Generational Change in Russia

MicHAEL McFauL

F or most of the 1990s, American foreign policymakers, analysts of Russia in
the United States, and leaders of American nongovernmental organizations
have pointed to generational change as the beacon of hope for Russia. Because it
was believed that the transition from communism to capitalism and democracy
would require a “short-term™ decline in the well-being of Russian society—and
that the older generations would suffer the most during the transitional peri-
od—all hope was placed on the young people. Unlike their grandparents and par-
ents, the younger generation would enjoy the benefits of reform and therefore
embrace the reforms advocated by the American policymakers and analysts.

Russia’s transition from communism has indeed been difficult and protracted.
The Soviet empire is gone, the Russian economy is market based, and the polit-
ical institutions that govern Russia today are at least partially democratic. Obtain-
ing those limited gains, however, has been far more costly than most predicted.
For the people of Russia, the economic costs of transforming the Soviet command
economy into a market system have been particularly acute. Russia endured one
of the most dramatic and prolonged economic recessions in modern history.! And
just when the economy began to grow, Russians had to endure the August 1998
financial meltdown. Since the crash the economy has grown impressively. But
only during summer 2002 did Russians reacquire the wages and purchasing
power that they enjoyed before the crash.

Despite this difficult decade of economic hardship and disappointed expecta-
tions, the basic hypothesis about the new generation in Russia—defined in this
article as those between eighteen and thirty-nine years of age today—has gener-
ally proven to be correct.? As I will discuss in section one of this article, the
younger generation in Russia appears to be more promarket, prodemocratic, and
pro-Western than all other age cohorts.

The origins of their attitudes are discussed in section two. They were formed
in part by the group’s unique set of experiences in postcommunist Russia. Most
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important, this is the first generation since 1917 in Russia to come of age in (a)
an independent Russia, (b) a capitalist economy, and (c) a “free” (albeit not alto-
gether democratic) political system. The group has a set of preferences about the
economy, the polity, and the world that are distinct from those of their par-
ents—the cohort that has tried to be productive in two radically different sys-
tems—and very distinct from those of their grandparents, who worked mostly in
the communist system.?

Discovering the existence of a unique set of preferences among Russia’s youth,
however, tells us little about the shape of these attitudes twenty years from now.
This age cohort will face some very daunting challenges as they assume respon-
sibility for their country’s future. Birthrate declines, an AIDS epidemic, pro-
longed border disputes in the Caucasus, and sustained frustration with the slow
pace of integration into the West constitute just a partial list of the known chal-
lenges that this group must tackle. Add to this list some unexpected disasters and
setbacks that are bound to occur in the next twenty years, and the probability for
volatility among these preferences seems high. In section three I speculate about
the conditions under which this young generation’s attitudes about the market,
democracy, and the West might change.

What Do Young Russian People Believe?

Capitalism

The younger a person is in Russia, the more likely she or he is to support capi-
talism. The correlation between age and support for markets is robust.* Russia’s
youth are also more likely to support deeper market reforms than are other age
groups. When asked in December 1999 what was the best economic policy for
Russia, a striking number of people under the age of forty—11 percent—believed
that Russia should return to a socialist economy.® As discussed below, these peo-
ple may be the voters that are helping to sustain the CPRF’s stable levels of sup-
port. Of this same cohort, 12 percent wanted to deepen and accelerate reforms, a
much larger number than the 2 percent of those over sixty or the 3 percent of
those over fifty who were interested in deepening and speeding reforms. The vast
majority of those under thirty—59 percent—wanted to continue economic
reforms, but less painfully.

Russia’s young people believe in the market and want to see Russia continue
to pursue market reforms. At the same time, the cartoonization of young Russians
as extreme capitalists—an image based on Russia’s oligarchs—is misleading.
Regarding ownership issues, for instance, four times as many people under forty
want to see the state own everything as want to see all property in private hands.
The vast majority of people in this age cohort are proponents of a mixed system
in which the state and private individuals own a proportionate share of econom-
ically productive property. They are still more supportive of private ownership
than older generations in Russia, but not completely supportive. Strikingly, 51
percent of those polled under forty agreed that the state should limit the incomes
of the rich, whereas only 16 percent disagreed with this policy.

