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Does it matter if Russia is a democracy? Classic great power diplo-
macy assumes that it should not; the experience of the Cold War sug-
gests that it should. If it does matter, should the U.S. and its transat-
lantic partners nonetheless refrain from democratization strategies
that may be ineffective or even counterproductive? These are ques-
tions that probably will never have a definitive answer, but they are
especially important in contemporary security relations. At the same
time that it is becoming clear that Russia’s path to democratic devel-
opment must once again be measured in decades rather than years, the
complications and internal contradictions of transatlantic policies of
democracy promotion have been thrown into sharp relief by the wors-
ening situation of U.S. policy in Iraq, and Europe’s energy dependence
on Russia. Global security stakes in nonproliferation are being raised
with diplomatic efforts to alter Iran’s course towards a nuclear
weapons capability, and to contain the effects of North Korea’s inde-
pendent nuclear weapons program. In an environment where it is
tempting to downgrade democracy promotion for more traditional
security strategies that focus on states’ actions rather than their form
of government, it is important to think through the reasons for
democratization, understand why it has not been successful in Russia,
and assess what an effective democracy promotion strategy would look
like over the coming decades.

Why Democratization in Russia

It is easy to forget that U.S. objectives toward Russia after the
break-up of the Soviet Union in December 1991 were driven more by
fear of instability and system-shattering change than by ambitions for
the emergence of a democratic Russia. As conflict within the Soviet
Union developed in the late 1980s as a result of the failures of Gor-
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bachev’s half-hearted economic reforms combined with the much
more substantial progress in political liberalization, the focus of U.S.
policy toward the region was securing Soviet nuclear weapons, and
recognizing the sovereignty of the newly independent post-Soviet
states while reassuring Russia about the security of its own borders.1

The first Bush Administration, like the Clinton Administration that
followed it, did conceive of U.S. national security interests toward
Russia as requiring the (peaceful) passing of the Soviet political-eco-
nomic system, and of its Leninist foreign policy which assumed zero-
sum conflict between socialist and capitalist systems. The West’s secu-
rity stake in the passing of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union
and the political-economic system created by Stalin and his successors,
however, did not automatically imply that U.S. policy would aim at
democratization of Russia. The first Bush Administration, led by clas-
sic realists, was most concerned with a stable transition in the global
balance of power, and Russian commitment to arms control and secu-
rity cooperation. Since the U.S. had negotiated arms control and had
moved toward limited security cooperation with a liberalizing but
non-democratic Soviet Union, this realist perspective did not require
that Russia be a democracy for U.S. national security interests to be
secured after the Soviet demise. The first Bush Administration did
allocate funding for supporting political and economic transition and
announced changes in U.S. trade policy to encourage transition
economies in the post-Soviet space, but the real focus was on securing
nuclear weapons and preventing a surge in proliferation as a result of
the Soviet break-up. The signature priority and achievement of the
Bush Administration’s last year in office (driven primarily by Senators
Sam Nunn and Richard Lugar) was the Cooperative Threat Reduc-
tion Program for securing and building down the post-Soviet nuclear
arsenal.

A greater focus on democratization as security strategy toward Rus-
sia came with the new Clinton Administration. President Bill Clinton,
and important figures on his foreign policy team, were Wilsonian lib-
erals, rather than realists.2 They embraced the liberal proposition that
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democratic political systems have created among themselves a zone of
separate peace, and a security community in which the use of force is
ruled out and thus deep security cooperation the norm.3 Therefore, if
countries are democracies, the potential for conflict with them is less-
ened, and the potential for meaningful security cooperation with them
is increased: both developments would enhance American national
security. This principle lies at the heart of democratization in the post-
Communist world as a central component of U.S. security policy. It
informed the focus on democracy promotion efforts in U.S. policy in
the 1990s, at least in principle if not always in practice.

