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Preface

Compartmentalized by subjects, this volume chronicles a short period of Russian contemporary history between the constitutional amendments of 2020, often referred to as the ‘January Revolution’, and the fallout from international and domestic crises that came to a head in 2022.

Separate chapters on the presidency, domestic politics, the economy, international affairs, the new Cold War (focusing on relations with the United States (US) and China), military preparations and a cross-section of large issues dealing with everyday life for Russians (media, human rights, corruption, the pandemic and climate change) lead up to the war in Ukraine from a variety of directions. Two final chapters on the war itself and its consequences bring us to some concluding observations.

The series of transformational events that began with the constitutional reset included the Navalny affair, an overarching infectious disease and international tensions resulting in war, making these few years decisive ones for post-Soviet Russia. By making readers more aware of what went on in Russia during those two eventful years, in detail, the book will help them understand what happened in February 2022 and subsequently.

JLB

Barrie, ON, Canada

12 September 2022
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Transliteration, Spelling, Punctuation and Sources

Russian transliteration here is based on a modified Library of Congress system, with common-use applications for names and places. Most diacritical marks have been deleted in the main text. Although they both use the Cyrillic alphabet, the Russian and Ukrainian languages have different transliterations for the same names and places, such as Kyiv (Ukrainian) and Kiev (Russian). Some of the conversions have political implications, such as Donbas (Ukrainian) and Donbass (Russian). Excepting where Russians are quoted, Ukrainian spelling will be used for place names in Ukraine.

British spelling and punctuation are adopted throughout except for personal and textual titles where other spelling systems are appropriate; for example, an American Secretary of Defense and Russian Minister of Defence, or in quotes where the original is maintained.


Note on Sources

Academic and journalistic accounts of present-day Russia and the Putin regime abound. For recent academic studies, see items in Bibliography and Further Reading: On Russia and Ukraine, Black and Johns (2016), D’Anieri (2020), Hauter (2021), Arel and Driscoll (2022), Felshtinsky and Stanchev (2022), Marples (2020, 2022). On Putin specifically, Eltchaninoff (2018), Belton (2020), Yaffa (2020), Sakwa (2020), Frye (2021), Short (2022); on Russia’s economy, Becker (2020), Kanet (2022), Opdahl (2020), Szakonyi (2020); its politics, Dollbaum et al. (2021), Helmer (2020), Lewis (2020), Kochtcheeva (2020). For Russia’s international relationships, Hahn (2021), Naylor (2020), Miller (2021), Stoner (2021), Sorenson (2022), Elmuradov (2022); and on the new Cold War, Sakwa (2021), Sarotte (2021), Weisberg (2021), and much more.

Many of these thorough and scholarly works are referenced here, but to get a proper perspective on what Russians and their leaders think, Russian-language sources are accessed more than is usually the case. These sources include independent and government newspapers, blogs, political party platforms, public opinion surveys and documents from government and presidential offices.

Russian and foreign government and private wire service notations (e.g. AP, AFP, Reuters, Interfax, TASS, RIA Novosti, RBC.ru, Sputnik, UNIAN) are not intended as analytical or evidential sources, rather they provide exact dates of information releases, context and sequence for the topic at hand. Regime press releases present us with what officialdom said and what it wants readers to believe. Journalistic accounts and blogs are used to inform readers of public knowledge and, often, political agendas.

There are important independent Russia-based sources for opposition movements, street demonstrations and other political activities, and police reaction to them, such as OVD-Info, and the Russian Agency for Legal and Court Information (RAPSI). Most political parties, organizations and some persons, including dissenters (e.g. Navalny.com), have websites of their own. Until very recently, they and the general public also enjoyed access to all forms of foreign and Russian social media – Facebook, YouTube, Twitter, Instagram, VK (VKontakte), OK.ru., Rutube and others.

