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    Introduction


    


    This issue of Demokratizatsiya includes articles first presented at a George Washington University conference addressing the question “Twenty Years Since the Collapse of the USSR: What Have We Learned?”1 The articles published here focus on the topics of history, culture and foreign policy. The previous issue of the journal included articles examining politics, political economy, state and society, and ethnic politics. Together these two issues provide a comprehensive overview of the latest thinking in understanding the evolution of the former Soviet states since 1991 across a wide range of topics.


    Additionally, this issue contains an analysis by the University of Toronto’s Peter Solomon looking at the increased use of a form of plea bargaining in Russian criminal courts. The research shows that this new procedure has become widespread in Russia, but that it has not advanced the goal of making the judicial process more adversarial.


    Moving forward, we hope to publish a wide range of articles examining all aspects of post-Soviet democratization. We look forward to your continued interest and manuscript submissions (the details for which are available on our website—www.ieres.org).


    - Henry E. Hale and Robert W. Orttung


    


    


    


    


    
      1 The articles draw on papers presented at a GW conference co-sponsored by the Program on New Approaches to Research and Security in Eurasia (PONARS Eurasia, funded by Carnegie Corporation of New York), the Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars’ Kennan Institute, and several IERES funds, including the William and Helen Petrach Endowment for Ukrainian Exchanges and Programs, A. Michael Hoffman, and the Heyward Isham Fund for Russian and Eastern European Studies. None of the funders bear responsibility for the content of the articles.
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    Abstract: Although the situation with Russian archives under Vladimir Putin remains deeply frustrating in many cases, it is not as bad as commonly assumed. Russian archives have always been difficult to access, and many of the current problems continue from the Yeltsin era. Russia has yet to make an honest assessment of its history, something it must do to ensure that the past does not come back to haunt it.


    Coming to terms with recent traumas is bound to be difficult for any society, especially when the trauma was inflicted from within. In all of the former Soviet republics, a full historical reckoning will discomfit many people, just as it did in Germany after World War II. Millions of ordinary Soviet citizens were, to one degree or another, complicit in the Stalinist repressions by serving as informers (stukachi) or supporting the regime in other ways. In the post-Stalin era, the State Security Committee (KGB) continued to recruit millions of informants, whose identities would be disclosed if Soviet records were ever fully opened. Most of the East European countries have opened their Communist-era state security records and revealed the identities of collaborators, but the former Soviet republics other than the three Baltic countries have been unwilling to do the same. Quite apart from the controversy surrounding state security records, many powerful individuals in the former USSR who held senior positions in the Soviet regime have done their best to prevent archival records from being opened and to forestall a thorough historical reckoning.


    The former Soviet republics are hardly unique in their reluctance to confront past abominations and crimes. Numerous long-established democracies—Germany, France, Austria, Belgium, Japan, and the United States—are among the countries that have had spotty records at best in coming to terms with horrendous events of the past. Considering that only two decades have passed since the Soviet Union broke apart, it is hardly surprising that Russia and other former Soviet republics have not yet been able to make a full reckoning with their own histories of repression, violence, and social degradation.


    Even though the process of coming to terms with the past has been a formidable one for Western countries, it has been even more onerous in the former USSR, especially in Russia, which took on the role of the “legal successor state” to the Soviet Union at the end of 1991, a status that, for some Russian leaders and elites, tends to blur Russia with the USSR. In Russia, as in other countries around the world, public memory has emerged in part from a competition among elites—a competition that Putin has sought to control for the past twelve years, undoing some of the tentative (if imperfect) gains achieved by Boris Yeltsin.


    This essay begins with a brief overview of the partial opening of archives in the former Soviet Union and then discusses the very limited efforts by the largest of the former Soviet republics, Russia, to come to terms with the Soviet past.


    



    Archival Policies and Post-Soviet Politics


    The degree of archival openness in the former Soviet Union varies markedly from country to country. Access to Soviet-era records in the Baltic countries (Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia) has been unrestricted since the early 1990s. The former Communist party and KGB archives in these three countries are completely open. Although most of the documents in the Baltic archives pertain to the local countries, the archives also contain copies of many central Soviet party and KGB documents, almost all of which are still classified in Moscow. Hence, the Lithuanian, Latvian, and Estonian archives have contributed greatly to the study of Soviet history and Soviet foreign policy, overcoming some of the major obstacles in Russia.1


    No other former Soviet republics have emulated the Baltic countries in declassifying everything from the Soviet era, but a few countries have gone a considerable way toward opening their Soviet-era records. Ukraine, in particular, has long made the files of the Ukrainian Communist Party fully available at the Central State Archive (TsDAHOU) in Kyiv, a policy that is unlikely to change under Viktor Yanukovych.2 (The files were freely accessible during the ten years under Leonid Kuchma as well as the five years under Viktor Yushchenko.) During the final two years of Yushchenko’s presidency, the Ukrainian KGB records (now housed at the archive of the Ukrainian Security Service, the SBU) were made much more accessible by the director of the SBU archive, Volodymyr Vyatrovych. Vyatrovych indicated that he wanted to open the entire archive (as has been done not only in the Baltic countries but also in the Czech Republic and the former East Germany), but he was removed from his post shortly after Yanukovych became president in early 2010, and all access to the archive ended. Despite this setback, researchers interested in Ukrainian KGB documents can still find large quantities of them in many files at TsDAHOU.


    In both Georgia and Moldova, as in Ukraine, documents stored in the former Communist party and state archives are fully accessible. In Georgia, researchers also enjoy reasonably good access to the former KGB archive, especially for the Stalin era. In most of the Central Asian countries and Azerbaijan, however, restrictions on archival collections are much tighter. The only exception is Kyrgyzstan, where access to former Kyrgyz Communist party records (including the top organs) is largely unrestricted.3 In Uzbekistan, by contrast, the Soviet-era archives are almost wholly inaccessible. Some Uzbek documents from the pre-World War II period have been made available, but no access at all has been granted to the Uzbek Politburo or KGB records from any period.4 Much the same is true about Azerbaijan. In Kazakhstan the situation is a bit better, with most of the Stalin-era records open, but access to documents from later decades is almost nil.5 In Turkmenistan and Tajikistan the archives have been almost wholly inaccessible.


    In Russia, the status of the archives in the Putin era has been bleak in many ways, but it is a more complex situation than often realized. Although a few setbacks have occurred since Putin came to office, access to archives has not deteriorated as much as some observers (including me) had initially feared. The basic point to emphasize here is that access to the Russian archives has always been limited, even at the start of the Yeltsin era. Indeed, the greatest setback for archival research on the Soviet era occurred at the very start of the Yeltsin era, when Yeltsin decided that he would not open several of the most important archives—the Presidential Archive (formerly the Politburo Archive), the KGB archive, the foreign intelligence archive, and the military intelligence archive. To this day, none of these archives has ever been made accessible to ordinary researchers. Recently declassified documents reveal that at least one of Yeltsin’s closest advisers, Gennadii Burbulis, urged the president to open all the former Soviet archives and to disband the KGB repressive apparatus, but other advisers cautioned him against it, and Yeltsin ultimately sided with the latter group. Occasionally some scattered documents from these archives have been released and published (and a few important leaks have occurred, most notably the transcriptions of documents brought out by Vasilii Mitrokhin and by Alexander Vassiliev), but otherwise everything in them is still sealed.6


    The next greatest setback for archival research in Russia occurred in April 1993, when the former archive of the Communist Party’s central apparatus and Secretariat (an archive now known as RGANI and then known as TsKhSD, covering the post-Stalin era), which had been fully accessible since mid-1992, was abruptly closed for nearly a year. When it reopened in 1994, large sections of it (including the vast majority of files pertaining to foreign policy, military policy, foreign intelligence, and the internal security organs) were no longer accessible.7 To this day, most of those “re-classified” files have not been reopened.


    Another setback under Yeltsin occurred in the latter half of the 1990s when the Russian Foreign Ministry archive stopped giving out materials that were of much interest. Curiously enough, though, this disappointing shift finally began to ebb around 2007, when the Foreign Ministry archive started to be slightly more accommodating to researchers. Access to materials there is still very limited and no finding aids have yet been made available (even though the Norwegian Nobel Institute gave the archive $100,000 in 1992 to declassify them), but the outlook is not quite as bleak as it seemed ten years ago.


    Even more significant is the reversal of another setback that initially seemed to bode ill about archival access under Putin — the abrupt closure in September 2003 of opisi 128, 133, and 135 of fond 17 at the archive now known as RGASPI (the former Central Party Archive, covering mostly the period before 1953). These collections consist of thousands of voluminous files of documents pertaining to Stalin’s foreign policy from 1945 to 1953, most of which had been available to researchers from the early 1990s until they were suddenly re-classified in 2003. In November 2008, the three opisi were reopened, and the large majority of the files, after being off-limits for five years, were again made available for research.


    Also, despite a few nettlesome setbacks under Putin, it is important to note that some crucial sets of documents that were not released under Yeltsin have become available for the first time over the past eight years or so. These include numerous collections at RGASPI (particularly some valuable personal papers, or “lichnye fondy,” of top leaders and the extremely important “osobye papki” documents that were discussed or reviewed at Stalin-era Politburo meetings) and at GARF (many collections) and even RGANI (particularly the crucial Malin notes and related documents from Khrushchev-era Communist Party Presidium meetings, the Central Committee plenum transcripts and associated documents from 1967 through 1990, and the complete records and support documents from the Soviet Communist Party’s congresses).


    In short, it has been a mixed bag for the Russian archives in the Putin era. Setbacks have occurred, but some of these setbacks have been reversed, and some gains have occurred. Western scholars and journalists who do not actually work in the archives tend to assume that everything was fine under Yeltsin and that the situation has deteriorated markedly under Putin. In reality, the situation has been far more complicated than that. Things in the archives were highly imperfect (and indeed often dismal) under Yeltsin, and crucial setbacks occurred long before Putin came on the scene. The archival situation remains highly imperfect (and indeed dismal) under Putin, but it has not deteriorated as much as I had feared it would. What clearly has deteriorated a great deal is the accuracy of the history that Russian high school students are being taught in their state-approved textbooks, but that is a different matter.


    The most troubling development in the Putin era has not been a shrinking of archival access (which has not really occurred), but the effort made by the Russian government to establish common declassification procedures for the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). In effect, the Russian authorities have sought to mandate tighter restrictions in former Soviet republics that have been more willing than the Russian government to open their archives. The push for common procedures began in June 2004 when Putin spearheaded the signing of an “agreement on the mutual protection of secret information in the framework of the Collective Security Treaty Organization.”8 Although the CSTO at the time consisted of only six members (Uzbekistan later joined in 2006), none of which had gone further than Russia in granting access to their archives, the agreement set an important precedent for other such documents.


    The drive to forge common declassification and secrecy policies was intensified in October 2011 when Russia and four other CIS countries (Belarus, Armenia, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan) signed an “agreement on procedures for reviewing the degree of secrecy of information classified during the existence of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics.”9 The six other CIS countries were listed as potential signatories but did not actually sign the agreement at the CIS summit on 18 October. As of mid-2012, the Ukrainian and Moldovan governments (both of which have had much less restrictive policies than Russia on archival access) had given no indication that they would in fact sign it. Their abstention is important because Ukraine almost certainly was the intended target of the agreement, particularly for documents pertaining to the famine in Ukraine in the early 1930s. The release of incriminating documents on the famine from the Ukrainian SBU archive after the Orange Revolution had angered the Putin administration, and Russian authorities evidently viewed Yanukovych’s election as a good opportunity to try to compel Ukraine to wait for Russia’s approval before releasing anything more. Work on drafting the agreement began in April 2010, shortly after Yanukovych was elected.10 Even though Yanukovych was sympathetic to Russia’s concerns, he has been unwilling to subordinate Ukraine so conspicuously to Russia’s control. Still, the very fact that Putin has tried to impose Russia’s preferences on Ukraine and the other CIS member-states is a worrisome sign even if does not result in any immediate change of policy.


    Nevertheless, despite the many onerous obstacles to research in the former Soviet archives and the dim outlook, scholars now have opportunities that seemed wholly implausible as recently as 25 years ago.


    



    The Politics of Historical Memory in Russia


    One of the hallmarks of Yeltsin’s presidency in Russia was his willingness to facilitate a more accurate and thorough understanding of the Soviet past. This effort had begun under Mikhail Gorbachev in the late 1980s and early 1990s, when Soviet historians, journalists, and public commentators were allowed, for the first time, to discuss sensitive topics in Soviet history, including the Stalinist terror, the “thaw” and de-Stalinization campaign under Nikita Khrushchev, and the stifling conformity of the Brezhnev era. By the spring of 1988, even foreign policy issues were coming under renewed scrutiny — a trend signaled initially in May 1988 by the publication of a lengthy article by Vyacheslav Dashichev in Literaturnaya gazeta.11 Over the next few years the Soviet government acknowledged certain “mistakes” and misdeeds in its policies toward other countries, particularly Communist countries such as Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Yugoslavia.


    Nonetheless, the historical reassessments under Gorbachev had their limits, and nearly all of the relevant archival sources remained off-limits. The situation changed fundamentally after the Soviet Union broke apart and Yeltsin emerged as president of the independent Russian Federation. In addition to opening some of the former Soviet archives (albeit imperfectly), he released selected materials from key archives that remained closed to researchers. Yeltsin not only shed light on many of the internal abuses and atrocities of the Soviet era, but also went much further than Gorbachev in promoting reassessments of Soviet foreign policy, including episodes that were still largely taboo during the Gorbachev era.


    In particular, Yeltsin declassified archival collections that Gorbachev had refused to open. Crucial documents pertaining to the Katyń massacres of 1940, the Soviet invasion of Hungary in 1956, the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, the Soviet Union and the crisis in Poland in 1980-1981, the shooting down of a South Korean airliner in 1983, and other topics in Soviet foreign policy were released in the 1990s, often during visits by Yeltsin to the relevant countries. The declassification of key documents became, in some sense, an instrument of Yeltsin’s foreign policy, as he sought to develop friendly relations with countries that until recently had been either dominated by or hostile to the Soviet Union.


    Yeltsin also made considerable efforts to come to terms with the internal consequences of Stalinism. Initial attempts to confront Stalin’s legacy long predated the Yeltsin era, going back to the de-Stalinization campaign launched in 1956 by Nikita Khrushchev’s secret speech at the 20th Soviet Party Congress as well as his further push on de-Stalinization in 1961. Khrushchev’s condemnation of Stalin was highly selective (focusing mainly on the Communist victims of Stalin’s terror) but was enormously important in dissipating the godlike aura that had surrounded Stalin even after death. However, the process of de-Stalinization ended and was even partly reversed after Khrushchev’s ouster in October 1964.


    Not until the late 1980s, with the glasnost-era revelations under Mikhail Gorbachev, did a further drive to face up to the horrors of Stalinism begin in Soviet Russia. After decades of whitewashing, those revelations sparked wide public interest and excitement, but the demise of the Soviet Union largely deflated the Russian public’s eagerness to make a reckoning with Stalinism. Even as Yeltsin released more documents in the early 1990s attesting to Stalin’s depraved callousness and criminality, the Russian public barely seemed to notice. The late Aleksandr Yakovlev, who played a crucial role in promoting reform during the Gorbachev era and then continued to serve as head of an official rehabilitation commission until his death in October 2005, was instrumental in the release of millions of pages of documents concerning the mass repressions of the Stalin era. In an interview in June 2001, Yakovlev said, “reading all these documents about horrible crimes and atrocities and bloodshed and suffering frightens me. It frightens me that people in this country could have behaved that way. But what frightens me even more is the fact that the large majority of people in [Russia] are completely indifferent to this information.”12


    The process of historical reckoning was never completed under Yeltsin, and it nearly ground to a halt after Putin took over from Yeltsin at the end of 1999. The problem was not a lack of information per se; by the time Putin came to power, scholars and other experts in Russia (and abroad) had produced overwhelming evidence of the millions killed under Stalin and had meticulously analyzed the repressive apparatus that served the dictator’s whims. Instead, the problem was a lack of commitment on the part of the Russian government, which in turn fueled a wider indifference and a lack of interest on the part of the Russian public.


    Part of the problem in Russia in coming to terms with Stalin’s legacy is the continued presence of officials who served in high-level posts in the Soviet Communist Party, the Soviet government, and the Soviet state security forces (KGB). These officials have been averse to harsh reassessments of the past and have sought to prevent the release of sensitive documents that would show the Soviet regime’s activities in a sinister light. Putin, for example, has repeatedly said that he profoundly regrets the demise of the Soviet Union, describing it as “the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the twentieth century.”13 Although Putin has acknowledged that “excesses” occurred under Stalin and has taken part in ceremonies commemorating Stalinist repressions against the Russian Orthodox Church, he has also frequently hailed the “monumental accomplishments” of the Soviet regime, including the accomplishments of Stalin. Putin also often speaks proudly about the Soviet KGB, the notorious state security and foreign intelligence agency for which he worked for sixteen years in the 1970s and 1980s, carrying on the efforts of officers and foreign agents who served Stalin’s regime. The main successor agencies to the KGB, the Federal Security Service (FSB) and Foreign Intelligence Service, extol the KGB’s legacy in publications and on their websites.14


    The proclivity of Russian leaders to hark back to the symbols and institutions of the Soviet regime and the Stalin era has made it extremely difficult to overcome that terrible legacy. Yeltsin had an opportunity early on to promote a thorough historical accounting, but he squandered it. Not only did he keep the most important Soviet-era archives tightly sealed, he also failed to ensure the systematic removal of statues of Vladimir Lenin and of other monuments glorifying the Soviet regime, and he was unwilling to disband (or even scale back) the sprawling state security organs, which were just as symbolic of Stalinist terror as the SS and Gestapo were of Nazi atrocities. Although the KGB was reorganized in late 1991, the agency’s repressive apparatus and personnel were preserved essentially intact and renamed the FSB.