With the second Bush Administration’s assumption of leadership in
2001, the democratization aspect of U.S. national security policy was
initially downgraded. Condoleezza Rice, President George W. Bush’s
National Security Advisor (and top Russia expert) had written an arti-
cle for Foreign Affairs in 2000 which was a clear call for a return to a
realist foreign policy: that is, one that did not primarily define U.S.
national security in terms of the nature of the political system of its
international counterparts.4

Yet, it proved impossible to sustain a solely realist U.S. definition of
the nature of U.S. national security interests in the case of Russia. One
reason is that the American foreign policy tradition has always man-
aged — perhaps uncomfortably, but pragmatically — a mix of power-
oriented and aspirational precepts, and Bush II realists found that
ideational democracy promoters inhabited Republican as well as
Democratic corridors of power.5 By 2004, democracy promotion as a
component of U.S. national security policy toward the post-Soviet
space had re-emerged as a central component of the American strat-
egy on security.

In part, this was driven by the larger context of the Bush Adminis-
tration’s global war on terror and justification for the war in Iraq as a
necessary strategy for denying terrorist groups safe havens or fruitful
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recruiting grounds. However, democracy promotion in the U.S. Rus-
sia/Eurasia regional strategy has also been the result of a re-evaluation
of the negative effects on non-democratic rule in Eurasia on compo-
nents of national security beyond those of the democratic peace. In a
January 2006 speech at Georgetown University, Secretary of State
Condoleezza Rice, announced a new security strategy of “transforma-
tional diplomacy” premised on the view that “the fundamental charac-
ter of regimes now matters more than the international distribution of
power” for peace and security, and that therefore U.S. foreign policy
would work “to build and sustain democratic, well-governed states
that will respond to the needs of their people and conduct themselves
responsibly in the international system.”6 Rice’s argument was clearly
aimed primarily at the security threat posed by “failed states” and their
potential for serving as breeding grounds and safe harbors for transna-
tional terrorism. Yet while she did not name Russia as a case that
would fall under this category, Russia’s ongoing struggle with terror-
ism in Chechnya and the spread of ethno-religious conflict in Russia’s
North Caucasus regions had caused considerable concern in official
Washington circles that while Russia as a state may not fail, its failure
to effectively govern was driving extremism in vulnerable areas of
Eurasia.

By 2006, then, the “democratic peace” basis for seeing democratiza-
tion in Russia as in American national security interests was joined by
a concern that insofar as Russia’s non-democratic trajectory would
lead to human rights abuses, extremism, and economic dislocation in
important regions of U.S. national security interests would be at stake.
The President’s second term brought belated recognition that a non-
democratic Russia is a poorly-governed, potentially unstable, and
recalcitrant global player, and that successful and stable democracy in
Russia is ultimately a necessary condition for security and stability
throughout Eurasia, including the western former Soviet Union, the
Caucasus, Central Asia, and the Far East. Geopolitical security stabil-
ity in Eurasia will depend on the quality of Russia’s political system,
and therefore on the prospects for stable and effective democracy. As
Zbigniew Brzezinski has argued for years, Russia-as-democracy and
Russia-as-empire are incompatible: Russia’s neighbors will not be
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secure as sovereign and independent countries as long as Russia is not
reliably on the path to European-style democracy.7

Or to put it another way: although the U.S. might in theory be able
to live without a democratic Russia, a stable and successful Russia
would preclude many of the sources of security threats that U.S. pol-
icy-makers have to worry about today. Whether one is worried about
geopolitical rivalry in Eurasia, conflict among nation-states with mod-
ern destructive weapons, or the host of new security threats (terrorism
in the Eurasian borderlands, transnational crime, and WMD prolifera-
tion), Russian democratization would be a net positive for American
national security interests.

