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T

he role of the past and the future in the human mind varies from society to
society, from one time period to another. Popular perceptions of the past and
the future—good or bad in comparison with the present—also diverge greatly. At
the same time, the signs that people ascribe to the past and the future—positive
or negative—depend largely on the type of society in which they presently live.
In a totalitarian society a monopolistic ideology is able to control the perceptions
of the past and future. In contrast, in a democratic society everyday experiences
of individuals more strongly form images about the past and future, even though
ideology does have an overwhelming effect on some groups in such societies.
The main channel for shaping the images of the past and future through ideology are the perceptions of life in the present. A strong ideology in a totalitarian (or even democratic) society is able to isolate everyday experience from generalizations about life. In this way it opens the door for the formation of images
and the scenarios of the future necessary for the given ideology.
For just this reason, an ideology and its corresponding propaganda are concentrated to suggest to the people that life is currently very bad or very good,
regardless of the “objective” facts. The ideology then imposes on the people
(through reference to the present) its images of the past and future. We see such
developments in such disparate societies as Stalinist and post-Communist Russia, as well as in any Western democracy.
Catastrophism
In a totalitarian society the dominant image is a type of mindset that surmises that
the present is better than the past and the future will be even better. Most Soviet
people, particularly the young and educated and ambitious, were “complete optimists.” This was especially true in Stalin’s times and to a great degree even in the
last decades of the Soviet regime. This parallel is also true of Hitler’s Germany
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simists”), comprising people who see their present life as worse than in the past
and suppose that it will be even worse in the future, is most prevalent. The other
three types (“complete optimists,” for whom life is becoming better and better,
“moderate pessimists” who enjoy the present but are afraid of the future, and
“steady optimists” who, despite the deterioration of the present, still believe in a
better future) also exist in Russia, but they are in a minority.
The state of mind in Russia with respect to the past and future has had a rather
negative impact on the stability of the society and its economic progress. The
clash of two different views on the past makes the formation of a consensus on
the major values among active political forces in the country impossible. However, even more detrimental to Russian life is the pessimistic outlook on the near,
and even remote, future. This outlook contains several catastrophic elements.
All political actors, but primarily the opposition, exploit catastrophism for
their political goals. They tend to foment various dangers in the public mind. At
the same time, this catastrophic mentality increases the danger to democratic
institutions in society, encourages violence, and increases the probability that
high-level individuals in the army, security forces, and government will commit
dangerous and irresponsible acts. Catastrophism also increases the level of mysticism in society and the numbers of apocalyptic sects and their members. It debilitates social ties (society, community, family) and strengthens the growth of jungle individualism. It increases the level of ethnic hatred, xenophobia, and the
danger of ethnic conflicts. Catastrophism also augments, in a society with a market economy, the danger that there will be a decline in the demand for investment
goods, and increases the probability of economic depression. In addition, it
diminishes the level of foreign investment, foreign business activity, and tourism,
and stimulates the return to a “self-sufficient” economy. Catastrophism strongly
affects the decisions of individuals about emigration from the country and causes unnecessary migration from one part of the country to another. It prompts people to invest their money abroad and send their children to live in foreign countries. This contributes to the feelings of national instability and makes politicians
and businessmen with prepared havens abroad less absorbed with continuing the
search for the best solutions to national problems.
Individuals and nations are forced to think about their past and future and compare them with the present. However, they do so with varying degrees of intensity. Happy people are so absorbed with the present that they tend not to think greatly about their past and future. The same also holds true for nations. All other
things being equal, the more societies make progress in the well-being of their
members and the more freedoms they have, the less inclined they are to spend
energy and time dwelling on their past and making projections about the future.
The higher the satisfaction with present life, the more the past appears bad and
the future promising.
Russia and the United States: Different Interests in the Past
American and Soviet societies were radically different in this respect between
1917, when the Bolsheviks took power, and 1987, when the system began to open
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under perestroika. By Soviet standards, Americans are less absorbed with their
past than Russians. Of all events in the past, contemporary America returns regularly only to the Vietnam War. In contrast, the Russian mind is filled with associations with developments dating as far back as the ninth century. Nobody in
Russia was amazed when in 1995 President Boris Yeltsin dwelt at great length on
the role of eleventh-century Kiev Prince Yaroslav the Wise. This ancient ruler was
held up by Yeltsin as an example of a statesman able to unite the warring Russian princes.