    These inauspicious trends ebbed only slightly during the four years under Dmitry Medvedev. Medvedev made some commendable statements denouncing Stalin and holding out hopes of a fuller reckoning with Soviet atrocities, but he did not follow up with any concrete action. Moreover, in May 2009, Medvedev (with Putin’s strong support) established a presidential commission to “counter attempts at falsifying history against Russia’s interests.”15 The Orwellian name of the commission had the unintended effect of implying that the Russian government would welcome historical falsifications as long as they were “beneficial to Russia’s interests.” The commission met numerous times in 2009, 2010, and 2011, and for a while the formation of the body seemed to portend a stifling clampdown on free historical debate, especially regarding the two issues of greatest importance to Putin: the Ukrainian famine of 1932-1933 and the Soviet Union’s role in World War II. But the actual impact of the commission’s work was never clear, confined largely to prolix discussions with little connection to actual history. The mere existence of the commission was a symbolic reminder of Putin’s interest in fostering a particular historical narrative with little regard for what the evidence might show. It thus had the potential to stifle public discussion that could be depicted as “detrimental to Russia’s interests.” The disbandment of the commission in early 2012 meant that it could no longer have a chilling effect on public debate, but the three years of its operation underscored the continued problems in Russia in facing up to the Soviet past.16


    Even during the remarkable easing of tensions between Russia and Poland in the spring of 2010 after the tragic air crash in Smolensk on April 10, 2010, the Russian government refrained from pursuing a broader historical reckoning. The anti-falsification commission continued to meet, and eventually some of the earlier disingenuous assertions about the Katyń massacres, suggesting that they were perpetrated by German rather than Soviet forces, returned to Russia’s official discourse. The publication of a remarkable article by Sergei Karaganov in the state-sponsored Rossiiskaya Gazeta in July 2010, forcefully denouncing not only Stalinism but also Stalin’s admirers, raised hopes anew that the Russian government would finally seek to face up to the past.17 But those hopes proved in vain. The theme put forth by Karaganov, a long-time establishment insider, influenced some of the deliberations of the Valdai Club (which meets each year for a few days of discussions organized by the Russian government ostensibly as a show of openness but also as a propaganda vehicle) in September 2010, but it had little resonance beyond that. Neither Medvedev nor Putin proved willing to take up the mantle to push for a systematic, high-profile reckoning with the Soviet past and the construction of memorials to Stalin’s victims. Indeed, no sooner had the Valdai Club’s discussions ended in September 2010 than the anti-falsification commission met and returned to all of its standard bromides, a trend that continued until the commission was dismantled in 2012.18


    The lack of a thorough reckoning with the past has had deleterious effects on the Russian population. So long as the symbols and institutions of Stalinist repression are still flourishing in Russia, the prospects for democracy will be dim. The former Communist countries that have done the most to encourage a thorough reckoning with the crimes of the Communist period have enjoyed much greater stability than the countries that have avoided any reappraisal of the past or that have embarked on the process selectively or halfheartedly. Deep and lasting democratization in the former East-bloc states has made the most headway when the iniquities of the Communist period have been exposed to public light and when leaders of these countries have unequivocally denounced the individuals who were complicit in systematic cruelty and terror.


    Courageous organizations in Russia like Memorial and the Democracy Foundation have done extremely valuable work in documenting the terror and mass repressions of the Stalin era, but a full reckoning with the Stalinist past must encompass the whole society and the whole polity. The change of generations, unfortunately, has not helped. Young Russians are almost as inclined as their elders to look favorably on Stalin, and surveys in the past several years have revealed that most Russians from 18 to 24 now view the world in roughly the same way that Putin does — that is, they believe that Russia is being unfairly hounded by “enemies,” especially the United States, and that Russia must assert itself as a “great power.”19


    In light of these unfavorable trends, the task of facing up to the many horrors of Stalin’s rule will require integrity on the part of public officials in Russia — officials who take no “pride” in the Stalinist regime’s “monumental achievements” and are instead committed to overcoming Stalin’s invidious legacy once and for all. The return of Putin as president in 2012, and the possibility that he will hold that office until 2024, may well stymie any further attempt to come to terms with the evil of Stalin’s regime. Putin made a few conciliatory gestures during the Russian-Polish semi-rapprochement in the spring of 2010, but overall he has given every reason to believe that he is unwilling to “rehash the past” (the dismissive term he regularly uses.) In the absence of a fuller historical reckoning, Stalin’s baleful legacy will remain a blight on Russia’s future.


    The experiences of well-established democracies like Germany, Japan, Australia, and the United States confirm that coming to grips with egregious abuses and horrors of the past is a difficult and often arduous process. But the experiences of those countries also show that the further the process goes, the better from the standpoint of democratic stability and social cohesiveness. Although some degree of “public forgetting” and “selective memory” is inevitable, the more fully that societies come to terms with traumatic events of the recent past, the less likely it is that these events will one day come back to haunt them.


    
      
        1 Microfilmed copies of many of the Lithuanian KGB archive records are now also available on some 1,100 microfilm reels at Stanford University’s Hoover Archives. See the Lietuvos SSR Valstybės Saugumo Komitetas collection. Microfilms of the Estonian KGB records also are being acquired by the Hoover Archives.

      


      
        2 For a full guide to the holdings of TsDAHOU, see Boris Ivanenko et al., eds., Putivnyk: Tsentral’nyi derzhavnyi arkhiv hromads’kykh ob’iednan’ Ukrainy (Kyiv: TsDAGO Ukrainy, 2001). See also the bimonthly journal Arkhivy Ukrainy published by the Ukrainian archival service and the Ukrainian Institute of National Memory in Kyiv.

      


      
        3 In June and October 2011, I worked without any problem in the Kyrgyz central state archive, ordering Politburo and Central Committee files of the former Kyrgyz Communist Party.

      


      
        4 When I tried in 2003 to gain access to the Uzbek Communist Party Politburo records from the late 1960s, I failed. The archival authorities kept establishing new hoops for me to jump through, and each time I jumped through one, they created a new one. After more than two weeks of this stonewalling, I finally gave up.

      


      
        5 Among those who have drawn very well on the Kazakh archives is the Italian scholar Niccolò Pianciola. See, for example, his article “Famine in the Steppe: The Collectivization of Agriculture and the Kazak Herdsmen, 1928-1934,” Cahiers du monde russe (Paris), Vol. 45, Nos. 1-2 (2004), pp. 137-192.
6 Scanned images of the full Vassiliev archive (nine notebooks of transcribed Soviet intelligence documents) and some of the Mitrokhin documents are available on the Cold War International History Project website (www.cwihp.org). On the importance of the Vassiliev documents, see the special issue on “Soviet Espionage in the United States during the Stalin Era,” Journal of Cold War Studies, Vol. 11, No. 3 (Summer 2009). The rest of the Mitrokhin documents, unfortunately, are available only in translated excerpts included in two published collections: Christopher Andrew and Vasili Mitrokhin, The Sword and the Shield: The Mitrokhin Archive and the Secret History of the KGB (New York: Basic Books, 2000); and Christopher M. Andrew and Vasili Mitrokhin, The World Was Going Our Way: The KGB and the Struggle for the Third World (New York: Basic Books, 2005).
7 For a thorough explanation of this episode, see Mark Kramer, “Archival Research in Moscow: Progress and Pitfalls,” Cold War International History Project Bulletin, Issue No. 3 (Fall 1993), pp. 1, 18-39.
8 “Soglashenie o vzaimnom obespechenii sokhrannosti sekretnoi informatsii v ramkakh Organizatsii Kollektivnoi Bezopasnosti,” signed in Moscow, 18 June 2004. The agreement entered into force in August 2005 after Kyrgyzstan ratified it. See “V ramkakh ODKB vstupilo v silu Soglashenie o vzaimnom obespechenii sokhrannosti sekretnoi informatsii,” Kazakhstan Today, 10 August 2005, p. 9.
9 “Soglashenie o poryadke peresmotra stepeni sekretnosti vedenii, zasekrechennykh v period sushchestvovaniya Soyuza Sovetskikh Sotsialisticheskikh Respublik,” signed in St. Petersburg, 18 October 2011.
10 “Stepen’ sekretnosti svedenii, zasekrechennykh v period sushchestvovaniya SSSR, budet peresmotrena,” 22-23 April 2010, press release issued by Commonwealth of Independent States.
11 Vyacheslav Dashichev, “Vostok-zapad: poisk novykh otnoshenii – O prioritetakh vneshnei politiki Sovetskogo gosudarstva,” Literaturnaya gazeta (Moscow), No. 20 (18 May 1988), p. 14. In December 1988, Dashichev’s article was voted one of the best to have appeared in Literaturnaya gazeta in 1988.
12 Interview of Yakovlev with the author, in Moscow, 11 June 2001.
13 “Poslanie Prezidenta Rossii Vladimira Putina Federal’nomu sobraniyu RF: 2005 god,” Rossiiskaya gazeta (Moscow), 26 April 2005, pp. 1, 2-4.
14 See, for example, Federal’naya sluzhba bezpopasnosti RF, Lubyanka 2: Iz istorii otechestvennoi kontrrazvedki (Moscow: Mosgorarkhiv, 1999).
15 “Ukaz Prezidenta Rossiiskoi Federatsii o Komissii pri Prezidente Rossiiskoi Federatsii po protivodeistviyu popytkam fal’sifikatsii istorii v ushcherb interesam Rossii,” Ukaz Prezidenta RF No. 549, 15 May 2009, in Rossiiskaya gazeta (Moscow), 20 May 2009, p. 2.
16 “Ukaz Prezidenta RF ot 14.02.2012 Nr. 183 ‘Ob utverzhdeenii sostava Komissii pri Prezidente Rossiiskoi Federatsii po formirovaniyu i podgotovke rezerva upravlencheskikh kadrov, izmenenii i priznanii utrativshimi silu utrativshimi silu nekotorykh aktov Prezidenta Rossiiskoi Federatsii,’” Ukaz Prezidenta RF No. 183, 14 February 2012, in Sobranie zakonodatelstva Rossiiskoi Federatsii: 2012 g. (Moscow), Vol. 8, Part III, p. 988.
17 Sergei Karaganov, “Russkaya Katyn,” Rossiiskaya gazeta (Moscow), 22 July 2010, p. 3.
18 “Sostoyalos’ sovmestnoe zasedanie Komissii po protivodeistviyu popytkam fal’sifikatsii istorii v ushcherb interesam Rossii i Mezhvedomstvennoi komissii po zashchite gosudarstvennoi tainy,” Rossiiskaya gazeta (Moscow), 8 September 2010, p. 1.
19 Analiticheskii Tsentr Yuriya Levady (ATsYuL), “Nastroenie molodykh rossiyan o nastupayushchem godu: Press-vypusk,” December 2011, parts 1-4. See also ATsYuL, Obshchestvennoe mnenie — 2011: Ezhegodnik (Moscow: Levada Tsentr, 2012), pp. 26-28.
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    Abstract: Recently opened archives in Central Asia have allowed historians to debunk several myths about the Soviet constitution in that region. Archival research has revealed that indigenous elites were associated with the process of territorial division in the 1920s and 1930s and many of their conflicts were echoed in the central ruling bodies in Moscow. Similarly, field research has undermined the idea that Islamist movements emerged in the region only after the collapse of the Soviet Union; they have been active in the Fergana Valley since the 1970s. While we have learned a lot about the 1920s and 1930s, much more work needs to be done, mainly based on oral histories, to understand the second half of the twentieth century in this region.


    Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, the Central Asian regimes drastically reshaped their narratives about certain periods of the Soviet century while simply eliding other stretches of history. The replacement of Soviet-era ideological assumptions about national identity and the role of titular populations in governing institutions with new ideas sparked revisionist tendencies among the post-Soviet leaders. In the local narratives, some historical figures were rehabilitated while others were pressed into the shadows. New sites of memory emerged and educational systems were adapted to conditions of independence.


    Each state elaborated diversified and evolving strategies regarding the Soviet past. Turkmenistan repudiated the entire era stretching from Russian colonization to independence. Uzbekistan developed a discourse centered on the victimization of the Uzbek nation by the Russian-Soviet oppressor. In the other three states, readings were more positive, and reflected contrasting opinions on the role of the Soviet Union in transforming their societies.


    Access to Central Asian archives also directly impacts the comprehension and re-writing of the Soviet experience and legacy. At one end of the spectrum is Turkmenistan, which has refused to open its archives to both foreigners and locals. Uzbekistan declassified its pre-Revolution archives but remains very cautious about allowing access to those from the Soviet era. Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan have allowed access, but only up until World War II. Still, the partial opening of various Central Asian archives—combined with the persistent fieldwork and research of local and foreign scholars—has enabled an assessment of the processes of reconstructing the Soviet chronicle from the eyes of the Soviet southern periphery. What have we learned and what questions remain unanswered?


    



    The Role of Central Asians in Building their Republics and Defining their Borders


    To begin with, the archives have discredited the widespread idea that the zoning of Central Asia into nationalities and republics was the personal work of Stalin, presumably reflecting Moscow’s Machiavellian desire to divide and conquer by creating artificial and non-viable borders. Available documents show that the titular elites were closely associated with the process of territorial division and that their many conflicts were echoed at the level of the central ruling bodies in Moscow. The border demarcations were largely decided in accordance with the power balance between political groups, nationalities, and regions; and sometimes even in line with the personal interests of Central Asian local rulers.


    The Tajik elites, for example, made loud and strong claims for the inclusion into the Tajik republic of Bukhara and Samarkand, as well as part of Surkhandaria, while the Tashkenti elites laid claim to the Uzbekness of these zones, lobbying Moscow for them. Some Uzbek leaders from the Fergana Valley wanted their natal villages to be included in Uzbekistan and not in Kirghizia, a feat they managed by creating Uzbek territorial enclaves on Kyrgyz territory. The archives show that the Moscow-based Communist leaders often left such initiatives to the titular elites to solve. Such practices were a matter of necessity in some cases because frequently local conflicts overwhelmed the central Communist leaders and they had difficulty taking decisions.


    Another half-myth was that zoning was imposed from above (whether by Moscow or local elites) onto passive populations. Local communities themselves petitioned the authorities for areas of land, stretches of valley, rivers, or territories of transhumance. Some villages collectively requested to have their identity changed in order to be incorporated into a neighboring republic or to obtain a specific resource advantage, as so-called sedentary nationalities were given rights to arable lands at the expense of others. With the activation of the Commission of National Delimitation for Central Asia (1924), several villages based in the Uzbek Republic declared they were Kazakh and denounced the repression of their identity by Tashkent. A similar phenomenon occurred in the opposite direction, in favor of Uzbekistan, in the Kazakh republic. In the Fergana Valley, which was divided among three republics, the identity of mixed villages of Uzbek and Kyrgyz communities was contested by the local population itself.1 The assertion that border demarcations were derived from Stalin’s own personal judgments is thus an historical simplification that, by presuming an inert Soviet society, denies the autonomy of local actors in decision-making processes.


    National sensitivities on issues of cultural heritage marked the Soviet narrative from the start of the 1940s right up until perestroika. The Uzbek, Tajik, and Kazakh Academies of Sciences requested several times, for instance, that Moscow arbitrate disagreements arising from having the same historical figures in their respective national pantheons. As with border demarcation issues, local elites were not passive actors: Party members and national intelligentsias played an essential role as mediators between Moscow and local public opinion and were able to drastically influence the center’s decisions, especially in the 1970s and 1980s. In so doing, they erected a national ideology conforming to Soviet dogmas in which the population could also recognize itself. Beginning with the end of the Stalin years, there emerged a republic-level patriotism that, even if it had to put aside certain sensitive topics (especially the role of Russia in the national history), quickly took on nation-state-like attributes. The creation of national narratives by the local Soviet elites thus cleared the way for new historiographies of independence by rendering them a nation-state prêt-à-penser (“ready-to-think”).2


    



    Reassessing Islamic Revival as an Indigenous Movement


    Discussions with local actors have undermined the idea that Islamist movements emerged in the region only after the collapse of the Soviet Union. On the contrary, Islamic revivals in Central Asia were first and foremost indigenous phenomena.3


    Already in the 1920s, many fundamentalist figures like Shami-Damulla were tolerated by the Bolshevik regime because they were combating an allegedly obscurantist Sufism, and promoting a more modern, albeit Salafi, reading of Islam inspired by the Shafii school of jurisprudence (madhhab).4 After establishing the Spiritual Board of Muslims of Central Asia and Kazakhstan (SADUM) in 1943, the teachings of Shami-Damulla and his fundamentalist disciples spread. The Babakhan dynasty, which ruled SADUM for three generations until independence, succeeded both in giving quasi-institutional support to fundamentalist conceptions of Islam and in introducing elements from other madhahib into the predominantly Hanafi Islam of Central Asia.5 Paradoxically, the Soviet authorities preferred to support fundamentalist theologians rather than conservative and Sufi movements, even though the latter sought conciliation with the atheist nature of the regime.6 During the 1950s and 1960s, the Muslims of Central Asia witnessed the beginning of a schism between Hanafi conservatives and the newer, much more fundamentalist, informal movements influenced by Hanbalism and Shafiism. As a result, in the midst of an officially atheist Soviet Union, the conservative-leaning Hanafi ulemas mostly disapproved of the fatwas SADUM issued, and countered them with their own fatwas of disavowal (raddiyya). The full magnitude of the schism developed in the 1970s around the two major figures of Mulla Hindustani(1892-1989) and his student, Mulla Hakimjan-Qori Morghiloni.7 From the 1970s onward, but probably from even the 1960s, the Ferghana Valley became the main region in which fundamentalist conceptions of Islam crystallized, and a catchment basin of antagonism between Hanafi conservatives and Salafi fundamentalists.8


    The doctrines of political Islam, therefore, did not arrive in the region solely via external influences from the Middle East. In Soviet Central Asia itself, there had also been considerable internal theological debate among reformers, conservatives, and fundamentalists. These opposing groups developed according to local criteria, such as regional traditions, references to influential intellectual figures, relations with the Soviet state, and particular social and economic conditions. The resulting antagonisms rendered the Soviet boundary between official and unofficial conceptions of Islam rather unstable, and greatly influenced the diversity of theological opinions in the period after independence.