This is far from an ideological or idealistic case for Russian democ-
ratization as a U.S. security interest. It is one that assumes that demo-
cratic states are better governed, better able to cooperate, and more
capable (as well as willing) to tackle common global challenges. This
strategic perspective on U.S. interests continues to co-exist uncom-
fortably, and therefore compete periodically, with a realist perspective
that dismisses the idea that how states are governed internally affects
how they behave and affect security relations internationally. Most
recently, heightened concern about Russia’s “wrong direction” away
from democratization — expressed in both governmental and non-
governmental circles8 — has been counterbalanced by Bush Adminis-
tration efforts to secure Russian cooperation on nuclear nonprolifera-
tion efforts toward Iran and North Korea, as well as U.S. and European
concerns about global energy supplies and Russia’s influential role as a
major energy exporter.9 Of course, a Russian elite and society commit-
ted to democratization would mean that the United States might not
have to face trade-offs or a choice in democratization strategies in the
region, since such a Russia would not view such a strategy as a threat
and be disinclined to cooperate as a result. Therefore, the prospects for
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U.S. strategy depend not only on the logical basis for the strategy itself,
but on the conditions in Russia for its realization.

Democratization and De-Democratization in Russia,
1988-2006

One must recognize that the impetus for political liberalization in
the Soviet Union came from within the country in the waning years of
the Cold War, as a result of the strategic calculations of certain indi-
viduals in the Soviet elite, led by Mikhail Gorbachev. It is also instruc-
tive to keep in mind that the liberalization that Gorbachev launched
in the last years of the Soviet Union arose from his assessment that
the economic reforms necessary to sustain and renew Soviet power
would require greater political competition and competing sources of
information and ideas within the Soviet system, as well as great inte-
gration with the Western-defined global economic system.

So the reformist Gorbachev objective was ultimately national
power and well-being, the immediate objective was economic reform,
and political liberalization was an instrument toward those objectives.
Certain political elites in the Soviet Union were willing to experiment
with their degree of state control because they saw that the system was
failing to sustain the Soviet Union’s international power, and that the
political system was an obstacle to reform required to correct that cri-
sis. Glasnost and democratization were meant to shake-up a rigid sys-
tem that by 1987 was blocking Gorbachev’s efforts at economic
reform.10

Having broken the Communist Party’s monopoly on information
and debate, and having introduced the principle of competitive elec-
tions for the Congress of People’s Deputies in 1989, the Gorbachev
political liberalization evolved from an instrument of a still-authori-
tarian leadership to a force that began to have unanticipated effects.
New social groups, and activists who — unlike the Gorbachev leader-
ship — had as their goal not reforming the Soviet system to save it, but
overthrowing it (through democratic means), were able to challenge
the Communist Party and the state. Democratic movements were
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formed, and blocks of democratic-oriented elected deputies worked to
organize in the Parliament. Boris Yeltsin won the Russian Federal
Republic Presidency in June 1991 against old guard candidates, and
the locus of political initiative and opposition shifted to the 15
republics of the Soviet Union. Gorbachev’s most immediate crisis
became holding the Soviet Union together, and in some manner other
than the use of force (as he had in January 1991). To deal with the cri-
sis, he broke with hardliners and opened negotiations with republic
leaders and democrats for a renegotiation of the Soviet Union treaty.
The result was the August 1991 failed attempt by elements of the old
Soviet leadership to overthrown Gorbachev by force and preserve (or
re-impose) the Soviet political system by force.

When the Soviet Union was declared dissolved and thus the Russ-
ian Federation became a sovereign and independent state on Decem-
ber 8, 1991, dictatorship was gone, but democracy did not replace it.
Russia lacked political parties, independent media, an active civil soci-
ety, and legal institutions for managing the boundaries between and
relationship of political and economic power. Russian political actors
were polarized, fragmented, and radicalized.

Most problematic of all, Russia’s political system and leaders would
have to simultaneously cope with three fundamental issues that
required resolution in order for stable democracy to be established in
Russia: the definition and security of the nation-state, the functioning
of the economy, and institutions for managing political competition
that were legitimate and generally recognized by all political actors.
Russia’s borders and its external security were in question: Russian cit-
izens and military were deployed in its newly independent neighbors,
centuries of links with the outside world were now in the hands of
neighbors which often viewed Russia as a security threat, and while
the United States declared cooperation in the security relationship, it
now held considerable superiority over the remnants of Soviet power
held by Russia.