American pollsters rarely, if at all, include in their questionnaires questions
about the attitudes of respondents to the American Revolution or the Civil War,
let alone questions about what they currently think about Washington or Lincoln.
In contrast, Russian sociologists regularly ask their respondents about dozens of
historical events, as well as former political figures such as Alexander Nevsky
from the thirteenth century, Ivan the Terrible from the sixteenth century, and Peter
the Great from the eighteenth century. Though quite remote from the present, they
are alive in the Russian mind. One can hardly find an issue of a Russian newspaper or magazine that does not include several references to the past, along with
hot debates about how events and figures should be assessed now.
The differences between American and Soviet attention toward the future were
not as drastic as toward the past. However, in Soviet life contemplation of the
future was much greater than in the United States. Of course, in the 1960s and
1970s Russians were not as absorbed with the future as they had been in the first
three decades after the 1917 revolution. In the 1960s, and particularly in the following decade, communism as a future lost its spell on everybody, including party
hacks. This was one of the relatively rare cases where Soviet propaganda failed
almost completely.1 However, with all this, the Soviet leadership generated various programs that anticipated progress in many areas of life. Even if numerous
Soviet people were skeptical about many of these programs, the media, the propaganda apparatus, and the educational system forced people to think about and
discuss future developments.
The United States in the 1960s and 1970s also liked “programs” of various
sorts (and continues to do so). Let us remember, for instance, Lyndon Johnson’s
“Great Society.” However, Moscow exceeded Washington in the number of various projects and the ability to mobilize propaganda efforts for praising them and
foisting them onto its citizens.
Ideology and Reality: The Impact on Images
Most reflections on the past and future in the public mind are based on their comparisons with the present, i.e., which is worse (or better). Of course, these comparisons are by definition “subjective” and are in the realm of the human mind.
The images of past and future have a complex nature. They are determined by the
“factual” experience, be it individual, group, or national (a hard factor), but also
by the ideological pressure of society, regardless of the character of the dominant
ideology (a soft factor). Both factors are effective in both types of society (democratic or totalitarian), but in a totalitarian society the role of ideology in shaping

8

DEMOKRATIZATSIYA

the images of the past and future is much greater than in a democratic society. In
a democracy, where various ideologies continually clash, individual experience
is able to challenge any ideology most energetically.
The degree of internalization of dominant values, irrespective of their character, occurred under the fear of a repressive apparatus or under the pressure of public opinion in the social environment. This is also of great importance because the
internalized values of older generations can outlive, at least among some peoples,
the regime and its ideology. The loyalty of millions of Russians to “socialist
ideals” in post-Communist Russia demonstrates this eloquently.
Perceptions of the Present as the Key Channel. The main channel for shaping the
images of the past and future through ideology is the perception of life in the present society, made on the basis, using Alfred Schutz’s term, “of direct experience.”2
A strong ideology isolates everyday experience from the generalizations about
societal life; its corresponding propaganda efforts are concentrated to suggest to
the people that life is currently very bad or very good, thus imposing its images
of past and future on the people. In other words, we can say, “Tell me what you
think about the present, and I will be able to predict with high probability what
you think about the past and the future.”
The relative influence of the “hard” and “soft” factors on attitudes toward past
and future, as with any other attitudes toward abstract issues, varies in space and
time and depends on a multitude of variables.
A Typology of Societies. In general, we can identify four different combinations
of “reality” and “ideology,” which as factors shape popular perceptions of the past
and future: (1) monopolistic optimistic ideology and “good reality,” (2) monopolistic optimistic ideology and “bad reality,” (3) pluralistic ideologies and “good
reality,” and (4) pluralistic ideologies and “bad reality.”
Both of the first cases pertain to totalitarian society: the first is Nazi Germany
before World War II, when the standard of living improved in comparison with
the 1920s; the second is the Soviet Union throughout most of its existence, but
particularly in the 1930s. The two other cases apply to democratic or semidemocratic societies, with the United States as an example of the third type and postCommunist Russia as the fourth.
