unsustainable fashion and
remained on the brink of collapse for centuries.
Contrary to many periodical predictions, there
is nothing to suggest the proximity of a Russian
D-Day at this moment. Reality comes closer to
Otto von Bismarck’s observation that Russia
is never as strong nor as weak as she looks.
She is rather liquid, flowing through cycles
of recreation triggered by historic inertia.
The dynamics of Russian politics appear to
resemble that of organised crime — vicious
organisations, networks, and leaders keep
coming and going, as long as there is a market
to dominate, the latter, in this case, meaning
a mass of politically illiterate subjects of the
state. Provided that this element persists, no
coup, colour revolution, or western-backed
liberal leader could institute lasting change.

This implies that Russia’s political course today
is irreversibly doomed. Putin’s presidency
and the Ukraine war do not constitute the

determining variables of the century but
rather constants on a deeply carved path that
the country never truly departed from. This
may be counterintuitive to accept for most
analysts since Russia is broadly considered
part of the western politico-cultural space,

Putin’s presidency and the Ukraine war do
not constitute the variables of the century

and its apparent attempts at democratisation
received excessive attention. In order to induce
a process of successful liberal reformation,
Russia has to completely implode from the
inside out and rise from the ashes of an empire.
Stressing the meaning of implosion, it is crucial
that the trigger comes from inside the state
itself. Much like with North Korea, the western
community cannot, and should not, influence
Russia’s political direction or elite dynamics
from the outside, as any such externally led
change will not be complete or even entirely
applicable to the domestic context. Contrary
to common western conception, a grand
collapse of the Russian state, therefore, is not
something to fear but to encourage in service
of a more peaceful future. Instead of trying to
find ways of inducing the quickest and most
painless transition, the west should focus on
strengthening its own defences to try and
contain the effects of the inevitably violent
collapse. As it appears, we are nowhere near
the end of history but in an era of dry realist
politics that must root out certain dark forces
before giving way to fervent liberalism. It took
long years of bloodshed and indoctrination to
make an empire — breaking one demands no
less.
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