    



    Negotiating Conflicting Legacies


    Despite an official post-independence narrative largely based on being the victim of the Soviet regime, debates over “Soviet totalitarianism” are largely absent from the Central Asian post-independence scene. Central Asia has had no public trials of former Communist leaders, nor have any accusations ever been leveled at individuals, such as at security service members responsible for repressing dissidents. The only persons to have been rehabilitated are the “repressed” (“repressirovanye”) of the great Stalinist purges at the end of the 1930s—the opening of the archives in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan has enabled censuses, and victims’ families may obtain the symbolic status of a “repressed family.” Streets have been named after them and small local museums have opened in commemoration, generally at the initiative of local history enthusiasts or of family members, rather than of the central authorities.9 Dissidents from the 1970s-1980s are not accorded official honors, mainly because of their democratic, nationalist, or Islamic stances. In Tashkent, a museum dedicated to the victims of the Soviet regime was opened, but there is no mention of their pan-Turkic or pan-Islamic convictions, and their oppressors are only rather vaguely denounced, in an attempt not to vex any memories.


    Some of the events linked to the Tsarist domination or to the first years of the Soviet regime (civil war, repression of the Basmachis, and Stalinist purges) have been denounced, yet often only in a demure fashion. However, when it comes to the post-war period, silence is the rule. The Second World War continues to be celebrated throughout the region as a great moment of national unity, as is Yuri Gagarin’s conquest of space, the proof of having belonged to the world’s second largest power. The Brezhnev decades are viewed as the golden years of the Soviet regime. The Kazakh and Uzbek first secretaries, each of whom ruled their republics for over two decades—Dinmukhamed Kunayev (from 1960 to 1986) and Sharaf Rashidov (from 1959 to 1983) respectively—are regarded as national heroes for having defended their nations’ interests. The 2000s saw a revival of commemorations held in their honor. 10


    Denouncing the Soviet elites of the second half of the 20th century would be tantamount to calling into question the integrity of current leaders. These leaders continue to be linked to, and renounce nothing of, their Soviet past. Even in the most anti-Soviet states of Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan, the presidents’ hagiographies, both written and in museum displays, are peppered with references to the previous regime, emphasizing that the father of the nation was also a member of the Komsomol, had graduated from a school in Moscow or Leningrad, won distinguished “proletarian” medals, and had moved rapidly up the Party ranks. The official memory of the Central Asian states is therefore paradoxical: honoring the second part of the Soviet century while, at the same time, narrating the alleged “struggle for independence” of the nation against Moscow, and inventing a status of “heroes of independence” for Soviet apparatchiks still in power.


    



    The Blank Pages of Soviet Central Asian History


    Entire sections of the Soviet century in Central Asia are still poorly researched; post-1950s archives are not yet accessible and oral-history methods are still limited. Therefore, little is known about the Khrushchev and Brezhnev decades in the region. Yet these years are central to understanding both late Soviet culture and post-Soviet independence. This situation is not specific to Central Asia, and concerns the entirety of the former Soviet Union. However, while there is an increase in work being done on late-Soviet culture in Russia, the national peripheries have not yet been part of this trend. It appears, though, that the era was quite a crucial one, during which the majority of the population apprehended local identities, both ethnic and religious, as largely compatible with the Soviet supra-identity.


    Research on perestroika in Central Asia is also practically non-existent, although current rifts between elites largely took root during this period: the political liquidation of the nationalist/pan-Turkic/Islamic elites by the former Communist apparatchiks at the start of the 1990s still bears heavily on official narratives. The control exerted by the Kazakh authorities over the memory of the December 1986 riots, which continues to this very day, is symptomatic here. The legitimacy of the current ruling elites is grounded in a heavy silence surrounding their status as apparatchiks who refused liberal reforms and “national revival,” and this situation is likely to remain at least as long as the “founding fathers” such as Islam Karimov or Nursultan Nazarbayev are still in power.


    



    Conclusion: Shadows and Light, History Versus Memory


    While the opening of various archives coupled with access to individuals have enabled a sounder view of Central Asia during the 1920s-1930s, the second half of the 20th century remains little researched and is considered extremely sensitive by local elites. Even in the most anti-Russian states, such as Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, official narratives prefer to overlook the controversies regarding these periods, or engage in an embarrassed forgetfulness, rather than deploy explicit strategies of victimization. The victims of the 1930s are celebrated with reservations, their oppressors are ignored, and the spotlight is placed on the Brezhnev elites, who were in total concord with Moscow. Twenty years after independence, the Central Asian states are still hesitating between victimization and responsibility. In addition, there is an immense gap between state-led historical narratives and individual memories. While official propaganda glorifies the “resurgence” of the independent state in 1991 after decades of “struggle for national independence,” personal and collective memories point to the Soviet experience and look back at that period nostalgically.
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    Abstract: Thanks to increasing globalization, both West and Islamic ideas are finding new adherents among young people in Central Asia, though an “Asian” identity is not developing, at least not yet. The changes are happening so quickly, it is hard to say whether one set of ideas will prevail or if the result will be a new amalgam.


    Globalization, defined as an increase in the volume and intensity of flows—of goods, finances, technology, ideas, and people—has received a tremendous amount of attention in recent years. Most research to date has dwelt on either the causes or the consequences of this process, and has tended to focus on one or another discrete aspect of such flows. Specifically with regard to the flow of ideas, it has been widely observed that cultural globalization results in an overarching pattern of “hybridity,” according to which certain foreign ideas are absorbed while others are rejected. Yet such hybridized outcomes are hardly coherent; rather, they more closely resemble a wild chorus of competing ideas than a well-integrated intellectual model. It remains unclear exactly what kind—or kinds—of cultural amalgams are emerging in various regions, and what prospects there are that certain elements within these mixtures will become even more prevalent than they are now.


    This article explores the answer to that question by considering the cultural impact of globalization in the majority Muslim states of the former USSR: Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. In particular, I aim to describe and explain cultural globalization in the form of specific identities that have begun to crystallize among a sizable group of adherents. Moreover, I focus on young people, since this segment of society is most powerfully connected to and influenced by globalization. I discuss the main causes of this process, as well as the most important constraints that may limit its further development.


    



    Drivers and Enabling Conditions


    A crucial factor driving cultural globalization is economic growth and, along with it, integration into the international economy. By far the most important indicators of this for our purposes are foreign direct investment (FDI) and trade—in particular, inflows of FDI and imports of goods and services. The overall picture is complex. On the one hand, considerable changes have taken place; on the other hand, they fall terribly short of meeting the requirements for full integration. The only question is whether such insufficiencies are so overwhelming as to nullify the effects of the progress to date. On the whole, the answer is that they are not.


    FDI inflows have certainly risen significantly overall during the past decade. Of course, it is by far greatest in the four oil and gas exporters, while Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan attracted only relatively meager investment.1 Nevertheless, this should not lead one to completely discount the importance of those investments that have been made. As observed in a 2011 report by the OECD, “In Central Asia, economies have achieved staggering growth performance over the past 10 years—labor productivity has grown between 3 and 6 percent above the world average, GDP has grown by about 8 percent annually and FDI has grown nine-fold.”2 Even though (as the same report notes) expansion has slowed sharply since the onset of the “Great Recession,” these numbers are still noteworthy. Growth has been accompanied by a strong and sustained rise in imports, largely independent of each country’s degree of energy dependency.3 Freight import tonnage also increased markedly between 2006 and 2009, with all countries seeing increases of over 50 percent, except Tajikistan (28 percent).4


    It has been widely noted that these are not highly diversified economies. Only in Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan were 80 percent of exports from three or more sectors.5 Consequently FDI tends to be concentrated— especially into the energy sector of the oil and gas exporters (Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Azerbaijan, and Uzbekistan).6 Nevertheless, the investment that has occurred provides a framework for further development. More importantly, it has helped furnish the foundation for a dramatic increase in the intensity of cultural flows.


    Of course, when speaking of economic progress in this part of the world, important caveats must be noted. While trade has certainly risen dramatically, it remains far below what it might be due to numerous bureaucratic, infrastructural, and policy barriers.7 Infrastructural challenges abound. There continues to be a serious lack of adequate transportation, storage, and (particularly in Tajikistan) electricity supply.8 Many local roads and bridges are in a state of utter disrepair (again, particularly in Tajikistan, as well as Kyrgyzstan). Investments into this sector have overwhelmingly focused on major national and international transit corridors rather than local transportation. As a result, these countries are receiving only a fraction of their potential cargo flows. As one might expect, the combination of bureaucratic inefficiency and corruption routinely stymies efforts to make a positive difference.9 There has been very slow progress in the diffusion of international economic norms and functional standards.10 Finally, the international economic crisis reversed some of the gains that had been made, heaping debt upon countries hard pressed to service it—especially Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan.


    Yet pockets of development and global connectedness have emerged throughout the region, including in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. Such development is important, inasmuch as it brings with it technological advances that constitute key vectors of cultural globalization, including the Internet as well as global television and cinema. As with practically all of the other indicators of progress, the relevant indicators in this sphere are subpar by comparison with most other countries. But comparisons with other countries are far less important than internal comparisons over time when assessing conditions for cultural change. For all the lingering problems and shortcomings, such developments represent substantial improvement over conditions in the quite recent past. Most importantly, they reflect a situation in which enough flows increasingly enter so as to make a significant difference in cultural context—both directly, by impinging on attitudes, and indirectly, by facilitating more international contact.


    A truly pivotal change is internet penetration. It is true that subscription rates for internet service have lagged behind global averages. This is especially true of fixed broadband in-home subscription, where only Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan are ranked as having “medium” penetration at 26 and 25 percent, respectively, while the others barely register at all.11 But this tells only a small part of the story. Overall connectivity in these countries has improved dramatically, and both Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan score higher on such measures overall than does Russia.12 The World Wide Web is typically accessed in crowded internet cafes, at the workplace, or via mobile phones, and statistics reflect a massive rise in such usage over the past decade. This is especially true in Azerbaijan, Kyrgyzstan, and Kazakhstan, but in Uzbekistan and even Tajikistan and it is possible to access the internet in major cities for a reasonable sum.13 Blogging has also become popular, with lively discussions and often quite edgy posts on every imaginable topic. The majority are conducted in the native language or Russian, although English and mixed language blogs are also plentiful. Only Turkmenistan remains essentially off the Web—and even in Ashgabat there have been mild rumblings of change.14

    Hollywood movies are popular, in addition to Turkish, Russian, and Indian fare. For example in Uzbekistan, despite the fact that the market is nationally regulated and domestic production is subsidized, pirated foreign films are still abundantly available in urban areas.15 Television programming includes American shows like Friends, Sex in the City, and South Park. Turkish, Russian and Islamic channels are also available. Watching such programming generally requires cable or satellite access, but this is fairly common. At Internet cafes customers partake in popular videogames and gambling (monopolized by young men), use social networking sites like Vkontakte, Agent, Odnoklassniki, and Facebook, and access various informational as well as media sites (Wikipedia, YouTube, pornography, etc.). Other indicators and conveyors of cultural globalization are Karaoke bars and discos, at which popular Western and Russian music is featured. In this context it is worth noting that in 2011, Azerbaijan’s entry won the Eurovision song contest, while a contestant from Kyrgyzstan won the “CzechoSlovakia’s Got Talent” contest. In short, young people are increasingly plugged in to global (especially Western) culture.


    Another important vector of globalization is international migration, including sustained diasporas and return migration. The vast majority of such migration is from Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan to Russia (and to a lesser extent, Kazakhstan), and consists of male menial laborers. While no reliable data exists, most estimates during the peak years (i.e., prior to the current economic crisis) have ranged from 1.2 to 2 million from these three countries alone, with another perhaps several hundred thousand from Turkmenistan, Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan.16 This massive cross-border movement of people has greatly contributed to the infrastructure of globalization, fostering the spread of internet-capable telephones, internet cafes, foreign exchange bureaus, money wire services, and travel firms—all geared to facilitating communication and remittances from the diaspora.17 Not surprisingly, in light of their often poor living conditions and marginal status, the social (as distinct from economic) remittances delivered by these migrants to their home communities appear to be small.18


    However, recent years have also seen a substantial increase in young people going abroad to study or for professional internships at foreign firms.19 This has taken place largely through state-funded scholarships. The governments of Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and Uzbekistan have been especially active in underwriting study abroad, and Kyrgyzstan has established a scholarship program as well. Moreover, in Tajikistan and Turkmenistan, while there are no such government-sponsored programs, graduates from foreign universities have elevated status.20 In addition, thousands of scholarships are provided by foreign governments and private foundations in the developed world, such as Fulbright, Gates, and Erasmus Mundus. Russia has long been the most common destination for students from Central Asia. While not generally regarded as part of the global core, particularly in Moscow and St. Petersburg students are able to access the most advanced technological and ideational flows. However, perhaps because of the many well-publicized incidents involving violence against emigrants from Central Asia and the Caucasus, a growing percentage of such students have tended to choose other destinations. Increasingly, this leads them to the West, which now accounts for close to 20 percent of the total.21 For example, to note one favorite location, there were over 3,600 students from these countries studying in colleges and universities in the United States during the academic year 2010-2011.22 While smaller in number, an increasing number of training programs and internships for young professionals have also become available from state-based organizations like the OSCE and USAID, private foundations such as AIESEC, and private firms (both national and multinational). Here again, Western destinations are considered to be by far the most desirable.


    This point deserves to be underscored, because such sojourns are especially disruptive to established beliefs. Even for migrants who have already been exposed to (and perhaps influenced or attracted by) Western ideas and practices via the internet or the media, experiencing them as a lived reality is far more vivid and affecting. Those who return home bring with them a host of new ideas and practices, some of which (as discussed below) jostle uneasily with mainstream identities.23


    In addition to these key drivers of globalization in the former Soviet south, several important enabling conditions should be mentioned. These include widespread anomie and a lack of high levels of legitimacy on the part of ruling regimes. There are several reasons for this, but salient among them throughout the region one finds an absence of democracy, limited personal freedoms, widespread poverty, obstacles to upward mobility and barriers to market entry.24 All of these negatively impact people’s everyday lives.


    First, all of these regimes (except, for the moment, Kyrgyzstan) have been highly authoritarian and clientelist. While small coteries of elites have managed to enrich themselves and establish a form of oligopoly, the masses remain essentially unrepresented.25 The collapse of the Soviet system has also resulted in a system characterized by stratified wealth, including extreme poverty in many areas (population below the national poverty line is 47 percent in Tajikistan and 43 percent in Kyrgyzstan).26 This is compounded by a generally poor system of education, which dims any hopes for social improvement.27 Economic distortions pose an immense obstruction to mobility. As Gerald Hübnerargues, rather than focusing on formal rules, it is more instructive to examine actual business operations in the region. Doing so highlights the obstacles posed by price distortion, corruption, and a lack of strong property rights.28 Judged on that basis, all of these countries perform poorly, with Kazakhstan the best at an unenviable 78 on the Index of Economic Freedom.29 Corruption is omnipresent. According to Transparency International, the least afflicted country is Kazakhstan, ranked 120 out of 183 measured.30 Finally, high interest rates and collateral requirements effectively restrict financing for small and medium enterprises and would-be entrepreneurs.31


    Despite such pervasive problems, numerous scholars have noted the low levels of overt dissidence in these countries. Less clear is the reason for such relative quiescence. Is it mainly a matter of fear and intimidation, or is it more a reflection of apathy, or perhaps even a reflection of high levels of confidence in government policies? In the absence of sound opinion data—due to the repressive nature of these regimes—no unequivocal answer is possible. Nevertheless, there is reason to suspect that popular support is based on considerations of order and stability, as well as a shared interest in at least a modicum of welfare provision. As Anna Matveeva notes, “[s]ince the governments partly base their legitimacy on their ability to look after the people, they are especially vulnerable to a crisis over welfare.”32 Obviously, this is a rather weak standard of legitimacy, reflecting a wish to avoid lurching destabilization more than anything else. Certainly, there has been no overt clamor for democratization as in the Arab Spring—at least not yet. Charles Ziegler argues that publics across Central Asia are wary of devolving too much authority below the state level.33 This is hardly surprising in light of the tumultuous events of the past two decades, coupled with the absence of a tradition of independent civil society. Yet a lack of enthusiasm for democratization per se should not be misconstrued as active support for authoritarian leaders.


    John Heathershaw’s conclusions about Tajikistan may thus be broadly applicable in this region: “…while legitimate order has emerged in Tajikistan, this order is contingent and differentiated. Tajiks resign to authoritarian government not because they value it but because there are no plausible alternatives.”34 In view of the recurrent turmoil in Kazakhstan since 2005, sporadic indications of unrest in Kazakhstan and Tajikistan, and repeated charges of radical Islamism in Uzbekistan (better understood as crackdowns on potential or actual opposition forces), one suspects that the foundations of such legitimacy are flimsy. What little evidence exists offers some tantalizing glimpses into the wellsprings of discontent, especially among the educated younger generation that is increasingly exposed to cultural globalization.35 As a result there is widespread disillusionment and cynicism. To the extent that people draw “necessary” connections between accepted ways of thinking and suboptimal outcomes, they are likely to become cognizant—and begin to question the necessity—of tradition. As such, they are susceptible to alternate cultural identities and beliefs, which in turn are readily available through the conduits of globalization. Thus, in the post-Soviet south, globalization and delegitimation are reciprocally causal.


    



    Cultural Identity Impact


    As a result of the drivers and enabling conditions discussed above, a welter of new ideas and influences have rapidly penetrated the region. It is possible to single out several particularly cultural developments that have occurred as a result. Again, these influences are especially prevalent among the younger generation, and may therefore have weighty portent for the future.

    First, in its shallowest manifestations, globalization has coincided with a rise in disposable income. While the distribution of this income is highly unequal, inevitably there has been the rise of a middle class, however paltry, as a share of the population in Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Turkmenistan. This has led to predictable, strenuous efforts to reproduce some of the most alluring images presented in the foreign media and on the internet, such as home renovation, interior design, fashionable clothing, and mocha lattes. In and around urban centers, shopping malls and big box stores have sprung up where customers can engage in the conspicuous consumption of cell phones, computers, high-priced cars, and so on. In short, such consumerism is rampant but is it also essentially fetishistic, revealing an utter preoccupation with superficial status and style. As such, it is unreflexive and does not in itself seriously challenge traditionalism. Nor does it constitute a distinct cultural identity. On the contrary, it is typically grafted upon other models. The most important of these are what may be termed Western and Islamic cultural identities.


