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Introduction



I arrived for my first and last extended stay in the Soviet Union in September 1991. At the time I would not have said that this state was about to collapse. Most of the people I encountered were in favor of maintaining the union, and a referendum held in March of that year had seemed to spell out the same message. The idea of viewing the Soviet experience as a bygone era would have struck many people, me included, as bizarre. The boom in historical publications during the late 1980s had if anything revived a general sense that Lenin and Stalin, Revolution and Great Terror, were still part of the present. As I moved in with the family to which I had been assigned in the medium-sized city of Yaroslavl, just over 150 miles northeast of Moscow, I was greeted with an anti-Western diatribe from the household’s staunchly Stalinist babushka. Her outbursts repeated themselves throughout my stay, though they were somehow good-natured and I never needed to take them personally. This elderly woman, born less than a year before the October Revolution, had entered the industrial workforce, along with millions of others, in the 1930s. She had then worked for decades in a factory that boasted of manufacturing the world’s first ever synthetic rubber tire; everything that she had experienced in her life had made her a proletarian patriot of the USSR.

In 1991, then, it was still counterintuitive to view the Soviet Union as a purely historical phenomenon. Even stranger would have been the notion that, within fifteen years or so, one might speak of the period after the Soviet Union in historical terms. Yet that is precisely what I am trying to do in this book.

Would-be historians of post-communist Russia have at least one practical thing in their favor: an abundance of sources. Readers seeking material on Russia in the 1990s are already spoilt for choice. In a very few years, Russia went from information drought to information glut. In the first half of the 1990s, Russian journalists were unrestricted, outspoken, and incisive to an extent that had no precedent in Russian history and few precedents elsewhere. Major political figures wrote memoirs with unseemly haste. Even purportedly fictional accounts teemed with insights into the financial shenanigans of the new elite or the violent machinations of the criminal underworld.

Many publications were spectacularly unguarded. In December 1999, for example, a national newspaper published transcripts of phone conversations between the populist television presenter Sergei Dorenko and the tycoon Boris Berezovsky in which the two men discussed in gleeful detail how they would scupper the election chances of Moscow boss Yuri Luzhkov. In the West, revelations of this kind would end the career of a TV presenter and seriously embarrass the tycoon. In the event, however, neither man was greatly inconvenienced: Berezovsky cheerfully vouched for the authenticity of the tapes, and carried on regardless.

The sheer volume of available material – not all of it reliable, of course, but much of it fascinating and informative in one way or another – makes the most recent period of history a bracing change for Russia-watchers whose formative experiences occurred in the Soviet era. As well as minute-to-minute journalism and more or less self-interested insider memoirs they can draw on a number of excellent books by foreign correspondents posted to Moscow for half a decade or more. They also have at their disposal a mass of sociological research on household budgets, public opinion, and so on. Most European societies that have been at the stage of introducing free elections or capitalist institutions have not come under anything like the same empirical scrutiny as Russia in the 1990s. Imagine, for example, that researchers in Imperial Germany or Third Republic France had conducted monthly public opinion surveys of representative samples of the electorates in these societies. Or consider what paths European democracy might have taken if the first mass elections in these political systems had been televised.

Last but by no means least, we can draw on the contribution made by scholars. Although the so-called Sovietologists took a great deal of verbal punishment (much of it unfair) for failing to foresee the imminent collapse of the system they devoted their careers to studying, they did not lose heart and redirected their efforts toward making sense of Russia’s complicated and fragmented move away from state socialism. As they did so, they were able to join forces with two intellectual camps from which they had been regrettably separated for decades. First, they had the company of social and political scientists whose background was not necessarily in Russian studies. Second, and if anything more important, they could work in tandem with Russian researchers. As I have surveyed the scholarly output on contemporary Russia, I have found it hard to avoid the pleasant conclusion that plenty of bright and industrious people have been drawn to the study of post-socialism.