On the economic front, severe contraction arising from the disloca-
tion of an integrated economy into 15 countries was exacerbated by
the immediate freeing of prices on January 1, 1992. Scarcity of goods
and iconic Soviet-era lines outside shops disappeared, but inflation
began to erase the value of Russians’ wages, which were often not paid
in any event as the government struggled to develop its new fiscal and
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macroeconomic system. Russia’s economic reformers believed they
needed to change certain fundamentals quickly while Yeltsin remained
popular in order to prevent the possibility of a return to a command
economy: they were likely right, but the suddenness and thoroughness
of the change created great social costs and sacrificed the opportunity
for building political support for economic reform.11

As a result, in 1992, the main political development in Russia
became the emergence of substantial political opposition to the eco-
nomic reform program, which became known as “shock therapy.” Fur-
thermore, because the Yeltsin reformers had followed the advice of
many Western experts, the economic dislocation became associated
with Western policy.12 Political opposition and chaos convinced Yeltsin
to hold off on disbanding the old Soviet-era Supreme Soviet, which
simply preserved and intensified the growth of political opposition. By
the middle of 1992, opposition to the economic reforms had caused
Yeltsin to endorse a halt on the full menu of radical change, leaving
Russia with many of the costs but few of the benefits of radical reform.
Industrial subsidies were sustained, government spending was not lim-
ited, and inflation surged. By late 1992, the economic reform team was
gone, and Russia’s new Prime Minister was Viktor Chernomyrdin.

Instead of resulting in a workable compromise to find moderate
middle ground, these changes preserved and intensified the confronta-
tion over economic reform policy, and grew into a confrontation over
political authority between Russian President Yeltsin and the Supreme
Soviet, where conservative forces were well-represented. Yeltsin won a
referendum in April 1993 endorsing his leadership, and used it to
advance a new constitution for October 1993. That brought the con-
frontation to a head, and in September 1993 Yeltsin unilaterally dis-
solved the Parliament, unconstitutionally. The Parliament refused to
disband and leave the Parliament building, and after being isolated by
Yeltsin’s orders, used force to seize a television station and government
buildings. Yeltsin ordered the use of force against the Parliament, and
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won. Russia’s leading democrat had acted unconstitutionally, and then
used military force in a confrontation with opponents to retain power.
This was not democratization, and the Russian public began to view
the term “democracy” negatively for its political and economic effects.

With his political opponents dispersed or in prison, Yeltsin was able
to achieve ratification of a new constitution in December 1993 that
enhanced the power of the president and created a new bicameral leg-
islature. Despite the sad showing of October 1993, progress toward a
democracy was still very possible in the mid-1990s. Several national
political parties developed, although they were often weak and
unevenly distributed at the regional level and of uneven quality at the
national level,13 there were diverse media outlets that reported criti-
cally on competing political figures and the government, regional gov-
ernments and legislatures were sources of competition and constraint
on central authority, and elections were not systematically fraudulent
or manipulated.

The problem of Russian democratization in the 1990s did not so
much lie directly in the political system, but rather in the rise of the
“oligarchs” and in Russia’s external security environment. While Rus-
sia had a constitution, elections, and a potentially functioning federal
system, the appearance of a handful of businessmen who were able to
use position and insider knowledge to acquire large chunks of the
residual Soviet economy made the nascent democratic features of the
Russian political system essentially irrelevant to the functioning of the
state.14 Their influence was heightened by the continuing incompe-
tence of Russian macroeconomic policy, which drove inflation and
continued the long slide in economic well-being. The Yeltsin govern-
ment became dependent on loans from both the international com-
munity in the form of IMF credits through a special arrangement
designed to prop up the Yeltsin leadership, and on loans from Russian
banks and oligarchs. As the economy weakened and Russia’s living
standards continued their post-Soviet decline, Yeltsin’s popularity sunk
to the single digits, with a presidential election looming in 1996.
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At the same time that they felt insecure in their daily economic
lives at home, Russians also had reason to fear that their external secu-
rity environment had worsened as a result of the passing of the Soviet
Union and successive leadership’s experiments in democratization and
cooperation with the West. In the U.S. and Europe, NATO enlarge-
ment is viewed as a democracy-promotion policy, and for the alliance’s
new members, it has been. But with respect to Russia, NATO enlarge-
ment was viewed as a violation of the negotiated end to the Cold War,
and a strategy aimed against Russia. Russian democratic figures were
also among the late-Soviet “new thinkers” who had argued for security
cooperation with the United States: Their argument for security
cooperation and democratization was undermined by NATO enlarge-
ment in the mid-1990s, and by NATO’s unilateral use of force against
Serbia (a Slavic country) in 1999.15