A Typology of Mindsets. In each type of society just described we can discern four
states of mind with respect to the past and future: (1) “complete optimists”—
while the present is better than the past, the future will be better than the present—positive and positive; (2) “steady optimists”—belief in a radiant future
despite bad times now: the present is worse than the past but the future will be
better—negative and positive; (3) “moderate pessimists” —the present is better
than the past but the future will be worse—positive and negative; and (4) “complete pessimists”—the present is worse than the past and the future will be even
worse—negative and negative.
In a totalitarian society with “bad reality,” such as Russia from the 1930s to
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the 1950s, it is the first type that (publicly) is absolutely dominant.3 In a pluralistic society, where each ideology cannot be so pervasive and powerful as a totalitarian ideology (with the exception of “totalitarian” sects), all four types of mindset are spread among people in public as well as in private life.
The Optimism of the Soviet People in the 1930s. The Soviet system was able not
only to compel the masses to think and speak a lot about the past and future, but
also to force them to perceive it much as the political elite wanted them to. In
fact, official ideology was able to implant its optimistic images into a majority of
Russians. Almost until 1987, most Russians believed that their life was much better than before the revolution,
before the war, and in the after“Millions of Russians, particularly
math of the war.
This was true even in the the youth, were enthusiastic about its
1930s, when the country suf- future . . . they believed Stalin’s words
fered from hunger and mass
that ‘life has become better, more
terror. In this decade, millions
of Russians, particularly the merry.’”
youth, were enthusiastic about
its future. Even more importantly, they believed Stalin’s
words that “life has become
better, more merry.” Since there were no sociological studies in Stalin’s times,
one can refer only to indirect data that substantiate the conclusion of strong support of the regime by the urban population, who “sincerely” believed that their
life was better now and would be immensely better in the future.4 Various memoirs by committed enemies of Stalin’s regime attested, with evident reluctance,
to the veracity of Vladimir Vernadsky’s 1940 diary entry that “the crowd supports
Stalin.”5
The same views were conveyed by the dissidents who published their books
in the West before glasnost6 as well as in numerous publications in Russia after
1985.7 Even during glasnost, with the acrimonious campaign against Stalin, those
liberals who wrote about Stalin’s times also backed the same thesis.
The extremely positive reaction of the population to strongly ideologized
movies such as Chapayev, Pass to Life, Lenin In October, and The Youth of
Maxim,8 as well as to patriotic songs and novels like Nikolai Ostrovsky’s “How
Steel Was Tempered” (1932–1934) or Boris Polevoi’s “Story of a True Man”
(1946) is another well-certified argument for the above thesis.
The Soviet masses greeted each ostensible success of the socialist motherland
with great fervor and evident sincerity. The salvation of 104 passengers of the icebreaker Cheliuskin in 1934 was immortalized by Boris Pasternak’s poem celebrating the heroism of the Soviet people; the feat of Ivan Papanin’s team, which
spent several months on a drifting Arctic ice floe in 1937–1938, was honored; the
first nonstop flights—Valery Chkalov’s and Mikhail Gromov’s—from Moscow
to America in 1937 were cheered. Millions of people in all cities greeted the
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heroes, and even if all of these manifestations of people’s elation were well organized by local party committees, most of the participants were sincere and proud
of their country and their system.
The enthusiastic support of the official Soviet position for the Spanish civil
war of 1936–1939, which occurred during the most sinister years of mass terror,
is another indication of the popular support of the regime. Millions of people
ardently followed the course of the war, and wished with all their hearts for the
victory of the republicans and their Communist allies.9 Various indirect data also
suggest that millions of Russians, particularly young people, passionately
believed in the Communist future, and avidly looked for any signs confirming
that it was drawing near.
What is more, even sophisticated intellectuals such as two future Nobel Prize
winners, the poet Boris Pasternak and the physicist Lev Landau,10 not to mention typical members of the intelligentsia, especially those recruited from the
previous lower classes or who had been discriminated against in tsarist times
because of their ethnicity, supported the Communist vision. They strongly
believed in the Communist future and the official interpretation of the past as
being outsmarted by Marxist philosophy, which claimed to have discovered “the
inescapable laws of history” that could be challenged only by the ignorant, not
by the educated. It took them many decades before they found the intellectual
courage to defy “the historical necessity” of a new society and declare themselves foes of communism.