    Before turning to these, however, it is necessary to consider briefly an additional model: Asian cultural identity. After all, in the economic realm Asia has become a powerful presence throughout the region. One might well imagine that one or another associated identity package would emerge to claim adherents in this region, awash as it is in competing flows and collective orientations. In particular, there has been a surge in imports from China, mainly consisting of cheap consumer products as well as other manufactured goods. China has also been active in providing investments for infrastructural development of all kinds, including both energy and non-energy projects. Much the same, albeit to a lesser extent, can be said of Japan’s economic involvement in Central Asia, and South Korea has been making considerable inroads of late as well (although in each case Kazakhstan is by far the major partner).36


    Yet in spite of the fact that China has lately become the single most important regional source of trade and investment, and regardless of the influx of various other East Asian ideas and products, so far no overarching political, social, or cultural reorientation has followed. In particular, consuming China carries no panache since its products are widely perceived to be low quality and unfairly underpriced.37 More generally, however, with regard to its impact on cultural identity, the Asian model is weak. Partaking of its attributes (in the form of jobs, goods, and popular culture) does not accord social status. There are, of course, certain exceptions, such as the popularity of various Asian martial arts, South Korean “K-pop” music, cinema and television, Japanese anime and hi-tech manufactures, and to some extent Indian Bollywood films. But these remain rather isolated phenomena, and do not add up to a general fancy for things Asian, much less a coherent cultural identity. In fact they often owe their popularity to their ability to mimic prevailing (Western in origin) aesthetics. A good example is the currently popular Korean movie, “You Are My Pet!” A fluffy and at times provocative romantic comedy, except for the physiognomy and language of the characters, it could easily be set in Dayton, Ohio. Which brings us to the irresistible panache of Western-style globalization.


    


    “Western” Globalization


    At the level of everyday, cutting-edge “cool,” there is simply no contest. Most trendy cafés, shops, and icons of popular culture continue to be either explicitly Western in origin and imagery, or monolithically “global” in the sense that they exude modernity without any specific national character. As one market analyst has observed, there is “empirical evidence that generation Y consumers in transition economies had favorable attitudes towards Western goods and services, in particular, they had higher appreciation especially for global brands, and … the ownership of certain global products was ultimate status symbol.”38 In the main cities, too, there are innumerable other examples of contemporary international trends and fashions, including but in no way limited to fancy name brands. This includes various markers of popular as well as alternative orientations, such as art cooperatives, tattooing, and “global youth corporate culture.”39 Crucially, however, in the latter case such offerings are widely perceived as approximating Western standards, even if the specific items in question are physically produced in Central Asia or elsewhere in the East.


    Western-style cultural globalization consists of flows clearly originating in, or explicitly modeled on, Europe and North America. It includes two distinct variants, which I label “liberalism” and “transcendent individualism.”


    


    Liberalism


    Besides a heightened work ethic (which is equally consonant with Asian values), liberalism manifests itself in the form of market assumptions (efficiency, competition, innovation, and unequal returns), rampant materialism, and an embrace of rational objectivism in public life. It also involves complex instrumental calculations about specialized knowledge, social status, and wealth. Individuals holding this cultural identity perceive specific functional benefits of Western society, but do not accept the notion that Western norms are broadly consonant with global norms, or that they ought to supplant traditional values. On the contrary, while they wish to incorporate new practices as a means of getting ahead, they tend to question, or seek to qualify, Western norms of equality (gender, family, social), and “excessive” freedom or informality (i.e., licentiousness and public vulgarity). Indeed, they often uphold key tenets of traditional culture, such as patriarchy, respect for elders, and various symbols of everyday propriety. In addition, they often evince an abiding attachment to Islam. For such individuals domestic institutions thus retain much of their previous legitimacy and influence. As a result, liberalism has important but also limited political and institutional implications, including openness to global flows, increased transparency, adherence to international functional standards, and (perhaps) more equitable access to economic opportunities.


    


    Transcendent Individualism


    This cultural identity goes beyond the realm of consumption to involve a different conception of self as well as the realization of new, non-material desires. Adherents wholeheartedly embrace an idealized American or Western mentality, which they consider generally representative of prevailing or incipient global norms. This tends to diminish the legitimacy of the domestic institutional system. People having such attachments often reject the prevailing local culture and seek to craft new (typically transnational) identities and social ties.


    Transcendent individualism thus constitutes a classic case of value change associated with modernization, including an attachment to global norms and universal values of democracy and human rights. As sociologist Anthony Giddens has argued, modernity leads to a diminution of group solidarity (professional, confessional, local, familial) in favor of an expansion of the individual realm, including lifestyle choices geared toward “self-actualization.”40 It represents a powerful challenge to the traditional mentality. This shift is particularly evident among return migrants who have lived in the West. Although numerically limited, such individuals are nevertheless disproportionately influential. There is a strong market demand for Western-educated returnees, and many of them quickly acquire prestigious positions as well as social cachet.


    

    Western Globalization and Gender


    As with globalization generally, shifting attitudes toward gender are far more common in urban than in rural areas. Some of the ongoing change can also be traced back to the two major economic downturns: the first (and by far most severe) following the Soviet collapse, and the second since the global recession started in 2007. Due to the resulting dislocations, more women have moved into the market, and have had significant success as entrepreneurs. There are also intriguing reports of incipient changes in gender roles due to massive labor migration, as women are left alone to manage households and make decisions previously reserved for men.41 Moreover, as a result of broadened cultural exposure and transnational contacts, identities associated with the (originally Western) women’s movement have become increasingly attractive within educated circles.42


    Gendered differences are noticeable with regard to the impact of cultural globalization—particularly the influence of modern, Western notions of romantic love. For example, as Colette Harris has observed, teenage girls in Dushanbe are often drawn to idealistic notions of love and marital equality, while boys tend to discount such ideas.43 Another example concerns premarital sex. Globalization has introduced hypersexualized commercial and media imagery that has contributed to a relaxation of sexual mores among youth, which is widely lamented by the older generation. As one important indicator of this change in attitudes, according to anecdotal reports, girls who have lost their virginity are increasingly able to marry (even without a virginity-restoring operation). And yet, although far more often challenged than ever before, such double standards about virginity remain widely in place, along with the general notion of male dominance.44


    Likewise, the available data on gender inequality cut both ways. For example, higher education enrollment is roughly equal (or even more heavily female than male) except in Tajikistan, and to a lesser extent in Uzbekistan.45 Yet the economic payout from rising educational equality is not yet manifest, as the gender pay gap ranges from a low of 32.7 percent in Kyrgyzstan to a high of 46.8 percent in Azerbaijan.46 Perhaps not too surprisingly, prevailing gender attitudes appear to be well-internalized among the relevant populations at large. Many well-educated young women continue to favor customary male dominance within the family structure—perhaps almost as much as do young men.47


    The situation with regard to gender is hardly clear-cut. Overall there is reason to believe that established gender roles are widely being reproduced throughout the region, far more than they are being challenged. Nevertheless there are broad differences in gender attitudes among the countries concerned, Tajikistan, Azerbaijan, and Uzbekistan tend to be more traditional than Kazakhstan or Kyrgyzstan.48 In the most modern enclaves and in educated circles, such attitudes are undergoing a significant shift. Among “transcendent individualists,” traditional gender roles and expectations have been largely discarded.


    


    Constraints on Western Globalization


    Aside from infrastructural deficits that impede global flows, a number of social and public policy factors also constitute important obstacles. Young people are constrained by norms and practicalities at both the micro- and macro-levels. First, in many areas they remain economically dependent on relatives for housing, employment, and even marriage. Such prolonged economic dependence gives elders far greater control over young people’s lives than occurs in the West, and helps perpetuate traditional thought and practice.49 Yet constraints on globalization are in no way restricted to blood relations. There is, as already noted, broad social pressure not to indulge in lax, promiscuous, or otherwise deviant conduct (this is especially true for women). Young people who are perceived to be “Westernized” or “Americanized” may be shunned or mocked by their peers.50 To a significant extent such constraints are class-based, as a function of unequal access to higher education, the internet, and foreign travel.


    Much has been made of media censorship (and self-censorship) in the countries under discussion here. Undoubtedly, the highly authoritarian regimes in question are able—and at times willing—to exert a great degree of control over the media, including cinema, radio, newspapers, and internet sites alike.51 This is particularly the case in Turkmenistan, one of the most closed states in the world. Yet it is also the case elsewhere, as opposition outlets—and even outlets suspected of carrying inconvenient news stories—have been blocked at least intermittently in Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, Tajikistan, and Kazakhstan. Kyrgyzstan is a relative exception, although even there several outlets were blocked during presidential elections in the fall of 2011.


    Nevertheless, it is important not to paint the image of state control with too broad of a brush. With the exception of Turkmenistan, the vast majority of censorship pertains to political opposition and/or news agencies; it generally does not apply to “merely” cultural content or social networking. Short of remaining hermetically sealed, it is difficult to avoid the danger of contamination entirely. This is particularly true in the internet age, when access to the Web affords glimpses of all sorts of content at odds with the established worldview. After all, even in China, where the state expends immense resources on monitoring and controlling the Web, vast amounts of unregulated traffic and cultural transmission occur. None of the states of the former Soviet south have anything like that capacity. Turkmenistan essentially solves the problem precisely by remaining cut off from the world. Yet this policy carries enormous costs, a fact that may be starting to dawn on the Berdymukhammedov regime. Along with development and international integration unavoidably come cultural flows, and managing their political consequences is far easier and more palatable than shutting oneself off from globalization entirely.


    Among the political elite for the most part, the preferred outcome of globalization is modernization without “excessive” Westernization. Thus, in addition to diffuse social pressures, globalization takes place within national institutional contexts that condition the uptake of particular flows. This includes numerous “culture industries” such as print and electronic media, cinema, museums, and even sports.52 The state plays a crucial gate-keeping role in these arenas through its involvement in licensing and the regulation of public order and morality. For example, Azerbaijan and Uzbekistan have recently introduced a requirement to register cell phones, as a way to keep track of (and potentially control) communication and internet access.53There are extreme cases of hysterical overreaction, such as the Uzbekistan government’s denunciation of rock and rap music, and even cartoon characters like Tom and Jerry.54


    But on the whole authorities are more moderate in their positions, preferring to inculcate positive role models for youth. Throughout the region—at the national, regional, and grassroots levels alike—this attitude results in a range of pedagogical measures designed to manage globalization, including localized adaptation as well as the reassertion of traditional culture.55 Such efforts tend to meet with considerable social approval, inasmuch as they dovetail with popular yearning for a unifying ideology or national idea. The result is an uneven patchwork of Western globalization, limited mainly to the capitals and other urban centers.


    


    Islamic Globalization


    Although Western globalization is palpable and powerful in many urban areas, and in middle- and upper-class, educated circles, it is being increasingly challenged by an Islamic alternative. Islamic globalization as used here refers to flows that emanate within transnational Islamist networks—networks whose members are devoted to Islamic values and practices, and who consciously identify as such. This includes, but is in no way limited to, radical Islamism. Far more prevalent is a moderate form of Islam, whose practitioners often blend religious devotion with modern sensibilities and consumerist lifestyles. This resurgence originated in efforts on the part of the new states to foster national identity revival, in part by reestablishing an “authentic” set of pre-Soviet traditions and cultural tropes. Part of this process involved co-opting Islam while also harnessing it through official channels of oversight.56 In addition, Turkish (also known as Gulen network) universities and high schools have offered an attractive, “soft Islam” alternative to public educational outlets, for middle- and upper-class families able to afford the tuition. The schools were banned in Uzbekistan in 1999, but continue to operate in Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and Kyrgyzstan.57


    This Islamic movement has gained traction among the youth, especially among the lower-class and in less developed areas. Indeed, in many parts of Central Asia and Azerbaijan, the turn to Islam has become quite fashionable. This is a highly paradoxical development, arising as it does alongside Western globalization, which also exerts its greatest influence among the younger generation. Even in Baku, Astana, Almaty, and Bishkek—the most important outposts of Western globalization—one finds an increasing number of young people wearing identifiable Muslim garb (or in the case of men, sporting beards). A report from Tajikistan is indicative of this trend:


    Strolling through the streets of Dushanbe, the influence of religion is ever-present. One can see young people listening to sermons instead of pop music. Religious speeches and sermons are used as ring tones and groups of students can be seen listening to the speeches and sermons of their favorite imam-khatibs out loud on their phones.58


    


    Some of this is, apparently, at least partly for show—a testament to the “coolness” of Islam. However, it is in large measure a sincere response to a number of significant developments. As with Western globalization, one important factor appears to be disenchantment due to poverty and corruption. For many, it bespeaks a spiritual longing (in this way it is akin to the phenomenon of Orthodox rebirth in Russia, which was recently praised by then President Medvedev). The trend also reflects identification with Islamic countries around the world, and to some extent a related resentment of the West due to its perceived oppression (e.g., of the Palestinians) and/or unfair meddling in national affairs (Afghanistan, Libya). Finally, for some practitioners, it stems from revulsion over certain aspects of Western globalization that are seen as resulting in moral decay. To some extent this movement has become politicized, but in general it reflects the same underlying discontent already referred to, concerning inadequacies in the economic and political spheres.59


    


    Constraints on Islamic Globalization


    To a significant extent, Islamic globalization is compatible with traditional thinking—itself inflected by Islam—with the crucial exception that it tends to challenge established patterns of authority. For this reason, however, as well as for its recent associations with fanaticism, Islamic fundamentalism is fairly widely resisted by people of all ages. This includes traditionalists who regard the new trend as subversive, dysfunctional, and potentially leading to a violent form of fanaticism. Young people seeking to embrace Islam may be subject to the same kinds of familial browbeating experienced by excessively Westernized youth.


    In addition to facing diffuse social pressures, Islamic globalization is also inhibited by varying degrees of official discrimination.60 While this has long been the case in Uzbekistan, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and Tajikistan have also introduced tougher measures. In Azerbaijan, where the Aliev regime had previously been relatively lenient, Islamic groups have been denied legal status and in 2011, a ban on wearing the hijab in high school was announced.61 A similar restriction was imposed in Tajikistan (where harassment of bearded men is common), while in Kazakhstan, religious parties have been required to re-register and religious activities are forbidden in state buildings.62


    It is important to recognize that such repression is not only aimed at overt opposition, but at independent sources of social service provision that effectively compete with—and thus potentially undermine—the state.63 The fact that such independent organization takes place under the aegis of Islamic groups is an expression of the cooperative space incipiently available in this social realm, in these predominantly Muslim states, and does not generally connote any attachment to extremist views. Nevertheless, in the context of the “Arab Spring,” such tendencies have inspired crackdowns in all of these majority Muslim states. Students attending foreign religious institutions have fallen under extreme suspicion.64 In Kyrgyzstan, where no such restrictive laws have been passed, the issue has roiled public opinion.65 Thus, while having to balance between accommodating the swelling mass of devotees and cracking down on real or imagined opponents, in many parts of the post-Soviet south the tendency is to err on the side of caution—which means on the side of repression.


    



    What Next?


    Against this extraordinarily tumultuous backdrop, it is difficult to imagine what the next stage in the post-Soviet saga will bring. Rather than hazarding any specific predictions let me conclude by noting a few of the processes in play and their implications for the future.


    First, even without dabbling in “endism,” one may be tempted to speculate that rising levels of democratic openness, in addition to greater economic opportunity and higher standards of living, will diminish the prospects of Islamic globalization and promote the triumph of Western cultural identities. Thus, secularization—driven by scientific rationalism and complex social differentiation—has not yet reached a critical mass in these societies, which are still largely marked by traditional patterns of thought and organized according to patron-client relations. Yet the competitive pressures of maintaining viable statehood—particularly in light of challenges posed by internal political as well as external geopolitical factors, may eventually lead in the direction of this-wordly, Weberian rationalism. Perhaps we just need to wait? However, this does not appear to be the case in the short-run—at least not if urban, educated bearers of Islamic globalization are indicative of a trend. On the contrary, as the example of Turkey suggests, Islamic globalization is potentially compatible with development, economic integration, consumerism, and political pluralism. At least so far, the truly obscurantist forms of radical Islamism are no more than a marginal presence.


    A second major possibility is that time is trending in a quite different direction. According to this hypothesis the global center of gravity is shifting to the East, and nowhere will this be more acutely felt than in Central Asia and the Caspian region. Not only will China (and maybe Japan, South Korea, or even India) increase its economic and geopolitical presence, but its unique cultural flows will become more salient as well. Accordingly, as the key Asian economies continue to crest, a distinctive and compelling Asian identity may yet congeal and gain influence. Aside from the imputed triumph of the “Beijing Consensus,” this may also usher in a raft of alternative values and norms for social relations and organization. Perhaps both Western and Islamic identities are doomed, and are blissfully unaware of their impending demise?


    Yet a final, significant option is “none of the above.” So much innovation has taken place, so quickly, that the ability of most actors to absorb it has been outstripped. One of the key tendencies associated with this is increasing social fragmentation, which has been partly driven by, and partly justified in terms of, the novel ideas and identities that have poured into the region. We are still unclear about the nature of these developments and far more sociological and anthropological fieldwork is needed in order to get a clear grasp of their meaning as well as their relative strengths. All bets on the future are off. It may well be that we simply cannot anticipate the seemingly improbable admixtures that are already beginning to form, as these kaleidoscopically changing currents of culture continue to sweep the post-Soviet South.
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    Abstract: Russian novels dealing with political themes typically paint the Russian state as ineffective, but inescapable. These works show society as voluntarily submissive. Indeed, individuals are willing to subordinate themselves to the state even though it professes no big ideas. The opposition is also devoid of any ideology, reducing it to what one observer calls “pure violence.” Overall, recent Russian literary works offer a pessimistic view of power exercised for its own sake.


    Contemporary Russian literature is instrumental for understanding the nature of power, the state of society, and the sources of resistance to the establishment. Literary discourses deserve attention for at least two reasons. First, literature in Russia has become increasingly politicized in reaction to the shrinking (and degenerating) space for public politics in the country. In this sense, literature appears to be one of the relatively free discursive genres capable of challenging the Putin–Medvedev triumphalist narrative of putative national revival. Second, the intellectual influence of the most popular contemporary writers can outweigh the impact of discourses by traditional policy actors, such as political parties and the government. The critical potential of literary narratives is qualitatively higher than the declarative rhetoric of the seemingly oppositional groups who, in fact, form what appear to be rather stable relations with the Kremlin.