In terms of the democracy promotion aspect of U.S. strategy
toward Russia, therefore, the 1990s was the worst of both worlds. U.S.
policy in both rhetoric and in material support propped up the Yeltsin
government (and notably the person of Boris Yeltsin himself) while
that government’s irresponsible policies were eroding the Russian
public’s living standards in the name of democracy and reform. A new
system of corrupt political and economic rule was being created under
the banner of democracy, but in fact political power was wielded by a
small handful of increasingly wealthy and unaccountable businessmen
who were busy producing little and instead acquiring assets, usually
selling off what was profitable and moving the profits abroad. Even
worse, the 1996 presidential elections contributed to the further
development of this corrupt political economic system. In exchange
for loans to keep the state afloat and convince Russians to vote for his
presidency, Yeltsin agreed to the “loans for shares” deal that resulted in
a second round of highly profitable but thoroughly corrupt privatiza-
tion of Russian state-owned firms. The Clinton Administration had
staked its democratization strategy on strengthening President Yeltsin
in the hope that a strong President Yeltsin would effectively hold off
retrograde conservative forces in Russian politics.16 The price of doing
so, however, was to support an increasingly undemocratic and corrupt
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Yeltsin, and to be associated with a figure that Russian citizens viewed
with contempt by the end of his presidency.

When the government’s macroeconomic incompetence and unac-
countability of the true oligarchic power structure resulted in the
1998 default, devaluation, and financial crash, the Russian public had
come to view “democracy” not as a desirable objective, but as at best a
smoke-screen for domestic injustice and greed, and as at worst a West-
ern policy meant to undermine and possibly fragment the Russian
population.

When in the summer of 1999 Russia suffered a series of bombings,
and the assault on a neighboring region by Chechen terrorists who
had enjoyed safe haven under a Yeltsin-government brokered cease-
fire, it was the last straw. Their external security situation was precari-
ous, their living standards had plummeted while a few corrupt insiders
became ostentatiously wealthy and powerful, and by late 1999 Rus-
sians could not even believe themselves to be secure in their own
apartments. All this in the interests of “democracy,” an objective which
also had played no small role in the break-up of the Soviet Union.

This is not to minimize the cynical and deliberate assault launched
on the few elements of pluralism and contestation in the Russian
political system by the new Putin leadership beginning in 2000. But it
is to explain that for Russians, “democracy promotion” means loss of
power and status, economic depression, a weakened and ineffective
state, enormous debt, vulnerability both externally and domestically,
and possible malign intent on the part of the West. When Putin and
his associates began to eliminate the elements of pluralism and com-
petition that had survived the 1990s by eliminating independent
national media, they were viewed with sympathy and enjoyed over-
whelming support by a Russian public inclined to agree that democ-
racy brought only weakness and poverty. Subsequent actions by the
Putin leadership to eliminate competition and strengthen the Krem-
lin’s hold on power have all been justified in terms that implicitly or
even explicitly criticize the role of a questionable policy of democrati-
zation in harming Russians and Russia.