The well-documented reaction of the Soviet people to the death of Stalin also
demonstrated the adoption of the Soviet ideology by the Soviet masses, whose
standard of living by 1953 was indeed miserable. The absolute majority of the
people in cities mourned in a most sincere fashion the passing of “the great
leader.”11 Of course, there were groups of the population whose real sufferings
were so great that public ideology cemented by fears could hold them only in partial sway. Some people wholly dismissed the official ideology. Horror of the present and fear of the future were enormous among peasants during collectivization.
The peasants’ plight was well documented by Andrei Platonov in his famous novels (written in the late 1920s and the 1930s) Chevengur and Pit. In them, he
described the peasants as unable to comprehend the rationality behind the behavior of the authorities who destroyed agriculture. However, even among peasants
there were many people, especially younger ones, who accepted the official ideology with all of its elements.12
Fear and apprehension of the future were also quite strong among party apparatchiks and intellectuals (particularly among those who were party members),
because the probability of being jailed in the 1930s was quite high for them. However, most of them, even on the eve of their arrests, did not cast doubt—publicly
or in private communications with their spouses—on the radiant future and the
official description of the past. Moreover, many prisoners of the Gulag, the socalled old Bolsheviks, remained faithful Communists with respectful attitudes
toward the past and future.13 Nikolai Bukharin’s letter to future generations of
Bolsheviks, which his wife learned by heart on the eve of his arrest, demonstrates
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his conviction in remaining totally loyal to Communist ideology and its interpretations of the past and the future.14
Moderate Optimism When Life Improved. While life was “objectively” much better in the post-Stalin period, the level of satisfaction decreased. This can be attributed to the fact that the pressure of ideology and the fear of repression were significantly weaker, even if they were quite strong in comparison with what would
happen after 1987. Still, Soviet ideology maintained its optimistic tenor and
worked quite effectively, enforced by a gigantic propaganda apparatus that
employed many millions of people.15 Most Russians were indeed satisfied with
their lives, as various surveys conducted in the post-Stalin era showed. In fact,
Russians were almost as satisfied as Americans in the 1960s and 1970s.16 The
majority of Russians were satisfied with their professions, jobs, and salaries (50
to 80 percent in various groups),17 with their clothes (70 to 80 percent), with their
leisure time (about 80 percent), as well as with their vacations (up to 80 percent)
and other elements of the quality of life. The majority of Russians (50 to 60 percent) were moderately satisfied even with their terrible housing conditions. However, here the level of dissatisfaction began to rise in the late 1950s when the construction of apartments started to grow—a paradox explained by the emerging
anticipation that housing conditions indeed could be improved.18
The national survey of the Soviet population conducted in 1976 (in which I
was head of the methodology section) found that on a five-point scale Russians
evaluated their life with a grade of four. They felt certain that American life did
not deserve more than a two or three, with the best life being in Czechoslovakia,
which scored almost five.19
Of course, many Russians were grousing about the flaws in their lives, in particular about the shortages of almost all goods, and about their “superiors.”20
However, most never “jumped” from concrete negative facts to the negative generalization of “the system.” This two-level mentality—one dealing with everyday
life, another with general, ideological issues—permitted the Soviet people (as
well as people in any other society) to combine seemingly opposite views of reality.21 For just this reason, as several studies found, the Soviet people were much
more critical of the local authorities than of those in Moscow.22
With all their grumbling about their everyday problems, most Russians
accepted in the 1960s through to the 1980s most of the major postulates of the
official ideology. These included such items as Soviet patriotism; Soviet foreign
policy (including the invasions of Hungary in 1956, Czechoslovakia in 1968, and
Afghanistan in 1979); the superiority of public property over private; the central
planning system’s superiority over the market economy; and the superiority of
Soviet/Russian culture and morals to those of the West. Various studies carried
out in these years document the devotion of most Soviet people to the dominant
values.23 What is more, the strength of Russians’ fealty toward several elements
of Soviet ideology was so strong that they held out somewhat after the collapse
of the Communist regime, as will be shown below.24
It is not surprising that the majority of Russians continue to uphold the images
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of the past that Soviet ideology imposed on them. The life of prerevolutionary
Russia remains “naughty,” while present life is much better than in the period of
Lenin’s New Economic Policy (NEP), when capitalism was partly tolerated by
the Kremlin.