Readers will also find data from public opinion surveys conducted by Russian pollsters, such as the independent Levada Centre and state-funded All-Russia Centre for the Study of Public Opinion (VTsIOM) and the Public Opinion Foundation (FOM). Results of such polls are not taken as absolute. Since a majority of Russians still obtain their news from state television, ‘public opinion’ often mirrors the storyline provided by that medium. Nevertheless, the polls provide a reasonable measure of popular thinking, societal trends and, indeed, often reveal a distrust of government and reflect serious concerns on specific issues.

As the war in Ukraine evolved, a number of normally critical and investigative sectors of the Russian mainstream media and social media were muted, closed down or relocated abroad. Sources published in Russia and Ukraine became, in varying degrees, agencies of wartime propaganda and so had to be treated as such.


Introduction

In May 2001, The Atlantic carried an article titled ‘Russia Is Finished’. Its author predicted that Russia would soon ‘shrink demographically, weaken economically and, possibly, disintegrate territorially’.1 The piece reflected a common theme at the time. Washington’s Jamestown Foundation joined the parade in 2017, drawing together a group of experts to publish a collection of essays with the witness-leading title, Russia in Decline. Paul Goble launched the book’s foreword with the assumption that ‘Russia currently faces three existential challenges that already point to its decline, decay and even disintegration in the coming decades’.2 He may be right in the long run, but the reasons most of the contributors offered for their prognostications of calamity were not borne out, though they were given limited credence by events of the winter of 2022.

Twenty years after The Atlantic forecast Russia’s demise, the US National Intelligence Council played the game differently. It predicted in March 2021 that Russia would remain ‘a disruptive power’ for the next two decades, but would eventually decline because of its small economy, lack of investment and a reliance on commodities for export. The NIC report struck another common chord when it proposed that it was China, not Russia, that was ‘reclaiming global power’.3 Although a few got it nearly right and more than a few got it quite wrong, no one predicted Russia’s potential self-immolation of February 2022.4

Some readers will assume that, because this book relies heavily on Russian sources, it therefore adopts the Russian point of view. That assumption mirrors the simplistic and sometimes ideological approach to the study of Russian actions. The Russian point of view is stated here to show what Putin and other Russians believe to be true. Only in this way can their actions be explained, if not necessarily excused.

When, in January 2020, Vladimir Putin adopted amendments to the Russian Constitution that allow him to run for the presidency twice more, those changes and others were dubbed the ‘January Revolution’. Analysts at home and abroad mockingly began referring to ‘Eternal Putin’.5 In turn, the amendments bared the Putin regime’s increasingly conservative character to the extent that Russia’s domestic leadership profile was altered and its political system narrowed.

In foreign affairs, the shift featured both pushback and proactive policies. These policy and practice modifications were overshadowed in the Russian public eye by the ravages of COVID-19 and political chaos inspired by the Navalny affair. As the pandemic appeared to ease, and Navalny resided in prison, the long-term consequences of the ‘January Revolution’ were exposed more starkly.

Well before the events of February 2022, however, the mainstream narrative in the West portrayed Putin specifically and Russia generally as malign and aggressive. Russia responded with cranky denials of the obvious. These attitudes led to serious miscalculations on the part of leaderships in East and West.6 This book provides background and context for most of the recent developments in Russia, domestic and abroad, in an attempt to understand how Putin, the Russian elite and the Russian people view the world, and carries readers up to and through much of the greatest miscalculation of all, that is, Putin’s decision to make war on Ukraine.

* * *

Although Putin is everywhere in this volume, and the war he launched against Ukraine makes up two of the culminating chapters, the book is mostly about Russia and the wide range of social, economic, cultural and political cross-currents that contributed to the fateful decisions of February 2022. The daily lives of Russians are featured separately from the country’s president, as are the phenomena of the pandemic, climate change and the role of the media.

The big events, or series of events, having to do with Russia’s relations with Ukraine and the coronavirus pandemic are spread throughout over chapters, each recounting separate dimensions of those experiences and their importance for Russia and Russians.


Notes


	1. Jeffrey Taylor, ‘Russia Is Finished. The unstoppable descent of a once great power into social catastrophe and strategic irrelevance’, The Atlantic, May 2001.