The Russian political system in 1999 was not a democracy, but it
was pluralistic. Developments since then have seen the consolidation
of a patrimonial authoritarian political system. Individual and human
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rights are not secure, the state owns the important outlets of national
media, oligarchs who are not politically subservient to the Kremlin
have had their assets taken or been pressured to sell them to compli-
ant businessmen, regional governors and governments have been
placed under direct president control or indirect influence, both
houses of parliament are run by the Kremlin through appointment or
control of the Kremlin’s party (United Russia), and national competi-
tive political parties have been effectively eliminated.17 What passes
for the periodic public exercise of voting should be called “selections”
rather than “elections” in Russia, because the process is thoroughly
managed by the Kremlin in order to ensure that the outcome will be
one in which meaningful competition or contestation cannot emerge.

The Putin leadership now unabashedly dismisses “democracy pro-
motion” as at best a naïve strategy that has done Russia a great deal of
harm because it ignores Russia’s important historic and contemporary
realities, and at worst a hostile strategy aimed at weakening and con-
taining the country. The current Putin leadership is directly threat-
ened by democracy promotion, since it retains its hold on power and
control over Russia’s considerable assets through non-democratic
means. This is a broader problem for the Russian leadership, than just
that of Russia: U.S. democracy promotion in Russia and Eurasia is
seen in terms of geopolitical containment and the weakening of Rus-
sia.18 The Russian political elite’s obsession with this threat was illus-
trated by new reports of a classified study for the Russian Duma on
American plans to launch a “color revolution” in Russia akin to those
in Georgia and Ukraine.19

It is particularly interesting, however, that while Russia is not a
democracy, its leaders and society are not ready to accept that fact.
Instead, the Kremlin has tried to advance the argument that the Russ-
ian political system is a democracy of a different sort: the term first
advanced was “managed” democracy, and more recently “sovereign”
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democracy. Since neither variant involves the fundamental attributes
of democracy (free media, competitive political parties, free and fair
elections, and institutional constraints to keep elected officials
accountable), adding an adjective should not mislead anyone into the
conceptual sleight of mind the Kremlin theorists seem to be aiming
for. However, it is important to understand that Russian leaders have
felt the need to make the case that Russia is developing a form of
democracy, simply one that is not defined, imposed, or manipulated by
the West (and particularly the United States). Russian democracy is
“sovereign” because it takes whatever form Russians want, without
being dictated to by foreign powers. Therefore, Western policies of
democracy promotion are not merely unwelcome: they are viewed as
instruments of anti-Russian intentions.

Nevertheless, the attempt to claim the mantle of “sovereign”
democracy is interesting, and instructive. Despite the bad reputation
that democracy has in today’s Russia as the cause of the Soviet break-
up and Russia’s decline in the 1990s, the term still seems to have a
normative weight and attraction. Russians and their leaders do not like
being told how to run their political system, but they also do not like
being told that their political system is not a democracy. If they do not
seem to value the substance of democracy, why would this be?

I would suggest it is because they recognize that to be modern,
integrated, European, and powerful in the 21st Century — in short a
contemporary great power — Russia needs the legitimacy and moral
authority of democracy. Autocracy is a throwback to tsarist times, and
authoritarianism to the late Soviet period. For all its retrograde
actions, the Putin leadership’s political system should not be viewed as
a throwback: it is a new configuration of institutions meant to make
Russia powerful, with a strong state controlling the terms and modes
of that power.20

This suggests that the term “democracy” still has elements of a nor-
mative meaning to Russia’s leaders and citizens. Its leaders may not
welcome an effective democratic system, because that would compli-
cate and possibly break their hold on power. And Russian citizens may
have disdain for what “democratization” did to their living standards
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and security during the 1990s. Yet, there is an attraction to democracy,
even in weary and cynical Russia, and that holds out hope for a
renewed transatlantic strategy for partnership and integration with the
goal of a secure, prosperous, democratic Russia.

Lessons and Implications

For a renewed strategy to have a chance for success, the transat-
lantic community needs to be hard-headed and self-critical about the
lessons of the past 15 years. Blaming Russian culture, or Putin, or high
(or low) oil prices is not a fruitful basis for evaluation and a renewed
strategy. Understanding what makes democracy work, and why that
was missing in Russia, is a more realistic approach. The question of
the sources of successful democratization is an enormous one, and the
evidence and debate of experts goes far beyond what this paper can
encompass. However, a few lessons are clear, and should be kept in
mind as we begin to think about the next decade of Russia policy.