    The literary works of authors, such as Dmitry Bykov, Zakhar Prilepin, Vladimir Sorokin, and Viktor Pelevin, provide important insight into the most acute challenges facing Russia today, including the painful process of identity building, which is severely complicated by the rise of nationalism, extremism, xenophobia, and political radicalism, all of which flourish against the background of a predominantly technocratic state that is largely insensitive to cultural and identity-related requests. This article examines how contemporary Russian literature analyzes the state, society, and the opposition in Russia today.


    



    The State


    What seems to be common among this group of authors is their description of the state as a de-politicized and faceless structure, deprived of normative resources, including values, beliefs, and ideology, and lacking the capacity to mobilize its citizenry. Thus, Prilepin, in Sankya, aptly draws a picture of a dysfunctional state, which is essentially an empty place without a soul. The order that the state is eager to establish is void of any distinctive features due to the moribund and incapacitated nature of the ideology behind it.


    In Bykov’s Evacuator the state is universally perceived as irrational, erratic, helpless, and degrading. 1 Echoing the argument widely propagated by some New Left thinkers, Bykov assumes that, to some extent, the borderline between the state and its radical challengers, including terrorists, becomes blurred: against the background of pandemic indifference among the public, it is not an issue any longer whether it is terrorists or the state itself that should be blamed for the demolition of the social order. In Bykov’s imagery, society decomposes not only because of escalating security breaches (like technological catastrophes that gradually become routine), but also due to the lack of an object for symbolic revenge—even immigrants, targets of permanent discrimination and the embodiments of “internal others,” have eventually run away from the country, leaving it without scapegoats.


    No wonder that the state fails in the most important domain—providing security. In Sugar Kremlin, Sorokin depicts the state as being subdued by Chinese economic, financial, and cultural expansion. 2 Tacit submission to Chinese power entails obvious effects—in Sorokin’s anti-utopia, Russia starts building the “Great Russian Wall” to fence itself off from myriad external enemies, including bearers of all possible differences—religious, ethnic, territorial, etc. The collective mentality of Sorokin’s Russia is reduced to simplistic dichotomies: citizens are either “friends” or “foes” of Russia. Despite visible signs of technical progress, the country is becoming more and more archaic, enmeshed in retrograde administrative and social practices. Mass-scale proliferation of sophisticated gadgets paradoxically co-exists with public flogging, endless religious prayers, and other symbols of bygone times. Regardless of the ideological and normative void, well articulated by Sorokin, the de-politicized state is as repressive as Stalin’s Soviet Union: torture and incarceration become inalienable methods of the state apparatus, reviving memories of Solzhenitsyn’s Gulag Archipelago.


    



    Society


    Yet, the characterization of society as easily suppressed does not reflect the entirety of the Russian crisis. What adds color to the desperate picture is the inherent readiness of society to legitimate all forms of oppression, which makes it powerless.


    Bykov’s anti-utopia Spisannye (an adjective that can be translated as “The Written-off,” yet bears some semantic connotations with “The Enlisted”), in a metaphorically sharp form, describes the self-reproducing mechanisms of voluntary submission.3 The plot is based on the circulation of a secret list that includes those citizens who are believed to be placed under special scrutiny by the state. The existence of this mysterious list is universally recognized, but its substance is never explained. Bykov’s story, however, reaches beyond the parallels with the Stalinist purges and repressions against “the enemies of the people;” the state is not necessarily physically coercive, it only imitates violence by means of unspecified and mostly symbolic threats that ultimately reveal the scale of personal “un-freedom.” Most of the “enlisted” lack any proclivity to resist; instead of protesting, they start the painful and comic search for their presumed guilt (from misbehavior on public transport to unsanctioned political activity). These self-accusations only sustain the tyrannical logic of the state. It is exactly the profound feeling of the indispensability of individual guilt that makes governmental control almost total. For Bykov, this absolute susceptibility to control is the most nefarious of genetic traits among his compatriots. It is more a social diagnosis than a political predicament, since it is routinely executed primarily by citizens themselves (neighbors, colleagues, postal workers, etc.). The list reveals the level of the existential lack of freedom within society and becomes a social condition that forms and sustains deficient communicative bonds. Paradoxically, the list, void of any certain meaning, turns into the structuring foundation for quasi-social relations: the “enlisted” start virtually and physically communicating with each other, thus making clear their inability to “think outside the box” and reach beyond the “list mentality.” People not only tend to peacefully accept their arbitrary placement on the list, but readily acknowledge their new pseudo-social roles designed beyond their will. The national-patriotic rhetoric gradually emerging among them (epitomized in slogans like “Long Live Russia!”) looks particularly ironic.


    In fact, Bykov, in his own way, depicts the resilience of century-old traditions of voluntary submission to authority even in the absence of any ideological substantiation. He describes the first post-Soviet generation that became used to constant deprivations and keeps acting not on its own will, but out of an abstract and loosely articulated necessity defined by others. People keep thinking that their roles are masterminded from above, and their choices are predestined by their superiors. Fear of the state is deeply rooted in their self-disciplined bodies, which turns their social existence into an expectation for inevitable repressions.


    This type of society might be easily manipulated even without “great ideas.” The mechanisms of governance are rooted in people’s semi-voluntary invention of their own guilt: the post-political state does not bother itself with proof, and entrusts this task to the governed. Only people with a deep sense of insecurity may be so permissive to the authorities, Bykov argues. This explains why the metaphoric list is not based on any tangible criteria (professional, social, etc.) but represents the pure technology of manipulative power that does not need any ideological justification.


    The other aspect of the new “un-freedom” is examined by Pelevin in Generation P.4 In his interpretation, the post-Soviet generation has chosen Pepsi (hence the title of the novel) as the symbol of the present exactly on the same grounds that their predecessors chose Communism: all of them are convinced that there is only one truth. Generation P is a sarcastic story of the world of commercial advertising with its two post-political pillars: entertainment and consumption. Pelevin unveils the emptiness and virtual nature of social roles and identities that can exist and sustain themselves only in endless references to materially consumable objects. For Generation P signs are more important than reality, though they inevitably lose their authenticity, as epitomized, in particular, by politicians who are manipulated by spin-doctors in order to achieve the purposes of the elite.


    One of the constitutive elements of Generation P is its overtly imitative character: its entire social existence is possible only through constant references to Western linguistic culture, lifestyles, managerial norms, and patterns of consumption. Yet in spite of this overt mimicry, Russia is doomed to failure in its attempts to become a “second West.” As the explicit semantics of one of the commercial slogans suggests, being a European means simply to smell better. Such a value-free worldview is exactly what distinguishes Russia from Europe, which, unlike Russia, went through a painful normative rethinking of its own history and, ultimately, found a new set of values in its own tragic past. In Pelevin’s judgment, it is simply impossible to imagine Germany at the end of the 1940s with a group of former Nazi officers, turned into businessmen, at its head.


    Russia is losing its identity precisely because of its value-free post-Soviet thinking. Pelevin gives a metaphoric example of forging a commercial slogan, in which birch sap (often used in Russian poetry), is mechanically replaced with Sprite. He also mocks attempts to contrive a Russian national idea: a businessman who is eager to pay for this doubtful intellectual exercise explains that he needs it only as proof of his equality with the Chechens and as a counter-argument against the worldwide perception of Russia as a corrupt country. This double argument, translated into the language of political science, means that the desperate search for Russian identity is inherently reactive and defensive, and fails to contain positive meanings and impulses.


    



    The Resistance


    The strategies of resistance to the de-politicized state are also void of strong normative grounds. In Sankya, Prilepin tells the story of a young Russian nationalist who adheres to an overtly primordialist version of patriotism: “I am Russian, and it is sufficient for me. I need no ideas. I need neither aesthetic nor moral foundations for loving my parents.” He continues: “All the genuine defies substantiation…Neither justice nor honor necessitate ideology.” His grass-roots primordialism smoothly transforms into the negation of the liberal idea of choice: as soon as it comes to love, there are no alternatives, he asserts.5


    In his unpacking of the spirit of Russian nationalism, the author claims that it is the feeling of non-authenticity of the post-Soviet Russian state (its inability to properly take care of the nation) that kindles radical protests. Yet, this radicalism remains as void of meanings as the power against which it is geared. With almost post-modern irony, the main character discards his political and material ambitions, and recognizes the contingency of his engagement with the politics of radical protest. Without ideological landmarks, his worldview is an inconsistent mixture of loosely tied maxims like: “We are the best” and “My guidelines are dignity and fairness.”


    Yet it is this explicit lack of ideology that reduces the resistance to power to what Slavoj Zizek dubbed “pure violence,” a reactive force void of strong ideological connotations and political prospects.6 Violence (against immigrants from the Caucasus, the Russian nouveau-riche, and anyone associated with officialdom) becomes for Prilepin’s Sankya a precarious substitute for ideational emptiness.


    



    Conclusion


    Contemporary Russian literature offers a rather pessimistic view of Russia as a country in which power is exercised for its own sake. This view not only reflects public opinion within Russia, but also largely overlaps with independent policy analyses. By using literary discourse, Russian authors challenge the idea of “conservative modernization,” which, as many analysts (for example, Dmitry Trenin) point out, constitutes the main pseudo-ideological tenet of the Putin–Medvedev regime, which, should it voluntarily disconnect itself from Europe, will ultimately fall victim to Chinese “force projection.” As seen from the perspective of Russian writers, the alleged conservatism—that in the Western tradition presupposes a respect for institutions—hides the revival of the most parochial social practices. This implies strong skepticism about the feasibility of Russia’s modernization, as advocated by Medvedev, which is basically reduced to the proliferation of technical gadgets that seem to be quite compatible with the existence of completely unreformed mechanisms of power. Ineffective yet inescapable power thus becomes the verdict of both pundits and literary writers who all agree that Russian political life is more and more unthinkable without artistic—and sometimes absurdist—performances.
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    Abstract: This article makes the case for a greater emphasis on Eurasian cultural studies in the West. Currently in the academy, cultural studies, including film and electronic media, are now replacing the past emphasis on high literature. Additionally, the role of non-Russian peoples in the former Soviet space is gaining more attention. Ultimately, policy decisions informed by such knowledge are likely to be more accurate and effective.


    Two decades of post-Soviet independence in Eurasia and the corresponding sociopolitical transformations in the newly independent republics have caused a profound and likely paradigmatic shift in all academic fields studying this area, including the humanities, although this particular shift is seldom reflected upon. The two major trajectories that can be identified in recent years are the switch from a Soviet to a Eurasian paradigm1 and the move from predominantly literary to cultural studies. The latter was not caused by the former but their almost simultaneous occurrence has complicated the situation even more. Both trajectories have unfolded not so much in a consciously planned manner, but have been conceptualized rather spontaneously and post factum.2 In other words, the humanities responded to the rapidly transforming political and academic realities rather than intellectually accompanying or anticipating them.


    



    Literary vs. Cultural Studies


    Ever since the study of foreign cultures became established as part of the humanities, the supreme position among its disciplines was occupied by literature, predominantly highbrow literature. The practical study of language was regarded as but a tool whose mastery would lead to a more sophisticated appreciation of literary masterpieces in their original language, while disciplines such as theoretical linguistics and folklore studies were assigned secondary positions. Worse yet, applied linguistics (language teaching methodology), for the longest time, was not even recognized as a discipline in its own right.


    Within the cultural space that is frequently referred to as Eurasia,3 Russian literature for decades went unchallenged as the royal path toward an understanding of deep cultural undercurrents of that “riddle wrapped in a mystery wrapped in an enigma,” as Winston Churchill famously characterized Russia (which, conspicuously, was often used as a synonym for the Soviet Union). Indeed, it did not take extraordinary lobbying to justify the funding of dozens of positions for literary experts specializing in Fyodor Dostoevsky, Leo Tolstoi, and Anton Chekhov. Together with studying and teaching the Russian classical canon as part of world literature, the study of contemporary Soviet Russian literature achieved another kind of significance during the Cold War: it was widely viewed as one of the few legitimate and freely accessible sources to acquire authentic information from behind the Iron Curtain, especially for the understanding of trends within the Soviet intelligentsia and the Communist Party establishment. Not surprisingly, this practical approach to literature as a source of precious political information largely neglected aesthetic aspects and at times appeared methodologically crude, but it secured literature’s legitimacy for decades as an important part of the now defunct field of Sovietology.


    Nineteenth- and twentieth-century Russian literature was studied as a complex body of texts that held the potential to better understand Russia’s exceptionalist identity and to function as a “window into the mysterious Russian soul.”4 Significantly, the Soviet dissident movement, with Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn as one of the leading figures of anti-communist subversion, also had a strong literary component whose effects were amplified by electronic media; this, too, helped prolong the supremacy of literature in the humanities. The Solzhenitsyn phenomenon in particular was responsible for the high respect attributed to literature in the 1960s and 1970s and its treatment as a legitimate subject for scholars outside the literary field. Analyzing novels such as In the First Circle (V kruge pervom) or Cancer Ward (Rakovyi korpus) then was considered a regular part of the discourse among political scientists and historians. Moreover, Solzhenitsyn’s biography—from naïve believer to moralistic observer ending as a self-conscious opponent of the Communist system and its ideology—became a recognized pattern for a morally righteous intellectual life in the Soviet bloc and was followed, with slight variations, by a large number of literati (Natal’ia Gorbanevskaia, Vladimir Maksimov, Andrei Siniavskii, etc.). As a consequence, the public and academic interest in Russian literature as a moral and political force was directed both at literary texts and the lives of their authors whose plight was widely reported by Western official and Soviet unofficial media.


    Literary specialists in the Slavic field could hardly avoid the political underpinnings and consequences of their object of study. Still, such politicization also caused a peculiar counter reaction: an increasing number of connoisseurs turned to Silver Age decadence, avant-garde experimentation, or the oeuvre of Vladimir Nabokov in order to escape what they viewed as excessively political and pragmatic readings and the advancement of authors who were lacking in artistic talent but attracted public attention because they held dissident views. Yet, regardless of such unease, as long as the Solzhenitsyn phenomenon lasted, political scientists and historians continued to study novels, short stories, plays, and essays and to debate literary issues. Only after Solzhenitsyn settled in the West and began to express provocatively conservative views did the uncritical admiration for Russian literature begin to waver. Solzhenitsyn’s 1978 Harvard speech proved a veritable wake-up call among Western observers, causing an uproar and an increasing alienation between the writer and his Western readership. The focus on literary dissidence began to wane and give way to a more sober and differentiated view of the reality of Russian literature and its underlying worldviews; the widespread disillusionment with Solzhenitsyn also marked the beginning of Russian literature’s declining importance for neighboring disciplines. The last Russian Soviet writer to cause a public sensation was Aleksandr Zinoviev, whose expertise as a logician and whose unusual literary form, as well as the radicalism of his concept of Communism, made him a media celebrity from 1976, when The Yawning Heights (Ziiaiushchie vysoty) was published in the West, until 1991 when the unexpected self-abolition of the USSR caused a fundamental change in the dissident movement.5 But it is certainly significant that the Nobel Prize in Literature was not awarded to Zinoviev but to the rather apolitical Joseph Brodsky, or, to use an analogy from Czech literature, not to polemical playwright cum activist Vaclav Havel but to the politically disinterested, romantic Jaroslav Seiffert.


    Along with political dissidence, a related aspect of Russian and Soviet literature that intensely interested Western scholars and the media was censorship, i.e., the illiberal, politically motivated intrusions of the authoritarian Soviet state in the arts. Of course, censorial hypersensitivity had the paradoxical effect of sensitizing millions of readers to textual ambiguities, allusions, symbols, and other refined subversive techniques. When censorship disappeared together with the system that it had protected, so did the widespread mode of hypersensitive political reading and interpretation of fiction. The astounding fact that within a mere two years—between 1990 and 1992—the readership of great reform-minded literary journals such as Novyi mir, Znamia, and Oktiabr’ dwindled from up to two million sold copies to twenty thousand or fewer indicated fundamental changes in the priorities of literary communication and in culture in its entirety. Likewise, post-Soviet political discourses rapidly lost their literary perceptiveness. After the joint disappearance of dissidence and Sovietology, literature once again became a predominantly private affair. This, in turn, had consequences for the academic study of Russian literature: with the general waning of interest in Russia and her political tribulations, the number of positions in Slavic departments was rapidly reduced—a trend that continues to this day.


    With the dissolution of the Soviet state, the abandonment of the Communist project, and the overwhelming quantitative dominance of electronic media, literature largely lost its significance as a state-supporting and state-legitimizing agent. Related to this development are the quiet severance of democratic movements from literature in the 1990s, and the replacement of symbolic literary figures by professional politicians and activists. The fact that literature was no longer a sociologically significant phenomenon also seemed to justify the steadily decreasing interest of Western academia in contemporary Russian literature. Indeed, why analyze novels or volumes of poetry that no longer boast a circulation of 100,000 or 200,000 copies but of 3,000 or fewer? From a sociological point of view, the impact of such books on “the masses” is certainly negligible. For an understanding of political trends within the population, professionally rendered sociological surveys are much more precise and now easily available. This begs the question of why an aspiring diplomat, businessman, or political scientist would need any knowledge of Russian literature, except for leisure.


    Within academe, Russian literature’s loss of its formerly undisputed crown coincided with a paradigmatic shift from literary toward cultural studies in the humanities. In the post-Soviet framework, this shift was not caused by literary scholars, who remained insistent on the primacy of literature, but by historians such as Peter Kenez and Richard Stites who discovered film and pop music as legitimate subjects for analysis, as well as language teaching methodologists who opened their textbooks to a variety of contemporary non-literary texts. As imprecise terms such as memory and mentality acquired legitimacy within the historical discourse, the interpretation of lowbrow culture—television miniseries, songs, modern folklore such as urban legends and jokes—became subjects of interest for experts in foreign culture. The split between canonical and non-canonical approaches within the humanities will likely deepen further; thus, we are currently witnessing the emergence of an increasingly serious subfield of Russian film studies, among others.