On every question about the economy, the youngest people in Russia are
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the most promarket. In answer to certain questions, there is even a significant
difference in the intensity of promarket preferences between those over thirty
and those under thirty. At the same time, enthusiasm for capitalism is not as
deep or widespread across the country as many in the West assume. Every
American traveler to Moscow has an anecdote to tell about an encounter with
some amazing twenty-year-old millionaire who is making her fortune as an
aggressive entrepreneur. These people can be found, especially in Moscow,
and especially in the hotel lounge of the Marriott. But they are not average.

Democracy

As in most other developing countries, attachment to democratic values in Rus-
sia generally rises with factors of social modernization. Individuals who are bet-
ter educated, have higher incomes, work in higher-status occupations, and live in
more urbanized environments are appreciably more likely to favor a democratic
regime than the poorly educated, the lower-paid, blue-collar workers, and the res-
idents of villages and small towns. But our surveys revealed that the strongest
correlation with a demographic characteristic that is not, strictly speaking, part
and parcel of modernization is age. The younger one is in Russia, the more like-
ly one is to embrace democratic ideas.

A perfect illustration is preference with regard to regime type. Amazingly,
in all age groups, the most appealing political system for Russians is either a
reformed Soviet system or, for those seventy and older, an unreconstructed
Soviet-style regime. Beyond that conservative center of gravity, there are sig-
nificant gradations by generation. Nearly half of men and women over the age
of sixty-nine in 1999 preferred an unreformed Soviet political system; among
those younger than thirty, that proportion was 10 percent. Almost 40 percent of
survey respondents between eighteen and twenty-nine favored either a Western
democracy or the current political system; this fraction declined to 12 percent
among individuals in their seventies and eighties. To put it simply, the longer a
Russian lived with the Soviet dictatorship, the more likely he or she is to cling
to Soviet political values. A seventy-year-old in Russia was born before the
Great Patriotic War (World War II), came of age under Stalin, and never saw
more liberal politics in action until the verge of retirement. A twenty-five-year-
old was born in the 1970s, encountered the Gorbachev opening in his grade
school years, and was an adolescent when Yeltsin swept away the rule of the
Communist Party at the beginning of the 1990s. The differing beliefs of those
prototypical individuals reflect different life experiences.

Regarding general questions about democracy, Russia’s youth are also firmly
prodemocratic, but not dramatically more so than the rest of society. Seventy-one
percent of those between eighteen and thirty-nine polled in 1999-2000 support-
ed the idea of democracy, while only 15 percent were against the idea. By con-
trast, among those over sixty, 54 percent supported the idea of democracy and 28
percent did not,

The generational factor appears especially strong with respect to opinions con-
cerning individual liberties. Older Russians are less likely to adopt a permissive
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attitude toward every aspect of liberties. The steepest gradient is on foreign trav-
el, something few older Russians ever had the chance to do: 62 percent of per-
sons aged eighteen to twenty-nine would object to curtailment of that right, as
opposed to 29 percent of those in their seventies and eighties. On one political
question (censorship), the divergence between the oldest and the youngest voters
is quite large (28 percentage points); but on banning suspect parties and invok-
ing a state of emergency it is less pronounced (9 percentage points and 18 per-
centage points between the extremes, respectively).

Generally speaking, democratic ideas are actually more widely supported
among the Russian population as a whole and among Russia’s youth in particu-
lar than market ideas. As I discuss below, this is a real paradox, since the behav-
ior of Russia’s youth seems to be much more influenced by market ideals than
by democratic ideas.

The West

The age cohort that will come to power in the next two decades is pro-Western
and pro-American, but not overly optimistic or naive about relations with the
West. The group expresses clearly more pro-American opinions than their elders.
When asked in May 2001 by the Foundation for Public Opinion about their gen-
eral attitude toward the United States, 40 percent of this age group had a favor-
able response, compared to only 23 percent of respondents over fifty.® After 11
September, this age group, like all of Russia, adopted an even more favorable atti-
tude toward the United States.