Lessons of the Period of Liberalization, 1988-1991: The incentives for
liberalization, economic change, and efforts for global integration
came from within, and were embraced by important (and powerful)
leaders in the Soviet system. Certainly, Western policy played a role in
shaping the incentives and attractiveness of the Western political and
economic system, and the Western strategy of patient containment
ultimately forced the internal contradictions and weaknesses of the
Soviet system to weaken it from within. Nonetheless, the selection by
the Politburo and the elite support that launched Gorbachev’s career
and policies were internal to the Soviet system. Certainly, Gorbachev
faced many opponents, and critics warned that he would weaken the
Soviet Union. But Gorbachev’s policies were his own, and depended
primarily on his ability to create support and allies within the Soviet
system. He sought a supportive international environment, of course,
and pursued arms control and an end to East-West confrontation in
order to justify his internal reforms and to reduce the burdens of high
defense spending in order to free resources for reform. Nonetheless,
his support, the strategies his coalition launched, and the potential
benefits to stakeholders in the reformist leadership were primarily
home-grown. Gorbachev and his reformers were products of the
Soviet Union: they had the legitimacy and experience to make politics
in their country work. Certainly, in the end they failed, but we cannot
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overlook how much they achieved until the final year or two when
opposition consolidated and launched an active counter-strategy. The
lesson of late Soviet liberalization and its success in eroding the hold
of the Stalinist system is that legitimate domestic leadership is essen-
tial to successful political reform.

Lessons of the Period of Resilient Old Institutions, 1991-1993: The
Soviet Union, its laws, constitution, and eventually its Communist
Party were formally disbanded in the exciting, hopeful aftermath of
the Cold War. However, formal rules are not necessarily the source of
power, and persistent practices, relationships, and influential networks
meant that old Soviet institutions were more important and powerful
than the formal appearance of the new Russian state seemed to signify.
Securing the loyalty of the residual Soviet military required half-
hearted reform and maintenance of the Soviet military cultural and
professional assumptions about the West and the security problems it
posed, for example. Privatization meant in principle that new market
forces and a new generation of market-savvy entrepreneurs would
become Russia’s business realities, but in fact access, power, and con-
nections in Russia’s Soviet-rooted bureaucracy proved much more
important for access to wealth and property than knowledge of liberal
economic theory or Western business practices. Russian citizens val-
ued political change, but were not prepared for the collapse of state
and social services, along with rapid decline in the economy: their
elected representatives turned out to be effective forces of a conserva-
tive backlash against Western liberalization in those early years. And
the Soviet/Russian security and intelligence services, we now know,
were only formally downgraded, fragmented, and disbanded. Personal
and professional relationships and cultures were sustained, and the
elite cohort that looked like it had lost everything it had been trained
for with the end of the Cold War was sustained and nurtured through
connections and access in the 1990s, ready to re-emerge with Putin’s
leadership in 2000. So the second lesson is that old political institu-
tions and practices do not disappear with formal change, and can be
more powerful and resilient than the visible formal trappings of a
reformed political system.

Lessons of the Period of Personalized Politics, 1993-1999: Successful
democratization is not the result of good leaders or a president with
reformist views. It is rooted in institutions, processes, and the system
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of checks and balances, constraint and accountability, legitimacy and
respect for liberal values. Western efforts to prop up Yeltsin might,
perhaps, have served Russian democratization if the effects of rein-
forcing that individual were to enable him to build those fundamental
institutions of liberal democracy. However, propping him up by bend-
ing or breaking the standards on IMF credits and G7/G8 member-
ship, demanding (or at least strongly advising) policies for which he
had little domestic support or legitimacy, excusing his use of force
against a legitimate legislature, rationalizing aggressive force against
Russian citizens in Chechnya, and turning a blind eye to the corrup-
tion and rapacious greed of his government all served to weaken sup-
port for political liberalization and to waste precious time for reinforc-
ing institutions of rule of law and accountability necessary in
democracy. In other words, in its zeal to support the great man in his-
tory who was the only guarantee (so it was argued) that Russia would
stay on a democratic path, the transatlantic community helped to
make it possible for Boris Yeltsin to retain power, but by undermining
nascent democratic institutions and processes. The deep irony of the
lesson of Russia’s period of failed democratic institution-building in
the 1990s is that Russians believe that this was their experience with
Western democracy promotion, when in fact U.S. and European poli-
cies were helping the Yeltsin regime disregard the basic political insti-
tutions which should be at the core of a strategy of democratization.