	2. S. Enders Wimbush, Elizabeth M. Portale, eds. Russia in Decline. Washington, DC: The Jamestown Foundation, 2017, p. v.


	3. National Intelligence Council, Global Trends 2040. A More Contested World, NIC, March 2021, p. 95. See also Anders Aslund, ‘Russia’s Collapse’, Foreign Affairs, September/October 1999; Janusz Bugaski, ‘Managing Russia’s Dissolution’, The Hill, 9 January 2021.
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Chapter 1

 Vladimir Putin and the Russian Federation Presidency


Introduction

When Vladimir Putin launched a war against Ukraine in February 2022, he had already held high office in Russia for the entire current century, starting with his appointment as prime minister by Boris Yeltsin in August 1999. He served as president during most of the subsequent years and so personalized the office that a slogan adopted for the election campaign in 2008, ‘If not Putin, then who?’ (Kto, esli ne Putin?), became one of Russia’s defining political questions.



The January Revolution, 2020

Article 81.3 of the 1993 Russian Constitution stated that ‘one and the same person may not be elected President of the Russian Federation for more than two terms running’. For that reason, the Constitutional Court denied Boris Yeltsin’s bid to try for a third term in a row. Amendments introduced in January 2020 included a proposal to delete ‘running’ (sometimes translated as ‘in a row’) from the relevant sentence on presidential terms. Vladimir Putin stepped down in 2008 after a second four-year term and proposed Dmitry Medvedev for president. He then reran in 2012 for a third term and for a fourth in 2018, both set at six rather than the original four years each. He won those elections easily and was expected to step down again in 2024.1 How, then, is it that Putin is now eligible to campaign for a fifth term, including a third consecutive one, in 2024?

That can happen because, in January 2020, when Putin proposed changing the Russian Constitution so as to ensure that the country’s president would preside for only two consecutive terms, United Russia (UR) deputy in the State Duma and first solo woman in space, Valentina Tereshkova, moved that Putin’s own previous terms be reset to zero, so that he could run again in 2024. The Russian State Duma, the Federation Council and Supreme Court all agreed nearly unanimously, so, too, did a majority of the Russian people.

Western commentators and Russian dissidents voiced various levels of scorn at what was generally labelled the ‘January Revolution’, while analysts at home and abroad mockingly began referring to the ‘Eternal Putin’.2

The amendment on presidential terms was adopted by the State Duma on 24 March 2021. It allows presidents to serve for two consecutive terms, but no more, and limits eligibility for the position to citizens 35 years of age or older who have lived in the country for at least 25 years. Citizens who have held passports or foreign residence permits in other countries are not eligible for the presidency, unless that foreign country or relevant portions of it become part of the Russian Federation (RF) (e.g. Crimea).

It remains for Putin and Russia’s voters to determine in 2024 if this is what they want. Meanwhile, Western analysts continued to tell themselves that Putin was weaker than he appeared and that Russia was a declining power in relation to the US, China and India.3 Western and Russian commentators who oppose Putin have tended to treat the prospect of palace coups led by disgruntled oligarchs and Putin cronies, or even a ‘colour revolution’ materializing from one of many large-scale street protests, as if they are a real possibility and not merely the product of wishful thinking. ‘Coloured’ revolutions tend to emerge from political injustices and are nurtured by the West. In Russia, political grievances are usually cut off at the pass and state vigilance keeps Western influences at bay, at least among the general public. Political uprisings of the type seen in Georgia, 2003–2004; Ukraine in 2004 and 2014; and Kyrgyzstan in 2005 would be possible in Russia only as a result of deep economic unrest.

Well aware of this, Putin has taken care to sustain and improve daily life for Russians, not always successfully and not necessarily for altruistic reasons, but by 2020 major improvements since the 1990s were obvious.