Russia’s youth are pro-Western, but not gaga about the West. In our polls, only
2 percent of eighteen- to thirty-nine-year-olds believed that Russia should entire-
ly follow the experience of the West in forging Russia’s path of development. The
majority—>58 percent—believed that Russia should borrow from the West only
what suits it. And a significant portion—39 percent—of this cohort recommend-
ed that Russia should follow its own unique path of development without refer-
ence to the West. This number for Russia’s youth is significantly lower than the
62 percent of those over sixty who thought the same, but it is strikingly high just
the same.

Given changing international events over the last decade, it is difficult to pre-
dict the stability of those preferences about the West. Because they mean so lit-
tle in terms of actual life experiences for most Russians, they are probably more
volatile (and less important) than preferences about the economy and the regime.
Today, after 11 September, the alliance between Russia and the United States to
fight terrorism has created a new sense of Russia’s “Western-ness.” Just a few
short years ago, however, Russia’s youth seemed to be much more suspicious of
the West. When asked in January 1999—before the NATO intervention against
Serbia—by the Foundation for Public Opinion if Russia followed an independent
foreign policy or a policy too dependent on Western countries, an astonishing 76
percent of respondents eighteen to thirty-five years of age believed that Russia
was too dependent on the West.” After the war, American popularity in Russia
plummeted even further. There were even student demonstrations in Russia
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against the war. Whether the current euphoria about the West and the United
States is a new trend or a temporary hiccup is difficult to know.

Why Do They Believe What They Do?
Capitalism Is Good for the Capitalists

It may sound like a cliché to assert that young Russians are more promarket than
their parents and grandparents because they have lived under the market and ben-
efited from its development in Russia. To believe that it is a statement of fact,
however, implies a sense of permanence to the causal relationship and an
inevitability of Russia’s embrace with market principles. “As soon as the com-
munist electorate dies off,” the argument goes, “then Russia will be become 100
percent procapitalist.”” Although there is evidence to support such a thesis, it is
nonetheless a thesis. Under a different set of conditions, as discussed below, the
attitudes of the young—especially when they are not so young—toward the mar-
ket may change.

So far, however, the experience of growing up in the market economy does
seem to have made this young generation more promarket than other age cohorts
in Russia, including the “revolutionary cohort”—the age group now between
forty and fifty—that introduced capitalism into their country. Several factors com-
bined to produce these attitudes. First, market ideas were part of their education-
al training. A decade ago, books about property rights, the relationship between
price and demand, or how to start your own business were just being introduced
into Russia. Those currently in power had to relearn economics, since the eco-
nomic education they received was no longer relevant. This younger generation
learned about markets from the very beginning of their exposure to the discipline.
Moreover, enrollments in business schools and economic departments through-
out the country—including very expensive programs—suggest that young peo-
ple value this economics education. Programs in economics and business are the
only profitable sector of the educational system in Russia today.®

Second, market practices, however imperfect, were already in place by the
time this generation began to obtain economic autonorny. As teenagers, their par-
ents never experienced inflation, unemployment, or property rights. The younger
cohort grew up dealing with those practices, albeit with varying degrees of inter-
action. Market competition is another fact of life for this younger generation, one
to which their parents have had to adjust. Those who came into the workplace
after the collapse of communism also understand that they are responsible for
their own economic well-being. They have very low expectations of the state. This
set of real-life experiences has helped to condition this cohort into becoming mar-
ket practitioners.

Third, Russia’s youth like the market because they have benefited from it dis-
proportionately, compared with other age cohorts. In Russia, the gap between the
rich and poor has widened immensely over the last decade.’ In parallel to Rus-
sia’s rising genie coefficient, the younger are getting richer as the older are get-
ting poorer. Most of the CEOs of Russia’s wealthiest companies are not more than
forty. With some notable exceptions, such as those in charge at Lukhoil of Surgut,
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the richest people in Russia—the oligarchs—are young. And their deputies and
CFOs are even younger. Likewise, young people run the most vibrant small busi-
nesses in major urban areas, especially in the new (and still tiny) economy.