Lessons of the Period of Popular Elections, 1999-2006: Elections are
among the least important and most misleading components of a
strategy of democracy promotion. Ultimately, of course, free and fair
elections are the most important component of a successful strategy of
democracy promotion. However, elections are not only meaningless,
they are misleading, and potentially a tool of anti-democratization, if
they are not free and fair. The function of elections in a democracy is
to hold government leaders accountable to the citizens, but they can-
not function unless citizens have a genuine choice among candidates
and parties, and have independent information about the policies and
performance of elected officials and candidates. Without access to
meaningful information and a genuine choice among candidates, elec-
tions may be not only meaningless, but counterproductive for democ-
ratization. In Russia, “elections” have been held under the Putin lead-
ership for some six years, allowing the government to claim that it is a
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democracy of sorts, and that it is supported by Russian citizens. Far
from advancing democratization, these quasi-elections have thus
helped to legitimate the consolidation of an authoritarian Russian
political system. Election monitoring and related programs for paral-
lel vote tabulation to assess whether elections are free and fair are an
essential component of a policy of democracy promotion, but unless
they are part of a package involving the entire range of capacities and
activities which make for meaningful choice and effective accountabil-
ity for voters, these programs risk serving anti-democratic strategies
instead.

The implications for transatlantic policy on defending the gains of
democratization in the case of Russia are not surprising. First, democ-
racy promotion is consistent with national self-interest and core secu-
rity interests. Although values also motivate support for democracy in
American political culture, the strategic security reasons for democra-
tization remain as relevant in dealing with Russia today as they were
when everything seemed possible with the passing of the Cold War
and Soviet Union.

Second, defending the gains of democratization requires a multi-
faceted set of policies that include election monitoring and support,
but does not begin or end there. A strategic policy of democratization
toward Russia (and the other countries of the post-Soviet region)
requires integrated policies that support a benign security environ-
ment, sustainable economic reform and development, resources for
social support in coping with change and dislocation, and providing
independent and objective information for citizens.

Third, while individuals can make a difference, institutions are
more important to the long-term stable progress of liberalization and
democratization. Perhaps the U.S. will at times in its security relations
support corrupt dictators for reasons of national interest. However,
the U.S. should never support corrupt dictators against rule of law and
other institutional mechanisms that provide for constraints on politi-
cal power and accountability to voters in the misguided illusion that
supporting a non-democratic leader somehow supports democratiza-
tion. Either that leader will retain power, and thus be non-democratic
by definition, or, even if well-intentioned, he is creating the basis for
authoritarian rule for the leader who will take power after him.
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Finally, the transatlantic community cannot be more committed to
democratization in Russia than Russians, and particularly their liberal-
izing and reformist leaders. Democracy has a negative, and distorted,
meaning in Russia today because of the experience of the 1990s, and
because of the manipulation of information by the current Russian
leadership. An effective effort for democratization in Russia will have
to involve better education, engagement of Russian citizens, and
opportunities for Russians to interact with the transatlantic and global
communities in order to begin to reverse the negative impressions and
correct the misunderstandings that Russians have about their own
stake in democratic governance. The key to democracy is the account-
ability of the government to its citizens, so it makes little sense to
advocate a policy that Russia’s citizens do not value themselves. A
renewed strategy of democracy promotion might start with listening
to Russian citizens and learning from them to understand their priori-
ties and ideas for making their government work for them.
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