Threats to the quality of their lives, not politics, appear to be the primary engines of unrest in Russia. For example, Putin’s approval rating reached a phenomenal 82 per cent in April 2018, fell to 67 per cent a few months later because of very unpopular pension reform legislation and then dropped to 59 per cent by April 2020 as the COVID-19 pandemic swept across the country. In more stable times, his approval rate rose to the mid-60s and stayed there until 2022. The ebb and flow suggests that the only issues that substantially effect the population’s attitudes towards their president are major disruptive experiences, such as continuous coronavirus crises, complete economic collapse – or, perhaps, a war. Breaches of democratic principles and mildly fluctuating economic conditions, which actually make citizens more dependent on government, seem not to shake faith in the presidency very much.4

The outside world is not so accepting. The furore generated by the attempted poisoning of radical dissident Aleksei Navalny in 2020 shaped Putin’s relationship with much of the Western world in 2021, especially since international condemnation generated by a similar attempt in 2018 on a former Russian military intelligence officer living in London, Sergei Skripal, had not yet died down. Coinciding complications in 2021–2022, including an outburst of spy-catching, cyberattack allegations, a clampdown against independent Russian and foreign media in Russia, new threats of sanctions from abroad and a situation that saw Russian and North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) Armed Forces growling at each other on borders separating Europe from Russia, placed the Russian presidency in the frame as a pariah internationally and a hero to some circles at home.

At any rate, after two decades of Western predictions of Russia’s soon-to-come decline, analysts came to realize that (a) Russia was not in a state of rapid disintegration and (b) the longevity of Putin’s term in office depended entirely on him and the people of Russia.5 Weeks of confrontation over an ‘imminent’ Russian invasion of Ukraine in the spring and fall of 2021 put these assumptions to the test.



The Presidency and Putinism

A full year after 2020’s ‘January Revolution’, Vladimir Putin’s approval ratings in surveys conducted by government-funded agencies hovered between the FOM’s 60 per cent and the VTsIOM’s 61 per cent, and up to 65 per cent by the independent Levada Centre.6 Two of these were close to his all-time lows. The ratings made his handling of Aleksei Navalny’s return to Russia on 17 January 2021 particularly sensitive. After five months in Germany where he was recovering from the assassination attempt, for which he blamed Putin specifically, the political activist’s return and immediate arrest was much publicized and reviled by dissenters at home and almost everyone in the West.

Complicating matters, Donald Trump was out of office and Putin now had to deal simultaneously with a much less accommodating US government under Joe Biden and a domestic population bombarded by social media accounts and photos of Navalny’s chaotic re-burst on the scene, a second ‘January Revolution’ if you will.

Within two months of these new conditions, another Levada Centre public opinion poll found that 41 per cent of respondents did not want Putin to run for the presidency again in 2024, while 48 per cent said they would. This result represented the highest objection to his re-election since October 2013. Generational responses were divided clearly: ages 18–24 (57% against a rerun), 25–39 (51% against); 40–54 (49% for a rerun), 55 and older (59% for). More women than men preferred that he stay. Asked why they wanted him to leave, the larger number said that it was simply time for a change or cited various social interests (e.g. pensions) and Putin’s age; those who wanted him to stay stressed stability, foreign policies, experience and, the eternal dilemma, a lack of an alternative. Of the ‘nay’ voters’, only 7 per cent said they would join a
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Table 1.1 Question: Name Several Politicians, or Public Figures, Whom You Trust the Most. February 2021


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	







	Source: Levada-tsentr, 25 February 2021, https://www.levada.ru/2021/02/25/odobrenie-institutov-i-doverie-politikam/.
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Table 1.2 The Successes and Failures of Putin’s Leadership of the Country


	


	


	


	







	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	







	Source: Summarized by the author from ‘Balans dostizhenii i neudach Putina’, Levada Centre, 4 April 2021, levada.ru/2021/04/08/balans-dostizhenij-i-neudach-putina/.
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Table 1.3 Russian Trust in Public Institutions, pre-September Election 2021


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	





	


	







	Source: ‘Doverie obshchestvennym institutam’, Levada-tsentr, 6 October 2021, levada.ru/2021/10/06/doverie-obshhestvennym-institutam/.
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