Fourth, those people between the ages of eighteen and thirty-nine are still risk-
takers. They can fail, as many in Moscow did in August 1998, and still make
another go of it. Comparatively speaking, their liabilities and responsibilities are
still minimal. Many in this cohort in Russia are still living at home and do not
have children. Moreover, the newness of everything and the lack of institutional-
ization make it easy to be an optimist about the future.!°

There was nothing inevitable about the formation of these preferences for the
market. On closer reflection,
this embrace of the market out-
come should be more surpris- “Russia’s youth do not believe that

ing to us. Even though the their democratic system works very
young are relatively better off o ffoctively and are unwilling to invest

in postcommunist Russia than . .
P : ; much time or effort into the demo-
the rest of society, they still are . Negt
cratic enterprise.

not very well off. They too
have endured one of the
longest and sharpest economic
depressions in modern history.
They too have had to experi-
ence the uncertainties and inefficiencies of Russia’s particular brand of market
economics. Earlier in the decade, some predicted that Russia’s youth, especially
in the more depressed regions of Russia, would drift toward nationalist leaders
and organizations. Young, uneducated males in medium-sized cities in the most
depressed areas of Russia, in Siberia and the Far East, were largely responsible
for Zhirinovsky’s splash in December 1993. What is striking about the rest of the
decade is how other attempts to mobilize this young, male, urban protest vote—be
it Barkashov’s in the mid-1990s, Lebed’s in 1996, or even Unity’s in 1999—have
failed.

That said, it must also be observed that Russia’s youth is probably not as pro-
market as outside observers had predicted or hoped a decade ago. There is no cor-
relation between the mortality rates of Russia’s oldest cohort and the decline of
electoral support for the Communist Party of the Russian Federation. On the con-
trary, old people in Russia continue to die, but electoral support for the CPRF has
remained stable. CPRF officials explain this stability as a function of the new,
young people that vote for the CPRF. They also claim that the party’s member-
ship did not decline over the 1990s, but even grew slightly as the result of new
memberships from young people (not newly middle-aged people). Communist
leaders believe that they are poised to follow their comrades in Eastern Europe
and increase their share of the electorate dramatically once the party undergoes
a leadership change at the top—that is, once a young person replaces Zyuganov.'!

At the same time, the liberal vote also has not increased appreciably in the last
ten years. Yabloko has maintained its share of the electorate since it entered the
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electoral fray in 1993. The Union of Right Forces (SPS), the liberal bloc formed
in 1999 to compete in parliamentary elections that same year, did make signifi-
cant gains over the performance of Democratic Choice of Russia in 1995, cap-
turing nearly 9 percent of the vote. Their 1999 campaign explicitly targeted the
youth vote, especially the educated and wealthy youth vote. And their electorate
was younger than Yabloko’s supporters, suggesting a brighter future for SPS,
which aims to capture 20 percent of the vote in the 2003 parliamentary elections. '?
The party’s young leader, Boris Nemtsov, then plans to run for president in 2004
as a stepping stone to actually winning the 2008 election. In their view, this will
be the moment when Russia’s postcommunist generation finally comes to power.
They still have a long way to go. It is disturbing, especially compared to other
postcommunist countries such as Hungary or even Ukraine, that the main pro-
market, pro-Western, youth-oriented party in Russia can win only 10 percent of
the vote almost a decade after the collapse of Soviet communism.

Passive Democrats

The reasons why Russia’s youth have embraced democratic ideals are similar to
why they have embraced market ideals. This generation became politically aware
during a unique period in Russian history—an age of democratization. By the
time most people in this cohort first went to the polls, competitive elections were
no longer novel. The group also has enjoyed unparalleled access to different
sources of media and to multiple viewpoints expressed by the media. The rich
and urban in the cohort also enjoy access to the Web and its immediate window
into the West. Perhaps most important, they also grew up with very few limita-
tions on their right to travel, their right to hold dollars, or their right to practice
the religion of their choice. They do not appear to value other liberties, such as
the freedom of assembly or the freedom to join political and social organizations.
When it comes to individual rights and liberties, however, they just assume that
these are part of the Russian way of life.