With fear gradually declining in the country, and with some erosion of official
ideology, the future was not described in such glowing colors after Stalin’s death.
Gradually, by the end of the Soviet system, the notion of a Communist paradise
had almost disappeared from the Soviet media. It was replaced by so called
“mature” or “developed” socialism (which had already provided Soviet people
with a lifestyle superior to that of the West and which would be improving systematically in the future).25 However, the Soviet leadership was still very much
concerned that the Soviet people’s views of the future remain optimistic—or at
least calm. Official Soviet ideology successfully banned any attempt to introduce
even a slightly pessimistic element in its official vision of the future. Even purely theoretical debates about the eventual end of the earth or the universe were
practically impossible, even in scientific publications.26
Russian intellectuals, including dissidents, were in a bad but not apocalyptic
mood in the 1970s and 1980s. They believed that the existing state of life, regardless of how bad it was in their opinion, would survive for decades without any
cataclysm.27
Contemporary Russia: The Dominance of Pessimism
Now let us move to post-Communist Russia. For this article it is important to
point to four factors: (1) the drastic decline of living standards for the majority
of Russians in comparison with the Communist past; (2) the political and economic instability of Russian society; (3) society’s semidemocratic character that
at least permits freedom of speech; and (4) actual ideological pluralism.
Quality of Life. The most important factor that influences modern Russian perceptions of the past and future is, of course, the deep dissatisfaction of most Russians with their quality of life. According to the polls conducted by the prestigious All-Russian Center for Public Opinion Studies (VTsIOM), no more than
10 percent of Russians professed contentment with their lives in 1993–95, while
about one-half considered their lives to be hardly bearable. The same polls found
that almost 70 percent regarded themselves as “rather poor” or “poor.” Only 16
percent of Russians are now satisfied with their salary, whereas in the Communist past no less than one-half had the same attitude toward their income.28 Most
Russians found that the quality of their lives had deteriorated in many respects,
even if they did not deny some significant progress (i.e., the availability of goods
and political freedoms).29
As was mentioned before, in such a society as post-Communist Russia the role
of individual experience as the basis for the views of the past and perceptions of
the future is much greater than in a stable democratic society like the United
States, where the impact of the dominant ideology as well as various alternative
ideologies on the human mind is much more significant. In such a society, extrap-
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olation from present conditions is the major tool used by the human mind to shape
the images of the past and the future.
How Russians Now Look Backward and Forward. The psychological atmosphere
in present Russia has very little in common with the years before 1985. The optimistic ideology enforced by the gigantic propaganda apparatus and by the fear
of repression is gone. Instead, the Russian mind has been exposed to the impact
of reality on people’s generalizations to a much greater extent than in the past.
At the same time, this “objective reality,” if we mean mainly the material standard of living, has indeed been harsher for most Russians than it was in the Soviet past. In other words, Russians have been exposed to the worst combination of
the “soft” and “harsh” factors enhancing pessimism: “weak ideology” and “bad
reality.”
Living in a deeply unstable semidemocratic society with a weak state, the Russians are divided in their perceptions of the past and the future. However, considering the wide variance of views, it is evident that the fourth type (“complete
pessimists”)—negative and negative—is dominant: the present is worse than the
past and better than the future. By all accounts, 50 to 60 percent of the population belong to this group, and at least three-quarters of people above age forty
subscribe to the notion.
Three other types are also visible. People belonging to the first group, the
“complete optimists”—positive and positive— can be found among so called
“new Russians,” people who prosper in post-Communist Russia. Some are successful businessmen and some are members of the new administration. It appears
that no more than 10 percent of Russians can be considered members of this
type.
The second type, the “steady optimists”—negative and positive—comprises
those Russians who recognize that life has deteriorated greatly. They consider this
period as transitional and are confident that sacrifices are worthwhile for future
progress. This point of view is shared by people who hate the Communist past
and who, without denying the misery of the life for the majority of Russians,
believe in a happy future. The number of these people was quite high in 1992
when the reforms started—probably about one-third of the population—and
declined significantly in 1993–95. They now make up probably 10 percent of the
population.