    



    The Role of the Non-Russians


    Looking back at the role of humanities (specifically, philology) in the process of understanding Soviet culture, one lacuna becomes particularly obvious: the non-Russian literatures of the multinational Soviet Union. As a matter of fact, specialists in Soviet literature were almost exclusively experts in Russian literature. With the exception of Chingiz Aitmatov, who appeared in the literary firmament in the early 1960s and was writing in Kyrgyz and Russian thus presenting the ideal case of successful Soviet cultural integration, Western scholarship paid scarce attention to non-Russian literatures and cultures.6 In the best-case scenario, it was the national diasporas in the West who kept an interest in non-Russian literatures and cultures alive—especially the Ukrainian and the Armenian diasporas in Canada. Efforts of the former were impressive due to their systematic character, which included large-scale scholarly projects such as multi-volume encyclopedias. But their effect on the commercial book and film markets remained minimal, as did their establishment in academic departments.


    When referring to the non-Russian parts of the empire, the term “Russification” was often deemed sufficient to characterize the quasi-colonial approach toward the cultures of the more than one hundred ethnic groups populating the USSR. Ironically, Slavic philology with its heavy emphasis on Russian factually mirrored the Russo-centric state of Soviet culture, which was politically denounced. At the same time, the Slavic field in the West faced a methodological problem: from a strictly philological standpoint, it had no business studying Baltic, Central Asian, or so-called Transcaucasian cultures. Not surprisingly, the expertise developed in regards to non-Russian literatures and cultures remained spotty at best.


    Twenty years ago, the political emancipation of non-Russian nations from the Soviet straightjacket brought about another methodological dilemma: neither in political nor in cultural terms could the formerly Soviet nations be treated as one anymore, yet they did share a common past that left deep marks in their collective memories and mentalities. The problematic term “Eurasian” was introduced as a matter of convenience, only underlining how utterly unprepared the humanities, among other disciplines, were for the changes.7


    Prior to 1991, scholars in Lithuanian, Georgian, and other languages, literatures, and cultures often were émigrés from these countries, maintaining minority discourses as a matter of national pride, but their role at large conferences in the humanities or in scholarly journals was usually marginal. Overall, the study of the diverse cultures of Eurasia was a matter of singular scholars. Today, however, efforts to turn individual initiative into systematic scholarly enterprises, supported by serious financial investments and infrastructure, seem necessary and logical, albeit not inevitable, depending on whether the study of the diverse and manifold Eurasian cultures is considered to be essential or not.


    



    Moving Forward


    What should be done in order to supplement the rapidly growing political and socioeconomic study of Eurasia with an intellectually legitimate array of cultural studies? In addition to learning the languages of Eurasia, a renewed attention toward cultural aspects in sociopolitical analysis holds great potential. The institutionalization of expertise on Eurasian cultures in departments such as history, anthropology, and film is desirable, complemented by the establishment of vibrant ties with national scholarly institutions in Eurasia. A general consensus on practical relevance will be decisive for the advancement of Eurasian cultural studies within Western humanities. Can decisions in foreign politics or business be made without proper knowledge of a national culture? Most likely, they can. Will decisions that are informed by a deeper knowledge of a national culture be more accurate and constructive? An affirmative answer to this question seems likely, although that also depends on how one measures the accuracy of a decision: long–term or short–term.


    To put it bluntly: there is no denying that politics and the economy are relevant for culture—but how relevant is culture for politics and the economy? And if it is relevant, is its role sufficient to justify continued academic institutionalization on par with fields that directly study politics and business? In 1993, Samuel Huntington prominently stated the theoretical and practical relevance of culture, but the ensuing debate did not yield the intense cultural interest and sensitivity that one might have expected, given Huntington’s high reputation in political science. Rather, his hypothesis was seen as a curious deviation from rational analysis, perhaps even an attempt to prolong Cold War thinking beyond the disappearance of the Communist bloc. To many scholars the elevation of a hard-to-pinpoint phenomenon such as culture to a major political factor seemed at least questionable. However, a positive view of the role of culture for our understanding of the modern world is a precondition for the future of Eurasian cultural studies as a legitimate partner of social sciences.


    The systematic establishment of Eurasian cultural studies in the United States and the West also depends on the state of our universities. Present-day academia finds itself under brutal pressure not so much from the outside but from its own increasingly intellectually insensitive and unimpressionable administrative cast, which forces scholars to prove the “importance”—often construed as profitability—of each of their disciplines, with the implicit or explicit threat that if such proof cannot be made, budget cuts and the disappearance of entire fields are the inevitable consequence. In the intramural competition for funds, humanities are particularly hard-pressed to make a case for themselves. Pointing toward rich intellectual traditions will hardly influence administrative decisions, whereas a clearly expressed need for professional cultural competence will. The shift from a Russo-centric and literary-centric framework toward a Eurasian cultural paradigm could bring about a self-renewal and strengthened functional legitimacy in the humanities studying this cultural space. It should be based on a differentiated approach for each of these cultures, respecting and reflecting their individual complexities. The compromise umbrella term “Eurasia” then may very well acquire positive academic acceptance.
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    Abstract: Two decades of post-Soviet knowledge have produced a host of new realities and a wealth of material for political scientists to study. One major shift is that since 1991, Russian policy has been primarily reactive. But in the last two to three years, homegrown policy initiatives have emerged, both international and regional, leading to new rounds of geopolitical challenges, successes, and failures for the Russian Federation.


    Nomenclature


    New region, new independent states, new identities and new names—the political lexicon in post-Soviet regional studies has changed since the early 1990s so that it can reflect new realities. In Russian, the names for the sub-regions in Eurasia and for the post-Soviet space itself originally were very Moscow-centered. New identities and foreign policy orientations demanded re-branding. Used in Soviet times and in the early 1990s, the term “Transcaucasia” (Закавказье) means a region behind the Caucasus Mountains, but only if you look from Moscow. So now it is South Caucasus. “Middle Asia,” (Средняя Азия) which in Soviet times did not include Kazakhstan, renamed itself to Central Asia (Центральная Азия) in the early 1990s to include all five states of the region. “The Ukraine” dropped the article in English and changed prepositions in Russian (в Украине instead of на Украине). The Baltic States are not the “near Baltic” (Прибалтика) anymore.


    The main problem is how to name the whole region. Another question is whether a coherent region still exists. “Post-Soviet space” could mean all former republics plus Central and Eastern European countries from the former Soviet bloc. The “Near Abroad” (ближнее зарубежье), a term widely used to describe post-Soviet countries, remains Russo-centric and makes sense only from a Russian perspective. The term “Eurasia” is not very widespread in Russia and other post-Soviet countries because it connotes Eurasianism—a geopolitical intellectual school drawing from 19th century (and 1920s) Slavophiles. The “CIS region,” especially after Georgia’s withdrawal, also does not cover the entire region. “Newly independent states” are not so new by now. So the question about a politically neutral name for the region still stands.


    



    Schools of Thought


    One of the ideas of this collection of articles was to look at the main trends in theoretical and empirical analysis seeking to explain the processes in Eurasia during the last 20 years.


    Among the Russian community of international relations scholars, it is widely believed that Western political science is too attached to methodology while the same rather trivial conclusions can be made by armchair theorists without tiring and expensive field research. Another claim is that Western theories do not explain the post-Soviet realities. But, in fact, such reasoning may be just an excuse not to develop our own theories.


    In Russia, in international relations and security studies, all original research is made at the empirical level. Ideas, such as the concept of an energy superpower or the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) and BRICS as anti-hegemonic balancing coalitions, usually are not backed up by theoretical explanations. Most Russian international relations (IR) theoretical works are secondary and draw from the already existing Western grand and middle-range theories, mainly realism. The only theoretical school that organically grew from Russia’s empirical soil is geopolitics, which dates back to the 19th century. It is the only IR theory that views Russia as a great power because of its unique and favorable geographic position. In realist and liberal theories, other types of resources are considered crucial. From these theoretical perspectives, it turns out that Russia, even with its nuclear arms and UN Security Council veto, is still relatively weaker than other great powers because it has fewer resources to project its power in any form, whether by military might or the strength of its ideas.


    In the same fashion, other states privilege theories that allow them to be placed higher in the global hierarchy. The United States is mainly the land of realism, with its focus on power. Militarily and economically weaker Europe develops integration theories and ideational approaches with a strong attachment to constructivism, because Europe views itself as a historic cradle of all great ideas from democracy to sovereignty. Russian scholars remain attached to outdated theoretical schemes, which lead to the almost total exclusion of Russian IR scholars from theoretical debates, unless Russian scholars adopt the approaches of Western theoretical schools.


    



    Theory, Reality, and Perception


    There are three Western works that greatly influenced the Russian and post-Soviet scientific and political discourse: The Clash of Civilizations (1992-1993) by Samuel Huntington, The End of History (1992) by Francis Fukuyama and the geopolitical approach of Zbigniew Brzezinski expressed in The Grand Chessboard (1998). Until now, Russian and post-Soviet politicians and experts argue against these theories because they invoke our major fears and weaknesses. The first idea they oppose is partition of Russia, a fear inflated by two Chechen wars, independence movements in the 1990s in Tatarstan, Bashkortostan, and Sakha, and Chinese demographic expansion in Siberia and the Far East in the 2000s. The second fear is the loss of national identity, or lack of an identity at all. The Russian pro-Western foreign policy of Andrey Kozyrev (Yeltsin’s first foreign minister known as “Mr. Yes”) in the early 1990s is associated not with an improvement in the relations with the West, but with extreme weakness and the inability to defend Russia’s own national interests. This interpretation can be read in all university textbooks, while Yevgeny Primakov’s idea of a Russia-China-India strategic triangle is considered to mark a gradual return to strength.


    



    Power and Strength


    Until recently, the key term of many conferences on the post-Soviet region was the “vacuum of power” in Eurasia that will inevitably be filled by external actors—the United States, NATO, EU, and China. Russia was afraid of losing its influence in Eurasia, but, according to some analysts, did not make much of an effort to regain it. Conventional realist analysis suggests otherwise, pointing to Russia’s involvement in the various wars of Soviet succession (Transdniester, Abkhazia, Tajikistan,); pipeline politics and gas disputes with Ukraine and Belarus in the mid-2000s; opposition to NATO expansion to former Soviet states; and involvement in a variety of multinational institutions (CIS, CSO, CSTO, etc.). However, these facts show that Russian policies were reactive, rather than proactive. In regional processes, including peacekeeping operations and regional integration, Moscow felt like Moliere’s “doctor in spite of himself,” just responding to the demands of other actors. Only in the past two or three years has Russia started trying to become a real regional power that initiates new processes, such as the Eurasian Union.


    



    Generalizations and Lessons


    Anniversaries invite scholars to draw conclusions and make generalizations. But maybe we are trying to find answers to the wrong questions. The main question presumed in most discussions celebrating the 20th anniversary of post-Soviet independence is usually not directly articulated: What lessons has the West taught the post-Soviet states? And how much have the post-Soviet states learned? It is true not only for the Western conferences, but the ones in Eurasian countries as well. My question would be: What lessons can the post-Soviet states teach the West?


    The first lesson relates to conflicts and peacekeeping. To observe neutrality and objectivity, the UN peacekeeping practice was originally based on the principle that the peacekeepers should not have an interest in the dispute. In the conflicts throughout the CIS, the most interested state—Russia—not only conducted peacekeeping operations, but also involved contingents of the parties to the conflict. Moreover, the Russian peacekeepers were usually the Russian military units based in the region of conflict as holdovers from the Soviet period. From the point of view of world practice, such peacekeeping operations are an anomaly (given the participation of the parties to the conflict). But the fact that peacekeepers had a vested interest in the conflict led to an outcome that defied expectations: the conflicts were frozen quickly and in a relatively bloodless way.


    Non-recognized states, of course, are a problem. But maybe it is better to freeze a conflict than to resolve it. The Tajik civil war is the only conflict in Eurasia that was solved and not frozen. The result cost more than 60,000 human lives and countless refugees—is it the right price for a definitive peace settlement? In other conflicts, the Russian military stepped aside at the moment when a military balance between the conflict parties was established, and gave way to politicians so that they could find the right political solution. Decades of political negotiations are better than decades of military action. If outside actors take sides during the military stage of settlement, it leads to greater losses for all parties involved than if outsiders take sides during the subsequent political stage. That is the first lesson.


    The second lesson is about best practices. Analysts usually compare efforts to promote regional integration in the post-Soviet space with Western experience. The CIS, Eurasian Economic Community, and Customs Union are usually compared to the EU, while the CSTO and SCO are examined in light of NATO. The inevitable conclusion is that the post-Soviet projects are relatively ineffective. The CSTO and SCO are moreover dubbed anti-NATO blocs. Overlapping and duplicative formats of regional cooperation are usually considered a failure of integration efforts. However, NATO and the EU also have overlapping membership which led to the idea of the Berlin Plus agreement. As for the multiple formats of economic cooperation, after the financial crisis we see the idea of a two-speed Europe becoming more and more popular. But let me remind you that already back in 1993 the Russian Foreign Policy Concept developed the idea of “multispeed and multi-format integration” in the CIS. Coalitions of the willing and flexible institutional structures are a trend in international relations lately.


    Multiple formats meant more flexibility and were necessary for the transition period as the newly independent states searched for their national identities and foreign policy orientations. The political priorities of the post-Soviet states have more or less consolidated, so the time is ripe for projects such as Putin’s Eurasian Union, which is supposed to unite the existing economic formats. The CIS as an overarching regional project aiming at a unified level of cooperation among all members failed. In order for such projects to work, you must start from the framework of the EU predecessors, such as the European Coal and Steel Community and European Economic Community, not the contemporary EU. To arrive at the same result, you have to make the same mistakes. The same is true about democratic institutions. Borrowing the already “tested” practices will not lead to quick results, so blaming the regimes and regional organizations for ineffectiveness is meaningless. It is important to underline that there were excessive expectations from both sides—the West and the post-Soviet states. Both awaited miraculous transformations. Both were disappointed. The West was disappointed by disobedient and lazy apprentices. The newly independent states were disappointed by democratic practices and the capitalist economy. This led to mutual accusations. But the point is that the destination is right, but the path is wrong. That is the second lesson.


    The third lesson follows from the question about the winners and losers in the Cold War and it is the most controversial point in this article. It reflects how world affairs are seen from Moscow and it is more about mutual perceptions than official political discourses.


    Why are some former communist countries excluded from the circle of the democratic community? Despite the facts that Russia was brought into the G-8 and declared a “strategic partner” of the United States in the 1990s, Moscow is still excluded from the democratic community. Putin’s speech at the Munich Security Conference in 2007 was exactly about a feeling of exclusion from the global decision-making processes. For Western analysts a simple explanation is that Russia is not a democracy and, moreover, it is simply too big to be easily brought into the EU and NATO, even if it met membership criteria, which it does not. But what was the real difference between Russia and the former Socialist countries of Central and Eastern Europe in the 1990s? Maybe the only difference is that the West from the very beginning was ready to incorporate some of the post-Soviet states into Euro-Atlantic structures and not others?


    In response to the multiple complaints of the Russian president about U.S. behavior, Robert Gates invoked in Munich “nostalgia for a less complex time” during the Cold War.1 It was a less complex time, indeed, in the way that interests and motives behind two competing ideologies were mutually transparent. We were playing one game. But suddenly one of the players destroyed itself. What did the other player have to do? If you withdraw from the game and start a new one, you are not a winner any more. That is why, to remain a winner, the West reproduces the familiar Cold War environment. This self-sustaining mechanism works through the enrollment of some countries and exclusion of others. If Russia enters NATO, all other members will withdraw.


    From the Kremlin’s point of view, now we see the same old game where the underlying motive of the West is to stay the winner. However, there is a nuance: if the West really defeated the Soviet Union, it just shows who had more power but not who was right and had the ultimate moral authority. It is actually the self-destruction of the Soviet regime that gave real global legitimacy to the democratic capitalist ideology.


    International relations are intuitively considered somehow defective in comparison to the structure of relations within national borders because the international environment has an anarchic structure with no supranational authority at the global level. Nevertheless, maybe it is better when no one can pretend to possess the ultimate truth—as global democracy without opposition is communism.


    
      1 Robert Gates. 2007. Speech at the 43rd Munich Conference on Security Policy. At http://www.securityconference.de/archive/konferenzen/rede.php?menu_2007=&menu_konferenzen=&sprache=en&id=192&. Accessed January 29, 2012.
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    Abstract: This article examines the puzzle of why autocratic leaders in Central Asia support the foreign policy interests of Western democracies, while the one democratic leader in the region does not. The answer lies in the authoritarian leaders’ need to gain domestic legitimacy, while the democratically-elected leader does not need outside help in asserting his right to rule.


    In 2011, the foreign policies of Central Asian states stopped making sense. Central Asia’s strongest autocratic rulers—Kazakhstan President Nursultan Nazarbaev and Uzbekistan President Islam Karimov—have become obsessed with winning praise from, and partnerships with, Western democracies. At the same time, Central Asia’s lone democratic leader—Kyrgyzstan President Almazbek Atambaev—has displayed little desire to deepen relations with other democracies and, instead, has told the world’s most powerful democracy—the United States—that it must vacate its base in Kyrgyzstan by 2014. What explains this paradox? Why are the Kazakhs and Uzbeks seeking audiences in London and Washington while newly democratic Kyrgyzstan is evicting the U.S. military?


    The answer to this question, I suggest, lies in the changing realities of Central Asian autocratic rule. On the surface, not much has changed in Central Asia in recent years. The same autocrats who have ruled Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan since the Soviet collapse remain in power in Astana and Tashkent. And in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan’s own peculiar status quo of uprisings and leadership changes would appear to indicate that there too it is business as usual. Profound change has, though, arrived in Central Asia. Nazarbaev and Karimov are now in their early seventies, an infelicitous age for Soviet leaders. As for Kyrgyzstan, for the first time in post-Soviet Central Asian history we have seen the peaceful alternation of power to a democratically-elected president. Together these changes have yielded a new Central Asian reality where it is not the region’s lone democracy, but rather Central Asia’s gerontocracies, that most desire western approval and support.


    In this article, first, I detail the diverging foreign policy orientations of Central Asian states. Next, I develop a hypothesis for this divergence. More specifically, I suggest that growing domestic insecurity among Central Asia’s aging autocracies drives Nazarbaev and Karimov to seek approval and support abroad because they can no longer ensure approval and support at home. Conversely, Kyrgyzstan’s president, because he is democratically elected, has no need to pander for partners among the international community. I conclude by exploring the implications of these diverging foreign policy orientations. There is no small degree of irony: in Central Asia, Washington’s goals of democracy and strategic defense appear, at least in the short run, to be at odds with one another. Central Asia is critical to supplying the U.S. military in Afghanistan and it is the region’s autocracies, not its democracy that appear most willing to aid this U.S. supply mission.