In contrast to the stimulating effect that promarket attitudes appear to have had
on this generation, the embrace of democratic values has not influenced behav-
ior in proportion to what we might expect from the polls. Russia’s youth value
the ideals of democracy. But like the rest of society, they do not believe that their
democratic system works very effectively and therefore are unwilling to invest
much time or effort into the democratic enterprise. In fact, Russia’s youth appear
to be even less engaged in the political process than any other age cohort in Rus-
sia. They vote with less frequency. They join groups less often. They are extreme-
ly inactive in social and political organizations, with less than 8 percent report-
ing a membership in a civic group. They have weak partisan affiliations. Even
university students do not identify firmly with Russia’s ideological parties.

Russia’s young elite seem as uninterested in politics as Russia’s young gener-
ation as a whole. All postcommunist societies have experienced lower participa-
tion rates than their Western neighbors.!* Russian activism appears to be rather
average for the region.

Russia’s youth, however, seem especially less engaged. The Communist Party
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still has its Komsomol; the pro-government Unity party has provided funds to
stimulate the formation of a youth wing; and nongovernmental organizations
close to the Kremlin have bankrolled the emergence of a pro-Putin youth group.
Yet there are no national youth groups of any size that have sprouted indepen-
dently. In contrast to Ukraine or even Belarus, students in the Russian Republic
played almost no role in the overthrow of the Soviet ancien régime. Anecdotally,
this passivity seems to have persisted, as there are very few young people in lead-
ership roles in nongovernmental organizations, which tend in Russia to be dom-
inated still by the older generation of activists from the Soviet era.'* As already
mentioned, young leaders do run SPS, but no other party boasts young cadres in
senior positions. Needless to
say, there is nothing even close
to Serbia’s Otpor (though “The most powerful potential source

obviously the demand for an  for preference change among Rus-
Otpor-like group in Russia is g5 young generation will be disap-

much less than it was in Ser- . .
. . ointed expectations.”
bia). Yet Russia does not even p 4

have an equivalent to the elec-
tion watchdog group in
Ukraine, the Committee of
Ukrainian Voters (CVU),
which was organized and
developed by young democratic activists.

The differences in behavior shaped by market ideas and democratic ideas are
very logical. The payoff of understanding how to write a business plan is tan-
gible and direct, whereas the payoff for understanding the differences between
parliamentary and presidential systems is much less clear. There are not thou-
sands of public schools or political science programs sprouting throughout the
country because the demand for those kinds of education is not anything com-
mensurate to the demand for education and accreditation in the fields of eco-
nomics, business, or accounting. Of course, it is wrong to assume that Russian
entrepreneurs do not need rule of law, checks and balances, and a transparent
electoral process to succeed in the long run. One of the greatest surprises of the
postcommunist reform experience over the last decade has been the strong cor-
relation between the development of market practices and democratic institu-
tions.!3 But democratic institutions are public goods. Russia’s youth want a free
ride on the work of others to enjoy the benefits of democracy. Unfortunately
for Russia, no other age cohort is investing seriously in the development of
democracy.

There is anecdotal evidence that Russia’s oligarchs (who are also young) are
beginning to understand that they need to invest in democracy to protect their for-
tunes. For instance, Mikhail Khordokovsky of Yukos has given $1.3 million to
the Eurasia Foundation and has established his own foundation to foster the emer-
gence of civil society. Many of Russia’s richest businessmen joined together to
buy TV-6, now called TVS, as a way to maintain some degree of pluralism in
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Russian television. As one oligarch quipped privately, “When the Kremlin takes
me away, | at least want someone to know about it.” Quietly, those same oligarchs
are making investments in Russia’s two leading liberal parties. Allegedly, Khor-
dokovsky has decided to replace Gusinsky as Yabloko’s leading financier, where-
as SPS enjoys its traditional support from oligarchs who have been close to the
party leadership for years. And Boris Berezovsky, the exiled oligarch, has estab-
lished his own foundation to promote civil society (based in New York, not
Moscow). He also is financing his own political party, headed by two former SPS
leaders, and has allegedly promised tens of millions for the start-up for the 2003
elections.

The Coke Generation in Russia and the
Kournikova Generation in the West

Young people in Russia have generally positive attitudes toward the West because
they like Western things. They never had the romantic attachment to things West-
ern that many in their parents’ generation held. They, therefore, have not felt the
same degree of disappointment with the West that the older generation felt after
the transition. They are a more cynical, materialistic lot. They take for granted
their access to Western music, films, and television. Even for those who are not
so well off, travel to the West is a must. For the wealthy, education in the West is
an aspiration. There has been no decline in applicants to American educational
programs that bring Russians to the United States. There are very few Russian
students queuing to receive scholarships to study in Beijing or Baghdad.