The third group, “moderate pessimists”—positive and negative—accounts for
about 10 to 20 percent of Russians; they enjoy their lives now, are inclined to
think that others do the same, and consider it much better than in the past. However, they are afraid of the future. Most of these people are “new Russians” but,
unlike other members of the new prospering class, are afraid of future developments. Many actions of these people are determined by their apocalyptic vision
of the future, a subject discussed below. If these estimates are valid, it means that
30 percent of Russians find their life now somewhat better than in the past, and
70 percent find it worse. At the same time, only 20 percent of all Russians are
more or less optimists about the future, while 80 percent are quite pessimistic.
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Attitudes Toward the Past
Ideologies and the public mind operate in each time period with different emphases. Soviet times are often compared to others, especially the period before
World War I (“the time of peace,” as my grandmother used to say). Another time
for comparison, mostly in an unofficial context, was the period of NEP. After
World War II, the times before “the war” were again used as a yardstick for comparison, especially in the 1970s. In the statistical yearbook for 1983, the last prewar year, 1940, was quite prominent in this regard.30
In post-Communist Russia, new periods for historical comparisons entered circulation—prerevolutionary Russia, Brezhnev’s period, and Gorbachev’s perestroika. The 1970s and 1980s,
the period preceding perestroi“Russian history, as is now openly
ka, were particularly popular in
discusssed in the media, is presented the Russian mind of the 1990s.
for millions of people as being full of Prerevolutionary Russia also
emerged as a basis for compartragedies and catastrophes.”
ison, and not so much with the
present as with another past—
the Communist period.
At the same time, Russian
history, as is now openly discussed in the media, is presented for millions of people as being full of tragedies and catastrophes. Soviet
history appears, even for Russians still devoted to the old ideals of communism,
as tragic. With the civil war, the collectivization of agriculture and mass starvation, mass repressions, and the war with Germany, the early Soviet period is now
viewed in a different light. The memories of these events, which were always dormant in Soviet times, have been resurrected in the minds of the intelligentsia and,
to a lesser degree, in the minds of the masses as well. Of special interest to them
are the events of World War II. The memories of these tragic events, now being
evoked after several decades of suppression by the authorities, have also made a
contribution to the pessimistic mood in the country. Lamenting modern life in the
country, a Moscow author titled his article, “Everything in Russia is Sad.”31 Popular attitudes toward the past manifest themselves in two forms—general and specific.
Polarization of Views on the Brezhnev Period
Unlike the Soviet past, with its almost total consensus on history, contemporary
Russians are polarized on the Brezhnev era, probably even more so than on several other social and political issues that currently divide them. Various surveys
in 1993–95 converge to 1:1 and 2:1 in favor of the past, depending on the questions asked.32 Brezhnev’s period compared favorably not only with the times after
1985, but with all other periods of Soviet history. The VTsIOM survey of three
thousand Russians in 1994 found that the characterization of Brezhnev’s period
as a time when “there was more good than bad” was shared by 36 percent of the

Catastrophism on the Eve of 2000

15

respondents. The same attribute was ascribed to perestroika by only 16 percent;
Stalin’s times garnered an 18 percent favorable response; and the Khrushchev era
received only 16 percent.33
The Search for Strong Leaders and Order
If the yearning for the Brezhnev past was dictated mostly by the relatively high
standard of living and the welfare state, the interest in Stalin’s times and prerevolutionary Russia was determined mostly by the quest for statesmen able to keep
the country in order and defend the imperial interests of Russia in its confrontations with foreigners. Among these leaders were Peter the Great, Lenin, Stalin,
and Pyotr Stolypin, a prime minister in prerevolutionary Russia. Even Napoleon
and Alexander the Great figure prominently in the Russian psyche.34
Official Ideology and Opposing Views of the Past
While a majority of Russians look with nostalgia at the past, the official ideology, which uses television and most national newspapers, presents the Communist
past, including Brezhnev’s period, only in a negative fashion. This view is shared
consistently by one-third of the population, especially young people. The clash
between the two images of the same period makes its own significant contribution to the political instability of Russian society. It makes it impossible to create a consensus on essential values, a condition that is necessary for a stable political life in the country.
A Gloomy Vision of the Future
Along with general feelings about the future, people hold positive and negative
views about the likelihood of specific events. Among these events, catastrophes
play a special role, since in many cases the belief in them exerts a profound influence on human thinking and behavior.