    



    Timid Autocrats and a Defiant Democrat


    Nazarbaev Ennobled


    Nazarbaev, perhaps more than any other Central Asian leader, craves the respect of his peers abroad. In October 2011, reports emerged in the British media that he had secured a year’s worth of advisory services from former Prime Minister Tony Blair, who, Nazarbaev hoped, could secure a Nobel Peace Prize nomination to commemorate the 20-year anniversary of Kazakhstan’s renunciation of nuclear weapons.


    Although Nazarbaev’s Peace Prize gambit might appear far-fetched, it is worth noting that the Kazakh leader has pursued similarly implausible schemes in the recent past and with considerable success. In December 2007, for example, the Bush administration yielded, after months of hesitation, to Kazakhstan’s bid to become the first post-Soviet country to hold the chairmanship of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe. In 2010, Kazakhstan served out its chairmanship of this prestigious international organization. By early 2011, though, some of the sheen of the Kazakh chairmanship had disappeared. In April 2011, Nazarbaev called early presidential elections—elections he handily won. Revealingly, the OSCE concluded of the vote: “While the election was technically well-administered, the absence of opposition candidates and of a vibrant political discourse resulted in a non-competitive environment.”


    The OSCE rebuke and passing of the 2011 Nobel season without a Kazakh nomination, no doubt, is a disappointment for Nazarbaev. Perhaps in 2012 Blair will deliver on his $13m contract.


    


    Karimov: K2 Take 2


    In November 2005, the United States withdrew the last remaining soldiers from what had once been a 1,750 strong troop presence at Karshi-Khanabad, an Uzbek airbase 100 miles north of the Afghan border. Five months earlier U.S.-Uzbek relations had soured when interior security forces killed hundreds of protestors in Andijan, a city in Uzbekistan’s Fergana Valley. On the one-year anniversary of the Andijan massacre, U.S.-Uzbek relations hit rock bottom. “Instead of seeking accountability,” lamented the U.S. ambassador to the OSCE, Julie Finley, “the government of Uzbekistan has adopted a defensive posture, lashing out at critics and declining to seek the truth.”


    Six years later, the U.S. Department of State continues to fault Uzbekistan for “human rights problems,” such as “citizens’ inability to change their government peacefully,” “instances of torture and mistreatment of detainees,” “arbitrary arrest and detention,” and “restrictions on freedom of speech, press, assembly, and association.” Despite this chilly assessment, Karimov enthusiastically welcomed U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton to the presidential palace in October 2011 and stressed his desire to “strengthen bilateral relations between Uzbekistan and the USA.” Clinton, for her part, thanked Karimov for his “warm reception and hearty hospitality.” Earlier that month Clinton had paved the way for the Tashkent visit, noting in a press conference that “we value our relationship with Uzbekistan … they have been very helpful to us with respect to the northern distribution network.”


    Uzbekistan has fallen back in line and once again is home to a critical U.S. supply route to Afghanistan. Approximately 90 percent of all “non-lethal” supplies to U.S. forces in Afghanistan transit Uzbekistan. In return for Karimov’s cooperation, U.S. President Barack Obama pressed Congress to lift sanctions on U.S. military aid to Uzbekistan, a move Congress agreed to in its December 2011 defense authorization act. Obama, moreover, noted to Karimov in a September 28, 2011, phone call to mark 20 years of Uzbek independence that the U.S. was keen to “build broad cooperation between our two countries” and to “develop a multi-dimensional relationship” between Washington and Tashkent.


    


    Atambaev—Democracy, You Bet… America, Ket!


    In striking contrast to his predecessors, Atambaev, in October 2011, became Kyrgyzstan’s first peacefully and democratically elected president. Moreover, further differentiating himself from Kyrgyzstan’s two previous heads of state, Atambaev has thus far demonstrated no equivocation in his conviction that the United States must leave the Manas Transit Center once the lease for the airbase expires in 2014. Thus, although American-style democracy, at least for now, is welcome in Kyrgyzstan, the American military must go. If the revolutionary chants in 2005 and 2010 were against the autocrats—Akaev and Bakiev, you must go, Akaev and Bakiev, ket!—the post-revolutionary chant in Kyrgyzstan in 2012 is—America, ket!


    What explains Kyrgyzstan’s curious divergence? Why would Central Asia’s one democracy, albeit an inchoate democracy, suddenly rebuff Washington while Central Asia’s long-ensconced authoritarian rulers assiduously seek U.S. and western approval? One potential answer is that the United States and the European Union have more to offer to Central Asia’s aging autocrats than to Central Asia’s new democracy.


    



    Searching Abroad for What Is Lost at Home


    Autocratic leaders are thought to enjoy considerable flexibility when crafting foreign policy. In contrast to their popularly-elected counterparts, autocrats need not conduct international relations with an eye to the ballot box. Nor, moreover, must autocrats pursue foreign policy that aligns with and advances the norms of democratic ideology. Central Asia’s aging autocrats, though, despite these enabling factors, are curiously timid in their conduct of international relations. The source of this timidity is the reality that Nazarbaev and Karimov are increasingly constrained at home—and therefore abroad—by mounting domestic threats to autocratic rule.


    Perhaps most distressing for Nazarbaev and Karimov is the reality that there is little they can due to limit the likelihood of growing domestic opposition. Nazarbaev and Karimov continue their now familiar strategies of illiberal rule. Nazarbaev applies the windfalls of oil wealth to maintain a system of robust patronage politics. Karimov never hesitates to repress threats, real and imagined, to his centralized power. Yet these strategies are increasingly ineffective as questions about each president’s mental and physical decline mount. The May 2005 Andijan popular uprising in Uzbekistan and the December 2011 Zhanaozen mass protests in Kazakhstan illustrate that many in Uzbek and Kazakh society have tired of Karimov and Nazarbaev. In time, the same logic that has driven these public defections from autocratic rule will begin driving defections among the Uzbek and Kazakh political elite as well.


    In the 1990s, when Nazarbaev and Karimov were comparatively more robust, it did not make sense for members of the presidents’ ruling elite to switch sides and support an opposition candidate. The Kazakh and Uzbek presidents enjoyed large, pro-presidential parties and, as such, could easily replace defectors. Nazarbaev and Karimov continue to enjoy large, pro-presidential parties today. What has changed from the 1990s, though, are the political calculations of Kazakh and Uzbek political elites. Absent a clear succession mechanism—no such mechanism exists in either Kazakhstan or Uzbekistan—political elites must weigh the decreasing, short-run benefits of remaining loyal to Nazarbaev or Karimov against the growing future returns that can accrue from supporting younger challengers to autocratic rule.


    Presented with age-induced challenges to otherwise stable autocratic rule, leaders like Nazarbaev and Karimov can pursue two different strategies. An autocrat can attempt to increase his repressive capacity and, thus, postpone his weakening grip on power. Alternatively, an autocrat can readjust his metrics of personal success from one of sustained power to that of a graceful departure to international applause.


    Critically, to be effective in either strategy, an aging autocrat cannot be defiant, but rather, must demonstrate deference to international counterparts. Karimov, thus, opens Uzbekistan as a supply corridor for U.S. troops operating in Afghanistan. In return for this renewed cooperation with the United States, Karimov secures much needed military aid and, moreover, an expectation that Washington will not intervene—Egypt or Libya style—to support an anti-autocratic popular uprising.


    Nazarbaev, instead of seeking to buttress repressive capacity, has instead chosen to lobby international organizations and prize committees in the hopes of securing the external validation necessary for his retirement as a dignified statesman. The dilemma for Nazarbaev, however, is that such lobbying efforts are only potentially effective so long as he remains in power. This dynamic of constant yet unmet attempts at winning international praise and the Kazakh president’s resulting reluctance to yield power makes Nazarbaev’s vulnerability to a putsch evermore likely.


    Kyrgyzstan’s Atambaev, in contrast, faces no such pressures. In contrast to Nazarbaev and Karimov, Atambaev has a domestic mandate to rule and, as a result, has considerably less need of external validation and support. In short, Atambaev’s domestic mandate—one the United States very much supported—frees the Kyrgyz president’s hand in the conduct of international relations.


    



    Policy Implications of Dictatorship and Democracy in Central Asia


    That democracy is in the U.S. strategic interest is a refrain one frequently hears in Washington. In the long run, this overlap of democracy and U.S. strategic interests may indeed be true. For the immediate future, though, the deepening of democracy in Bishkek may lead to an erosion of U.S. access to what, for the past decade, has been a critical airbase for projecting and sustaining American military power in Afghanistan.


    Central Asia’s changing domestic political realities have forced not only Nazarbaev’s and Karimov’s foreign policy hands, but Washington’s foreign policy hand as well. The Unites States has no alternative but to support, at the very least verbally, democratic reform, whether in Kyrgyzstan, Egypt, or Tunisia. At the same time, in promoting democracy, Washington may ultimately find itself supporting new, elected leaderships who, in turn, have little desire to maintain their country’s past strategic and military alliances with the United States. It is in these cases that the seeming paradox of strategic disagreements with Kyrgyzstan and strategic cooperation with Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan suddenly make sense. International relations are not for the faint of heart. The Kazakh and Uzbek gerontocracies demonstrate, however, that the increasingly faint of heart may help Washington in its conduct of international relations.
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    Abstract: Armenia’s foreign policy is unique among the foreign policies of the post-Soviet states because it tries to balance the interests of all the great powers through a process of complementarism. Although similar to multi-vectorism, Armenia’s complementarism draws on several unique resources in pursuing its foreign policy, including its diaspora around the world.


    This article analyzes the dynamics of the foreign policies implemented by post-Soviet states during their two decades of independence. An essential feature of these foreign policies is how they address the main, pivotal, geopolitical centers of gravity within the post-Soviet space: Russia, the United States, the EU, and—especially in the case of Central Asia countries—China.


    All post-Soviet states implement two main types of foreign policy: univectorism and multi-vectorism. A univectoral, Western-oriented, foreign policy predominates in the Baltic states, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Ukraine (during Yushchenko’s tenure), and Moldova. Several Central Asian countries and Belarus have pursued a pro-Russian univectoral policy, at least until the early 2000s. In its pure form, the pro-Russian policy now prevails in three of four existing de-facto states (Abkhazia, North Ossetia, and Transnistria, but not Karabakh) as well as in Belarus, though with some reservations.


    The alternative foreign policy approach is multi-vectorism. This approach prevailed in the case of Azerbaijan and the Central Asian states (beginning from the late 1990s to the early 2000s). A version of multi-vectorism, usually described as complementarism, dominated Armenia’s entire post-Soviet foreign policy. Complementarism is a non-official foreign policy doctrine that Armenia uses in order to balance the often conflicting interests of various players including Russia, the United States, Europe, and Iran.


    This article will analyze the multi-vector foreign policies in comparison with complementarism. Additionally, the article will briefly compare and contrast Armenia’s foreign policy doctrine with the one implemented by Finland during the Cold War in order to maneuver between NATO and the Warsaw Pact.


    



    Armenia’s Complementarism—Twenty Years of Sitting on the Fence?


    Complementarism was the basis of Armenia’s foreign policy from 1991 through the present. The essence of this policy, which was atypical for most of the newly independent post-Soviet countries in the early 1990s, was an attempt to combine and maintain a balance between the interests of all international and regional powers that are actively involved in the South Caucasus region. The idea was to avoid a pro-Western, pro-Russian, or pro-Iranian bias. According to the National Security Strategy of the Republic of Armenia (adopted in 20071), Armenia’s strategic partnership with Russia, its adoption of a European model of development, mutually beneficial cooperation with Iran and the United States, membership in the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS) and the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO), and intensification of cooperation with the NATO alliance, all contribute to Armenia’s policy of complementarity.


    Despite increasing anti-Russian stereotypes in the West, Armenia—Russia’s ally and a CSTO member—has never been regarded by the West as an exclusively pro-Russian actor. Over its first two years of independence, 1991 and 1992, Armenia’s policies were the most effective manifestation of complementarism. During this period, Armenia was locked in a war over Karabakh and was able to take advantage of a unique foreign policy conjuncture. Yerevan received arms from Russia for military operations, funds from the United States for state building and to purchase arms, food from Europe, and fuel from Iran. Thus, the equidistance in Armenia’s foreign policy reached its greatest effectiveness during the first term of Levon Ter-Petrosyan’s presidency and is the most illustrative phase of complemetarism (although this term was only applied later).


    The new stage of Armenian complementarism, when it became more balanced, began in the late 1990s, during President Robert Kocharian’s term, and is associated with the name of its chief architect and ideologue, Vardan Oskanian, who served as Armenian foreign minister from 1998 to 2008. Since the late 1990s, Armenia, through incremental steps, turned complementarism into a balanced policy of “sitting on the fence.” Moreover, in certain cases, complementarism made it possible not only to tactically counterbalance the excessive influence of Moscow in regional processes, but sometimes that of the United States or European institutions as well.


    According to Richard Giragosian, an American policy analyst of Armenian origin:


    


    Armenian foreign policy over the last decade has sought to bridge the inherently conflicting interests of Russia and the West, while also seeking to leverage its most significant asset—a significant Diaspora. This foreign policy, termed ‘complementarity,’ incorporates Armenia’s strategic imperative of security through a reliance on its strategic alliance with Russia and a positive relationship with Iran, while simultaneously conforming to the parameters of its Western orientation. Moreover, this policy of complementarity, although seemingly contradictory, is in fact a natural result of Armenia’s historical and geopolitical considerations.2


    


    Armenian complementarism is based on the need to balance the interests of influential international actors. In many ways, it resembles the foreign policy approach used by Finland during the Cold War. Like Finland, which was forced to take into account the pragmatic geopolitical interests of the Soviet Union and the Communist Bloc on the one hand and the U.S.-led Western alliance on the other, Armenia also has been trying to profitably combine the interests of Russia, the United States, the EU and Iran, which often oppose each other on regional and global issues. During the Cold War, Finland played a unique role in European politics precisely because of the special trust it had with both the Soviet Union and the West.


    In a similar manner, Armenia is of particular interest to the United States and European countries precisely because of its relations with both Russia and Iran. Having no direct geographical links with Russia, Armenia is still a beneficiary of major Russian investment, particularly in infrastructure sectors, a method by which Moscow remunerates Yerevan for its strategic cooperation in the military-political sphere. The image that Armenia is trying to achieve is one of a predictable partner implementing a pragmatic and balanced foreign policy, taking into account the interests of the world’s leading actors and the dynamics of regional politics.


    



    Complementarism vs. Multi-Vectorism


    The scope of this paperdoes not allow for analyzing the entire phenomenon of multi-vectorism within the post-Soviet space. There are many studies devoted to this notion. Offered here is a comparative analysis of the foreign policies of Armenia and other former Soviet Eurasian countries, such as the Central Asian states and Azerbaijan.


    The important difference between Armenian complementarism and the multi-vectorism of other Eurasian countries lies in the stability and succession of policy implementation over the last two decades. For example, in contrast to Armenia, Azerbaijan (especially during President Abulfaz Elchibey’s term and the initial stage of President Heydar Aliyev’s tenure, until the mid-1990s) had a pro-West, unipolar, political orientation with a focus on Turkey as a proxy. Only after Azerbaijan’s admittance to the CSTO and the simultaneous launch of oil projects involving Western companies, did Baku manage to balance this tendency.


    Similarly, we cannot discern the existence of true multi-vectorism in the foreign policies of Central Asian countries until the second half of the 1990s, when Western influence in the region was minimal, Turkey and Iran had few resources there, and China caused only minor suspicion and fear. Only the amorphous nature of Russian foreign policy made it possible for the Central Asian countries to avoid a totally pro-Russian political orientation during the early 1990s. However, in the mid-1990s, the term multi-vectorism (especially in the case of Kazakhstan) emerged as a euphemism for a “distancing-from Russia-policy” by Central Asian countries.


    Multi-vectorism in Central Asia is vulnerable to external political events. It can even be argued that its development is mainly associated with September 11, 2001, and the beginning of the U.S.-led operation in Afghanistan, rather than as a result of rational foreign policy choice. At the same time, we cannot exclude that after the withdrawal of U.S. troops from Afghanistan, the parameters of multi-vectorism in Central Asia will vary considerably.


    On the other hand, for the countries of Central Asia, multi-vectorism is mainly linked to security considerations. For example, because of the geographical remoteness of Central Asia, the EU wields little soft power influence and its position does not need to be taken into account in a multi-vectoral policy. In contrast, for Armenia and even Azerbaijan, the prospect of European integration is a very serious soft stimulus to maintain multi-vectorism. From its origins, the phenomenon of multi-vectorism in Central Asia operates at different levels in different countries, ranging from the real multi-vector policy of Kazakhstan, through Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan (taking into account the Iranian factor), to the self-isolated equidistancing of Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan, which effectively has a neutrality policy. From these perspectives, we can argue that multi-vectorism predominates in Kazakhstan due to its energy resources, geographical size, and political influences. It exists to a lesser extent in Kyrgyzstan due to the country’s specific geopolitics and the deployment of American and Russian military bases there.


    Azerbaijan and some Central Asian countries (Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, and partly Uzbekistan) have an important resource that supports multi-vectorism: hydrocarbons. For example, by virtue of its oil and gas revenues, Baku, unlike Yerevan, does not have to align its foreign policy with the interests of the West, Russia, and Iran. Similarly, in contrast to the Central Asian countries, it does not seek to use relationships with the West or China to compensate for its excessive dependence on Moscow (and vice versa). On the contrary, Baku even tries to exploit the contradictions among the powers. It engages Turkey in this game, as demonstrated, for example, in October 2009, during the Armenian president’s visit to Turkey, when Baku signed a gas contract with Moscow in spite of Ankara. It is obvious that energy projects and revenues are the main resources of Azerbaijan in its “strategy of keeping the balance” policy.3 However, we must clarify that the implementation of Azerbaijan’s multi-vectorism on the regional level is limited by the presence of Armenia, which traditionally has better relations with the West, Russia, and Iran than Azerbaijan.