For Russia’s youth, the divide between the West and Russia is also not as stark
as it was for their parents and grandparents. Russian youth listen to American hip-
hop and watch MTV Europe, but they also listen to Russian hip-hop and watch
Russian MTV. Be it through higher education, Silicon Valley, beauty contests,
hockey, or tennis, a handful of young Russians also have penetrated the West and
succeeded abroad without abandoning their Russian roots.'® Though data is
scarce, these new immigrants/travelers/students/temporary employees appear to
hold a fundamentally different set of beliefs about Russia and the West than immi-
grants from the Soviet Union. They want to work, live, and travel in the West, but
they also want to see their own country prosper. Russians—especially young Rus-
sians—in turn have become less foreign to Westerners. Moving in the opposite
direction, tens of thousands of young Americans now call Russia their home.
After 11 September, Russia suddenly looks like a more reliable source of oil and
gas than Saudi Arabia, a fact that could do wonders to improve Russia’s image
in the West.!” The impact of these transnational economic, cultural, and athletic
migrations needs to be studied further, but the anecdotal eye sees “integration”
occurring at the societal level—and at the youngest level of society-—faster than
at the state-to-state level.

Factors That Could Change Their Beliefs

Social scientists have a poor track record when trying to predict the future. Social
science theories are designed to explain regular patterns or phenomena of equi-
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librium. By contrast, our theories of change are underdeveloped. No field, of
course, better knows the bitter experience of failing to predict dramatic change
than the Soviet field. With all of these cautions on the table, let us dare to spec-
ulate about the future anyway.

The most powerful potential source for preference change among Russia’s
young generation will be disappointed expectations. Today, as argued above, Rus-
sia’s young people are more promarket, prodemocracy, and pro-Western than
their parents because they grew up in these systems and lived in a country whose
leadership was, for the most part, Western oriented. This age group is also
prospective, not retrospective, in its thinking. They are still focused on the future
and remain, for the most part, optimistic about its potential. Their optimism is
rational. Russia in 2002 looks a lot better than Russia did in 1992.

Nonetheless, Russia’s transition from communism is far from complete. And
in addition to potential problems from the “transition” are more maladies (many
inherited from the Soviet era) that do not seem so temporary. If Russia’s “tran-
sitional” problems are not resolved soon, and Russia’s young generation finds
it increasingly difficult to overcome these structural legacies, then despair or
disillusion could set in. Despair or disillusion among this age cohort, however,
will be a lot more dangerous than disillusion among Russia’s present-day pen-
sioners. Unlike today’s pensioners, those between eighteen and thirty-nine
today will have significant financial resources and political power twenty years
from now.

Some problems of the future for this generation are already known: Chechnya,
the poor health of Russian society, and the difficult process of Western integra-
tion. Two other possible crises—dictatorship or another economic collapse—are
also worth considering.

Chechnya

Chechnya is slowly becoming Russia’s Vietnam. Because of the state’s control of
the media, news about casualties travels imperfectly. Nonetheless, anecdotal evi-
dence suggests that the effects of the war are already reverberating throughout
Russia’s young generation. Since spring 2000, support for the war has steadily
declined. Polls now show that as many people support a peaceful solution to the
war as support its continuation.'® If the Russian government reacts to these chang-
ing preferences and ends the war, then the Chechnya issue will disappear or at
least be postponed. If the government continues the war for years and years, how-
ever, the war could stimulate political activism within the young age cohort.

The most probable response to Chechnya will be a positive one for Russian
democracy. Antiwar activism would mostly likely spur a prodemocracy move-
ment as well. Again, because this group has more economic power than previ-
ously active groups in the postcommunist era, the potential for positive change is
high. Such a movement will not coalesce overnight. At the moment, political
indifference among the cohort is very high. If the war hinders individual oppor-
tunity, however, the group will someday rebel. Passive opposition, such as high-
er draftee absenteeism, is already growing.