General Feelings. Russians’ general feelings about the future in 1991–95 were
pessimistic. Indeed, in 1989 the mood in the country changed significantly, and
apocalyptic feelings, along with beliefs in mysticism and various conspiracy theories, began to rise. The August revolution in 1991 failed to halt this persistent
trend. The collapse of the Soviet Union, the ethnic conflicts, and then the drastic
deterioration of economic life account for the pessimism shared by a majority of
the population in modern Russia. No less than two-thirds of all Russians
described the situation in their country as gloomy in 1992–94, with no brighter
outlook possible for the future.35
The ratio of optimists and pessimists in regard to the future was in these years
between 1:5 and 1:3. When asked at the end of 1994, “Are hard times behind us
or in the future?” 9 percent in the VTsIOM survey of three thousand respondents
said “in the past,” and 52 percent said “in the future.”36 No less than 50 to 60 percent of Russians characterized their mood as tense, and 11 percent “felt fear of
the future.” Forty to 50 percent also regarded the present situation as fraught with
“crisis and explosion.”

16

DEMOKRATIZATSIYA

It is interesting to note how Muscovites answered the question, “Is your life
becoming better or not?” In 1987, 47 percent said yes, and only 21 percent, no.
In 1992, the respective figures were 8 percent and 47 percent.37
The Future “For Me” and the Future “For Others.” Each individual makes a distinction between the future for himself or herself and the future of his group and
society. As various data show, people can combine high optimism about the future
of the nation with pessimistic feelings about their personal future. This combination of feelings was quite widespread in Stalin’s Russia, where a significant
number of the members of the so-called old classes believed in the inexorable
victory of Soviet society. But they were justifiably certain that there was no place
for them in the new society.
In post-Communist Russia, another combination is typical: moderate optimism about one’s own fate, with a quite pessimistic outlook on the future of the
nation. Such a combination of the attitudes toward “my present life and my
future” and “the present life and the future of others” is a direct result of the mechanism of adaptation that worked mostly at the individual level (but to some degree
at the social level). This explains why people after 1991 tended to accommodate
their new life not only in the material but also in the psychological sphere.
As the VTsIOM data demonstrate, whereas 46 percent of Russians assess their
life now as “average” or better, only 29 percent apply the same estimate to life in
their city or village. Moreover, only 12 percent think in the same terms about life
in the country.38
Specific Images. Stalin’s regime was able to combine perfectly the general optimistic tenor of the official ideology with the elements of catastrophism. The basis
for catastrophism under Stalin was the thesis of “the sharpening of the class struggle” and “capitalist encirclement,” which justified the preparations and measures
taken against internal and external enemies as well as the threat of war.
In the post-Stalin Soviet era, the roster of possible catastrophes contained practically only one item: war. Only in the late 1960s did another item appear on the
list: ecological disasters. However, these disasters were extreme, such as the death
of Lake Baikal, and the day-to-day disasters affecting the average citizen’s life
were not addressed.39
If in Soviet times it was the political elites who mostly offered the population
its menu of eventual catastrophes, since the late 1960s, and especially after 1989,
intellectuals have formulated the types of potential catastrophes that Russia may
face. Some of them saw the degradation of Russia as part of the general slide of
the whole world toward an abyss.40
Analysis of the Russian media over the last three years produces a roster of
eventual catastrophes, including dozens of items that never even occurred to Russians before 1989:
Political: disintegration of Russia into several independent states; installation
of dictatorship and fascism; seizure of control over Russia by Western capital and
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special Western interests (Masons and Zionists among them); wars with foreign
countries; seizure of the Far East and Siberia by China; transformation of Russia
into a third-rate country or even a colony of the West; seizure of power in the
country by mafias; civil and interethnic war; and criminalization and corruption
leading to the disintegration of the fabric of society.
Economic: collapse of the Russian economy; total starvation of the population; a
series of technological and ecological disasters on the scale of Chernobyl; depopulation of the country; growth of mass unemployment; gradual decline in the standard of living; and growing financial crisis.
Social and Cultural: loss of Russian cultural identity; collapse of science and culture; lumpenization of the population; and breakdown of the family.