In this book I hope to give some sense of what they found to intrigue them. I will also try to explain where Russia belongs in a global history of the present – or, more bluntly, why Russia (still) matters. The very fact of posing this question indicates how much has changed in the last fifteen years. The place of Russia in the global picture now requires special pleading in a way it absolutely would not have done back in 1989. When Gorbachev was presiding over the dismemberment of the Eastern bloc, he was at the very heart of events. Since then, Russia has ceased to be the “evil empire” and become instead the (very) poor relation of the prosperous West. As the perceived power of Russia has decreased, so has its glamor. The goose-stepping soldiers outside Lenin’s Mausoleum no longer inspire so much as a frisson of intimidation. The Bolshoi Theater, far from offering crack troops for the cultural front, has come to seem tawdry and stodgy by turns. University enrollments for Russian studies programs are down on both sides of the Atlantic. Even Tolstoy and Dostoevsky no longer seem quite so worth reading when Russians are seen to be not uniquely soulful but deprived and tasteless. Russian sports results have mostly been appalling since 1991; especially in team sports such as soccer and ice hockey, the decline has been precipitous. Even chess, physics, and classical music, the last bastions of Russia’s Cold War cultural supremacy, have been weakened by emigration and the collapse of state funding. Not only are Russians less interesting to us now, there are also many fewer of them. The demographic decline that became perceptible even in officially published Soviet statistics from the 1970s onward has now become a crisis. And the rise of AIDS and drug addiction has led to comments that post-Soviet Russia has taken on the worst of the West while failing to assimilate the best.

Yet Russia remains important and fascinating in post-Soviet times, for all kinds of reasons. It brings into sharp focus the meanings and limitations of democracy. It highlights the problems of economic and demographic transformation in a largely obsolescent late industrial society. It can also offer insights into nationalism, nation-building, and decolonization.

Russians, moreover, find themselves at the sharp end of security issues that are by no means only “their problem.” We are often told that we now live in a “post-9/11 world,” and that we must all change our attitudes and behavior to take account of the American sense of trauma and outrage. That is undoubtedly true: partly because the Americans have reason to be shocked and angry, and also because the rest of us have no choice but to take seriously their government’s reaction. But it is worth remembering that certain other parts of the world had fewer illusions before the Twin Towers fell. Before September 11, 2001, in many parts of the West, wars were things that other people got into thousands of miles away. In Russia they happened on ordinary people’s doorsteps. In the late Gorbachev era, when the Soviet system began to unravel, the war of annihilation waged by Nazi Germany on Soviet soil was still alive and painful in the consciousness of Russian society. Worse still, the Nazis had recently been joined by historical demons closer to home. The violence perpetrated on Soviet society by its own ruling party had never been, and would never again be, so prominent in public discourse as it became in 1988–90, as the media made ever more shocking disclosures about the killing fields and subterranean firing squads of the Stalin era.

But state violence as a real day-to-day threat had thankfully become remote for most Russians. The post-Stalin leadership, after a moderate amount of bloodletting in 1953, had made sure there would be no recurrence of terror. The regime remained repressive and thought nothing of flouting human rights, but it did not routinely engage in the extra-judicial killing of its own citizens. Wars with Soviet participation were fought, but not on Soviet soil. Violence was still a recent enough memory for Soviet people that many were grateful for its absence and dreaded its return.

Unfortunately, however, the return of violence is one of the stories that has to be told about post-Soviet Russia. It is true that some of it was a matter of perception as well as reality. The contract killings and turf wars of organized crime affected a relatively small section of the population but gained disproportionate prominence in mass media that were overcompensating for the removal of Soviet taboos on the reporting of bad news. It is also the case that violence failed to ignite in some of the potential flashpoints of Soviet decolonization. But there is a limit to the good news. In December 1994, the Russian Federation launched a bloody and disastrous war with the renegade republic of Chechnya. Not only did this conflict send tens of thousands of civilians and conscripts to their deaths, it also did much to unleash on Russia’s major cities the force of modern terrorism. Nor was Chechnya the only security problem on the territory of the Russian Federation or in its immediate vicinity. In October 2001, at a time when the Western media were fixated on the start of the bombing campaign in Afghanistan, I remember the invasion being placed as no more than fourth or fifth item on Russian TV news: more pressing issues included security problems in Georgia, Uzbekistan, and Chechnya, and the disappearance of a Russian passenger plane over the Black Sea (this disaster, which cost nearly
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