74 DEMOKRATIZATSIYA

Dictatorship

Russia is unlikely to become a full-blown dictatorship. If it does, however, Rus-
sia’s youth might mobilize eventually to resist it. Mobilization would not be
immediate. Most would hope to get on with their economic lives without becom-
ing politically involved. Over time, however, a Russian dictatorship would have
negative consequences for the Russian economy and especially negative conse-
quences for the economic well-being of those between eighteen and thirty-nine,
who will own and run the bulk of the Russian economy two decades from now.
In response, this cohort would likely push for greater political liberalization.
Russian dictatorship could last a long time. Remember how long General Jaruzel-
ski maintained power in Poland even though a quarter of the country—ten mil-
lion people—claimed to be members of Solidarity at the moment of the crack-
down. Eventually, however, an opposition movement fueled by the generation
that is now between eighteen and thirty-nine would emerge, in a pattern similar
to democratization movements in South Korea or Spain.

Future Economic Meltdowns

Russia is likely to experience more zigs and zags in its economic performance
over the next two decades. The simple fact that Russia exports so much oil expos-
es the entire economy to the volatile swings of world markets. If a handful of oli-
garchs continue to dominate the economy, a trajectory that has continued under
Putin, then Russia will be more susceptible to the corrupt business-state ties that
brought down many Asian economies in the last decade.'® In addition, Russia has
poorly functioning institutions that might help to blunt the impact of these
swings.? The combination of these factors means that another financial crisis on
the scale and scope of August 1998 is likely in the next twenty years.

The response is difficult to predict. As happened in the last crash, those now
between eighteen and thirty-nine are likely to be the hit the hardest by a future
economic meltdown. They may be more resilient the next time around, having
survived the last crisis. Or they could become more despondent, having only just
barely survived the last crash. A future crash also would occur at a time in their
lives when they have accepted more financial and personal responsibilities, mak-
ing the fallout more difficult to bear.

The Demographic Weight of the Past

The probabilities of a decade-long war in Chechnya or a military coup are impos-
sible to calculate. The continuation of Russia’s health crisis for the next two
decades is a much greater certainty. Russia is midstream in one of the most dra-
matic declines in national health ever recorded in modern history.?! Even war-
torn societies such as Germany and Japan after World War II did not experience
the kind of long-term increases in mortality rates that Russia is now enduring.
Combined with falling fertility levels, Russian deaths are exceeding births by an
amazing seven hundred thousand per year.”? The causes of these trends—which
really began as many as four decades ago under the Soviet Union— are poorly
understood but are generally believed to be associated with extraordinary rates of
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heart disease and high levels of alcohol consumption. Theoretically, a massive
education campaign to battle alcoholism might have some positive effects. A
growing economy will most certainly help. The high rates of heart disease are
much more difficult to reverse, even over a generation or two. As Nicholas Eber-
stadt has concluded,
[Slimply re-attaining within the next 20 years the health levels Russian “enjoyed”
in the 1960s will be no mean feat; indeed, it will require far-reaching changes in
both lifestyles and environment for the country as a whole. The 50-year-olds in Rus-
sia 20 years hence are the 30-year-olds of Russia today—and by many indications,

these particular 30-year-olds are strikingly less healthy than their predecessors a few
decades earlier.”?

The specter of an AIDS epidemic also haunts Russia, though the trajectory and
long-term economic and social consequences of such an epidemic are still poor-
ly understood.

The combination of a sick and aging society is likely to produce a tremen-
dous burden on the Russian economy. Just when those between eighteen and
thirty-nine today are reaching their highest earnings potential, they will be faced
with financing and caring for a very large segment of the population who will
be totally unproductive, many of whom will come from their own age cohort.
There are many creative responses. Immigration into Russia is one obvious
countermeasure. How the ruling class responds to this crisis two decades from
now—and how the rest of society responds to their response—is likely to be the
key socioeconomic and political issue of this generation’s era.

Integration into the West

The current positive atmosphere in U.S.—Russian relations has fueled high expec-
tations in Russia about the pace and payoffs of integration into Western institutions.
With American backing, Putin’s government is pushing hard to meet the require-
ments for World Trade Organization membership. NATO, they believe, is next.
Only a few years ago, Russian leaders protested NATO expansion. Now, the
prospect of Russian membership in this military alliance is seen in Moscow as
inevitable. Some even speculate about Russian membership in the European Union.