Empirical Data. Let us see how many Russians are obsessed with or at least mindful of the fear of catastrophes. Russian intellectuals, of course, are ahead of the
masses in prophesying imminent catastrophe.41
Russian pollsters have included in their questionnaires only a few of the possible catastrophes. According to them, the belief in the eventuality of almost every
type of catastrophe is supported by no less than 10 to 20 percent of those surveyed.42 Amazingly, even the possibility of a major war was regarded as serious
in the summer of 1995 by almost one-half of the population, a fact that would
appear to reflect growing mistrust of the West and its intentions toward Russia.43
The Influence of Catastrophism on Present Russian Life
Whatever the basis of catastrophism, it exerts a major impact on Russia’s social
and political life.
Catastrophism in the Political Struggle. Politicians use real and false fears to
achieve their purposes. It is not rare for politicians to use a strategy of catastrophism to reflect national interests, mobilize people to avert various threats to
the country, and otherwise achieve goals useful to the nation. Sometimes, however, politicians exploit fear to achieve egotistical goals that are incompatible with
genuine national interests.
As can be seen in Russia today and in other countries, catastrophism is primarily a weapon of the opposition, which not only uses but tries to foment the
fear of the future among the masses. The success of Vladimir Zhirinovsky’s party
in the Russian elections of December 1993 is only one example. Communists and
nationalists will continue to increase the fear of the disintegration of Russia, of
the criminalization of society, and of economic catastrophes. The specific feature
of the ideology of the Russian Communist Party, headed by Gennady Zyuganov,
is its focus on a future global ecological catastrophe and a lethal conflict between
“the north” and “the south” for resources. These views are supported by many
liberal-leaning Russian intellectuals.44 But the government also uses these fears
to scare the population with the consequences of an opposition victory. There is
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little doubt that in the upcoming decades the fears of catastrophes, justified or
not, will play an extremely important role in Russia.45
Views on Politics and the Future. Popular views on the past and the future have
a pivotal importance for political, economic, and social life in democratic society. The reason is that these views greatly predetermine the political preferences
of the people and help shape their support of political parties, whose ideologies
differ significantly from each other in their presentation of the past and the future.
Also, by looking to the future from the present, parties offer different ideas about
what should be done to enhance current trends if they support them, or reverse
them if they are in opposition. For this reason, even people who hold similar views
on the past and the future differ from each other in their beliefs about what can
be done to improve prospects. The main divisive point is the degree of changes
that politicians suggest in order to stop the negative tendencies, and those ready
to support radical measures.
While few people would claim that the past can be changed (putting aside its
revision by historians), many people maintain that there is hope and that existing
trends can be changed for the better. It is not surprising that, as surveys show,
Russian pessimism is still combined with hope.46
Of course, those who like the present situation will argue only for the status
quo or the encouragement of existing trends as positive. These are the people who
support the governmental parties, such as Prime Minister Viktor Chernomyrdin’s
“Our Home Is Russia.” However, pessimists have different views, even if they
differ greatly from one another about the necessity and the character of the
changes currently taking place.
People with the same pessimistic vision of the future are divided into three
major groups: those who prefer no changes (comprising mostly the alienated and
disappointed masses); those who want moderate measures (the moderate opposition parties, headed by Grigory Yavlinsky and Lt. Gen. Alexander Lebed); and
those who are for radical measures (Communists and nationalists).
Social and Economic Consequences
Catastrophism has a significant impact on economic and social processes. The
famous theory of self-fulfillment suggests that bad (as well as good) prognoses
can be fulfilled simply because people with their activity help implement the very
events they fear. In some cases, fear of catastrophes has positive effects on society by forcing it to mobilize its efforts to combat oncoming disaster. It is possible that famine was averted in 1992–93 because the fear of it pushed people to
expand their private plots and the time devoted to them. However, in most cases
catastrophism has a debilitating effect on society.
Society cannot be indifferent to the spread of apocalyptic moods among its citizens. It is true even for such a prosperous and stable country as the United States.
But it is even more important for such an unstable society as post-Communist
Russia. It would be very positive for Russia to introduce rules into the political
game that would diminish the use of catastrophic scenarios in the political arena.
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The Russian media must also be more responsible about spreading apocalyptic
visions. The fight against unnecessary fears is an important function of all social
institutions in any society. In a society as troubled as Russia is today, the necessity of these institutions is more urgent than ever.
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