Perhaps Russia will join all of these clubs at a pace agreeable to Russian soci-
ety. The more likely scenario, however, is that Russia never joins NATO or the
EU and that the pace of integration into other Western institutions is much slow-
er than most in Russia desire. The rising ambivalence in Poland about EU mem-
bership is a good indicator of things to come for Russia.

How will Russia’s pro-Western young respond when they discover that the
West is eager to have their talented hockey players and tennis stars, but not so
eager to subsidize their farmers? How will Russia’s new leaders react when the
EU dissolves just as they are ready to submit their application for membership?

Conclusion

Russia’s youth is a passive group. Political policies that they dislike, such as a
prolonged war in Chechnya or dictatorship, will eventually wake them from their
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political slumber. Because they will have financial and political resources, they
will be able to act on their preferences. Attempts to restrain their political free-
doms are likely in the long run to produce greater democratization.

Paradoxically, constraints on their economic well-being are likely to produce
the opposite effect: greater discontent with the poorly performing political regime
that is now identified as a democracy. In surveys conducted by Colton and McFaul
in 1999-2000, there was a strong correlation among all voters between individ-
ual contentment and attitudes toward democratization and regime type.?* Interest
in more democratic and liberal political arrangements was strongly associated
with personal experience with the results of reform-—mainly economic reform.
Among Russians who feel they have won or mostly won because of reforms,
about 60 percent empathize with either the current political system or with West-
ern democracy; only 6 percent of them want a return to Soviet rule, and about
one-third would prefer a humanized Soviet system. When we look at Russians at
the bottom end of the welfare yardstick, the relationships are reversed: about 70
percent prefer either a neo-Soviet regime or a reformed Soviet regime, and sup-
port for the current system or Western democracy slides to 15 or 20 percent.

A decline in the economic fortunes of the eighteen- to thirty-nine-year-old
cohort—either gradually over time as the result of the demographic crisis or
growing oligarchic power, or suddenly and unexpectedly as the result of another
financial meltdown—is the most likely trigger of a dramatic change in attitudes
about the market, democracy, and the West. To date, no one has articulated a
viable alternative “‘ideology of opposition” that might capture the imaginations
of this cohort, which, after all, is cynical and apolitical. A serious economic down-
turn parallel to a slow process of integration into the West could fuel the search
for such an ideology of opposition. Candidates are likely to come from the nation-
alist, xenophobic right, since communist ideas have still not resonated with a sig-
nificant portion of this age cohort.

The probability of such a scenario occurring is low. But the consequences if
it did happen could be extremely dangerous for Russia and the West, for the sim-
ple reason that this cohort will have resources. Some of the world’s greatest (and
most tragic) revolutions occurred when a long period of economic growth was
followed by a sudden economic downturn.?® In those situations, it was never the
poor that led the opposition challenge. It was always the rising middle classes.
However unlikely it may be, this is the scenario that should most concern ana-
lysts of Russia’s future.

NOTES

1. Blanko Milanovic, Income, Inequality, and Poverty during the Transition from
Planned to Market Economy (Washington, D.C.: World Bank, 1998).

2. The age group between eighteen and thirty-nine will be used in reference to the sur-
veys done by Colton and McFaul. For Foundation for Public Opinion and VTsIOM polls,
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7. See <http://classic.fom.ru>.

8. Vladimir Mau, rector of the Academy of the National Economy, interview with
author, July 2002.
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10. A very successful Silicon Valley businessman, who travels frequently to Russia,
shared this observation. In his view, the Russian economy has much more in common with
the Silicon Valley economy than it does with the economies of Europe or even the East
Coast of the United States. Of course, this comparison suggests that Russia too will expe-
rience big booms and busts. Currently, unemployment in the Silicon Valley is over 7 per-
cent, much higher than the national average. Two years ago, the same set of counties that
constitute the Silicon Valley had the lowest unemployment rates in the country.

11. Advocates of this strategy propose a generational jump. They believe that the next
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12. Author’s conversations with SPS campaign officials, July 2002.
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