    A very important factor in Armenian complementarism is the pluralism in its domestic politics and the existence of a relatively free media. In contrast to Azerbaijan and Central Asia, these domestic dynamics create a serious public discourse in Armenia on the directions of the country’s foreign policy. In Central Asia and Azerbaijan, multi-vectorism is driven by the existence of problems with democracy, significantly increasing the importance of Russia during any kind of force majeure to balance criticisms by the West. The second specific feature of Armenian complementarism is that it is a major resource for the implementation of the Armenian policy of military deterrence and political containment regarding the Karabakh conflict and its confrontation with Azerbaijan.4 This is an atypical strategy of military-political conduct among post-Soviet countries, the theoretical origins of which date back to the Cold War period. Finally, the most important difference of Armenian complementarism is the simultaneous presence of the Armenian diaspora in Russia, the United States, and Europe. There are also very influential Armenian communities in Iran and in several countries of the Middle East (Azerbaijan and Central Asia only have influential diaspora communities in Russia). This Armenian diaspora factor plays a highly significant role in the effective implementation of complimentarism as an advocacy resource and a source of political and economic aid to Armenia.


    



    Conclusion


    Many of the peripheral (or buffer) states situated along the perimeter of the former Soviet Union adopted foreign policies in favor of cooperation with the West and confrontation with Russia. Many Eastern European post-Communist countries have made such a choice, as have post-Soviet countries, such as the Baltic states, Moldova, and Ukraine (under Yushchenko). Georgia embarked on this kind of policy after the accession of President Mikheil Saakashvili and the failure of his predecessor, Edvard Shevardnadze, to sustain a balance between Russia and the West. Although such a policy of univectorism has obvious advantages (such as strong political and economic support from the West), confrontation with Russia entails a serious security threat, as shown by the August 2008 war.


    From the beginning, Armenia chose a different approach. It tried to reconcile the seemingly contradictory interests of Western countries and Russia, and even Iran. Granted, Armenia does not have much room to maneuver (particularly where confrontation with Azerbaijan and Turkey is concerned) and in this context, Armenia’s current policy of complementarism—combining the interests of the West and the East—is more reminiscent of Finland’s Cold War balancing act between the Warsaw Pact and the NATO.


    Despite the similarities between Armenian, Central Asian, and Azerbaijani multi-vector policies, the actual balancing has in many cases worked quite differently, especially given that Armenian complementarism has deep historical and ideological roots—from the beginning of 19th century, there were regional geopolitical rivalries between Tsarist Russia, the Ottoman Empire, Persia, and Western powers—whereas in most other post-Soviet states, these trends are fairly recent. Lastly, in contrast to other multi-vector countries, Armenia has a specific resource that helps it implement its complementarist approach: the powerful and united Armenian diaspora.
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    Abstract: Russia is a semi-peripheral country in the world capitalist economy, a position that allows it to simultaneously exploit its own periphery, while itself being exploited as a raw material appendage by the capitalist core. Given the size of Russia’s economy and its high level of modernization, it remains strikingly isolated from the rest of the world, not just economically, but culturally and practically. While the Russian elite continually declares that Russia is on its way to the capitalist core, mass common sense is more consistent with Russia’s objective semi-peripheral position in the world. This demonstrates the power of Russian common sense to constrain the plans of Russia’s elites.


    Russia has evolved from seeing itself as a member of the Western alliance, to an emergent Great Power balancing against the United States in a multipolar world, to a regional hegemon dominating its own periphery. Rather than dwelling on how and why Russia’s previous two aspirations went unrequited, I will try to explain how Russia is what it is: a semi-periphery in the world capitalist economy, a core state for its own dominated periphery, and why it is likely to remain that way for the long term. My argument is that despite an elite neoliberal ideology that aspires to become part of Western hegemony, a part of the core of the world capitalist economy, Russian mass common sense seriously hinders such aspirations, and instead consigns Russia to long-term semi-peripheral status.


    In what follows, I first establish Russia’s material position in the world, based on a host of economic indicators and comparisons to Brazil, China, and India, on the one hand, and the United States and Europe, on the other. Russia is solidly situated in the semi-periphery, between the developed capitalist core, and its own underdeveloped post-Soviet periphery. I then establish how relatively unconnected Russia is to the rest of the world in terms of communication and interaction. I argue that this material semi-peripherality and relative isolation is consistent with mass Russian common sense, but in direct contradiction to an elite discourse that is committed to Russia becoming a member of the neoliberal democratic core.


    



    Russia’s Material Position in the World


    On most objective material measures, Russia is located squarely in the semi-periphery, ranked around other semi-peripheral states like China, India, and Brazil, but far behind core states like the United States and Europe. Figure 1 illustrates Russia’s semi-peripheral position.


    Russia’s population, life expectancy, GDP, per capita GDP, and level of annual foreign direct investment (FDI) place Russia squarely within the semi-periphery. But the concentration of that growing foreign investment primarily in the area of raw material extraction underlines Russia’s peripheral status. Russia is emerging as a significant source of foreign direct investment abroad, but primarily in the former republics of the Soviet Union and eastern and central Europe. This cements its position as a part of the semi-periphery, both exploiting its own periphery, while simultaneously serving as a raw material appendage for the core. Russia’s overseas investments are dominated by the same sectors that dominate its economy, state budget revenues, and foreign trade: energy and metals, accounting for about half of Russia’s foreign investment in 2006. The Boston Consulting Group includes only seven Russian companies as “global challengers,” based on revenues, international presence, and overseas investments, compared to 44 from China, 21 from India, and 12 from Brazil.1


    Until recently, Russian foreign investment was concentrated in the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS), all of which are former Soviet republics. Armenia, Belarus, and Uzbekistan accounted for over three-quarters of that investment.2 While Europe has become a growing destination for Russian foreign investment, it remains concentrated in raw materials and energy. The content of Russia’s exports also demonstrates its semi-peripheral position. While earning $380 billion from its exports in 2010, 49 percent of this total came from oil and natural gas, only five percent from manufactured products. Only $5 billion of this, or much less than one percent, came from high technology exports. Only six-tenths of one percent of Russian exports were information technology or telecommunications equipment. If we look at the Balassa Index of revealed comparative advantage, we see that Russia’s competitiveness is almost completely concentrated in raw materials and energy. Finished products rarely figure in the mix, with the important exception of weaponry. Of the top 20 most competitive Russian exports on the world market, only nuclear reactors, armaments, fertilizers, rolled steel, and boilers are non-peripheral products. In several measures of technological prowess or potential—patent applications, scientific journals, and scientific and technical journal articles—Russia also is firmly semi-peripheral.
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    Figure 1. Relative Material Capabilities


    


    



    Russia’s Relative Isolation from Western Hegemony


    A semi-peripheral country should contribute to the core’s reproduction of its hegemony by participating in those institutional arrangements that facilitate the propagation of its ideology and its material power. Russia contributes to the material reproduction of the core by its role as peripheral raw material and energy exporter and site for foreign investment. But institutionally speaking, Russia is less connected to Western hegemony, and so less reproductive of its ideology, than we would expect from a typical semi-peripheral state. Later, I will suggest this is due to a counter-hegemonic mass common sense prevailing in Russia. Evidence for Russia’s relative isolation is in Figure 2
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    Figure 2. Relative Global Integration


    According to indexes of international connectivity, Russia finds itself far behind the U.S. and the West, and mostly behind the other BRICs.3 In a similar measure, the 2010 Digital Economy rankings of the Economist Intelligence Unit, Russia again is far down the list, at 59th, slightly behind China and India, and well behind Brazil. The Foreign Policy Globalization Index includes measures for political engagement (foreign aid, treaties, organizational memberships, and peacekeeping), personal contacts (phone calls, travel, and remittances), technological connectivity (internet users, hosts, and secure servers), and economic integration (trade and FDI). Of 125 countries rated in 2011, all BRICs are relatively “un-globalized,” with Russia ranking 52nd.



    In the age of e-mail, most countries’ international postal traffic peaked in 1996-7, but the figures are striking, nonetheless. Russia ranks second to last among BRICs, only above Brazil, in the sending and receiving of mail internationally, with only about 32 million letters in 2007. This compares to over 800 million in the U.S. in the same year (which peaked at nearly a billion in 1996).4


    According to the 2010 Quacquarelli Symonds Top 200 Universities, Moscow State University, at 93rd, was the only Russian school to make it into the top 200. More telling, however, is the lack of any Russian business schools in the Top 100, according to the Financial Times ratings of 2011. This ranking, given the paper’s ideological commitment to neoliberalism, is an unusually good indicator of how much a country’s system of training future business elites is reproducing Western hegemony. If Russia has business schools with faculty and curriculum devoted to mastering the hegemonic canon, it is good evidence of progress toward training Russians to participate in that hegemony. Instead, Russia has zero Top 100 business schools, implying that Russian business elites are not being captured by neoliberal orthodoxy, at least not in their formal training.


    Among the most important institutions of hegemonic reproduction are universities and graduate schools. The more foreign undergraduate and graduate students a country can educate in its own universities, the more likely its hegemonic ideology will be propagated throughout the world. Two features from the data in Figure 2 stand out: first, the U.S. and the core dominates the education of the rest of the world; second, Russia is a solid semi-peripheral player, educating many thousands of students from its own regional periphery.


    Russia, while hosting only 60,000 foreign students, has become a regional core for a number of peripheral countries, fulfilling its role as a true semi-periphery. Students from Tajikistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Armenia, and Ukraine make Russia their top choice for studying abroad. Central Asia is the only region in the world for which North America or Western Europe is not the top spot for studying abroad.


    Finally, Russia is a relatively rare destination for international meetings. Again, it is the practical significance of this that matters. Somehow, Russia is neither as desired a site for the rest of the world, nor is Russia making effective efforts to make itself into a more desired locale. Either the rest of the world still prefers other destinations, or the Russian public, through its own commonsensical daily practices, thwarts the efforts of Russian elites to make Russia into a site that resonates with the rest of the world.


    



    Elite Russian Discourse and Mass Common Sense


    Elite Russian discourse reflects a semi-periphery that aims to become a member of the democratic neoliberal core, a part of Western hegemony. Meanwhile, Russian mass common sense does not reflect this aspiration, neither in positively asserting the desire to become part of Western hegemony, nor in having features that make it consistent with such a hegemony. Indeed, instead, it is infused with a neo-Soviet identity for Russia that makes it resistant to participating in the democratic neoliberal project. Ironically, given the absence of an electoral political system in Russia that plausibly translates the preferences of Russia’s citizens into the platforms of political parties or candidates, it is remarkable to see that the policy outcomes in Russia look like they have been influenced as much by mass common sense as they have by elite preferences.


    A discourse analysis of 1446 speeches, press conferences, and public comments by Presidents Putin and Medvedev from September 2007 to September 2011 shows that the two leaders share an aspiration that Russia join the world market economy, adopt neoliberal economic market principles at home, and evolve into a Western-style democracy. Both commit Russia to a path of export-led growth, attraction of foreign capital, privatization, capitalist graduate education, developing out of the periphery, adopting Western and U.S. best practices, becoming democratic, and rejecting most of the Soviet past.


    The sample of texts used to reconstruct Russian common sense include four high-school textbooks on Russian history, a best-selling novella by Viktor Pelevin, A Macedonian Critique of French Thought (2009), a best-selling novel by Aleksandra Marinina, A View from Eternity. Good Intentions (2010), and a randomly chosen September 24, 2009 edition of Segodniashniaia Gazeta/Today’s Newspaper from Krasnoiarsk, a city of one million in western Siberia.


    Russian common sense, as revealed in a discourse analysis of the above sources, shows no positive regard for neoliberal economic principles or liberal democracy. It also has little to criticize about daily corruption and criminality in society. Moreover, while critical of the Soviet experience, it is far more positive about many features of Soviet life than elite discourse. Finally, while Russian common sense is as enamored of Western material accomplishments as elite discourse, it wishes to consume them, but not adopt the neoliberal practices that elite discourse thinks is necessary to attain them. In other words, Russian mass common sense is a bulwark of Russia’s semi-peripheral position in Western hegemony, and hence a significant obstacle to Russia’s elite aspiration to join the neoliberal core.


    The textbooks laud neither liberal democracy nor neoliberal economics. Marinina’s novel treats Soviet life as if the flaws of the Soviet Union did not exist. Instead of repression and economic inefficiency, the 400 pages are filled with warm family scenes, good food, summer swims at the countryside dacha, good friends, professional educations and jobs, and all around solid bourgeois experiences. Soviet corruption and criminality, expressing Medvedev’s worst fears, are presented as trivial matters, police attention to which is presented as ridiculous and irrational. The Krasnoiarsk newspaper has three articles on corruption, but only to advise its readers how much they should expect to pay off judges to get their drunken driving convictions thrown out and motoring privileges restored.


    The four history textbooks share some broad common evaluations. First, the Bolshevik project and its Stalinist successor were mostly disastrous. The period from 1953-85 was a complicated time with some plusses and some minuses. The Gorbachev years were a disaster. The Yeltsin years were mostly disastrous, but at least he had the good sense to appoint Putin in December 1999. Putin’s reign has been an unblemished string of successes and correct decisions. There is not a single sentence in these four books that criticizes Putin in any way. So, it is not Stalin who is whitewashed in history texts, but Putin. It should be noted that alone among all the sources of Russian common sense surveyed here, as well as elite neoliberal discourse, the textbooks maintain a Marxist-Leninist ontology, discussing events in terms of class relations, proletarian consciousness, national liberation movements, imperialism, and other Soviet commonplaces. This in itself produces a Soviet common sense about how to understand the world that is at variance with elite discourse.


    Both Putin and Medvedev have identified “bad national habits,” or the mass common sense I have just described, as a major obstacle to implementing their neoliberal vision. The bad national habit Medvedev describes most frequently is toleration of corruption and criminality. “I have said in the past and will say again that disregard of the law, legal nihilism, has become deeply entrenched in the national psyche.”5 Russians also have a view of private property “that is less private than in other European nations.”6


    



    Conclusions: Russia as a Semi-Peripheral Regional Hegemon


    Current Russian practices, domestic and foreign, are consistent with Russian common sense, and not with elite neoliberal discourse. Constraints on foreign investment, protection for declining industries, rampant corruption, and limits on democracy and civil rights, are all manifestations of Russian common sense. But Russia has pursued a strategy of “liberal imperialism,” as Anatoly Chubais dubbed it in 2003, in its former Soviet periphery, as well, just like any semi-peripheral power would.


    Russian foreign investment is concentrated there. Through debt for equity swaps, Russia has turned the energy debts of many post-Soviet republics into Russian ownership of electricity grids, hydroelectric dams, nuclear power plants, railroads, oil and gas pipelines, and industrial plants. There is hope, through the Eurasian Economic Community, and/or the weight of the Russian market in the region, for the Russian ruble to become the regional reserve currency.7 In the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, Russia established a $10 billion stabilization fund for the region, a clear institutional substitute for core hegemonic institutions like the IMF.8


    Putin and Medvedev have recognized various “soft power” resources Russia might deploy to deepen its hegemony in the region. The common Russian language, the establishment of “Russkii Mir” analogues to German Goethe Haus, the provision of Russian-language textbooks, the resurrection of Soviet-era “Years of Uzbek Culture,” the awarding of Pushkin Medals for the promotion of “Russian language, culture, and literature,” the opening of branch campuses of Russian universities, and the network of the Russian Orthodox Church, are all understood by Russian elites as forms of soft power that can help restore Russian hegemony in the region.


    In sum, Russian elites, faced with a mass common sense in unconscious and habitual opposition to most of its neoliberal aspirations, and materially advantaged as a regional power in its own post-Soviet backyard, has become, whether willingly or not, a classic example of a semi-peripheral power exercising hegemony over its own regional periphery.
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    Abstract: In 2001 Russia introduced a type of plea bargaining, known as “special procedure court hearings,” that is now widely used. Just why this form of plea bargaining became so popular is not clear, since the benefits that accused persons obtain from the procedure appear to be limited. Only a minority of them receive more lenient sentences as a result. The procedure has increased court efficiency, but has not helped the 2001 Criminal Procedure Code’s larger goal of making the criminal judicial process more adversarial.


    The Russian criminal justice system has been transformed over the past decade through the widespread application of a kind of plea bargaining practice known as “special procedure court hearings.”1 Less than ten years after its introduction in the 2001 Criminal Procedure Code, 63.9 percent of convicted persons used the procedure in 2010. The procedure allows defendants not to contest charges, in effect admitting their guilt and waiving an evidentiary trial review.2 The absorption of this special procedure into Russia’s formerly neo-inquisitorial criminal justice system happened as part of a reform to make the system more adversarial.3 Ironically, the realization of an adversarial trial with lawyers presenting the evidence orally is less advanced than the special procedure aimed at efficiency, a practice seen as inquisitorial by some observers.4


    The riddle is how and why this special procedure has become the most common way of handling criminal charges in Russia. The rules in the Criminal Procedure Code (Chapter 40, Articles 314-317) do not by themselves make the option attractive. The defendant, in consultation with a lawyer and in his presence, must accept the charges in writing, petition for conviction without trial, and waive the right to appeal based on the facts of the case. Opting for the procedure normally takes place at the end of a pretrial investigation (when the defendant first sees the dossier prepared by the investigator), but the accused has the right to make the choice at a later stage, such as during the preliminary hearing or at the start of the trial. Both a procurator (after reviewing the file) and the victim must consent to the special procedure. Finally, the judge must review the motion, ensure that the defendant understands what he or she is doing and has acted voluntarily, and verify that the charges are supported by the evidence in the file. If the judge agrees, there will be no trial on the evidence; instead, there will be a short hearing on sentence, with the exclusion of the upper third of the normal sentencing range.5 Under these circumstances, the federal government covers the cost of defense counsel provided by the police or the courts if the accused elects to rely on such services.


    To be clear, this special procedure in Russia does not by definition involve explicit plea negotiations, but resembles what criminologists call “implicit plea bargaining.”6 Opting for the special procedure and agreeing not to contest the charge (the functional equivalents of confessions or guilty pleas) by themselves lead to the avoidance of a trial and structural concessions in sentencing. This does not preclude deal making in the form of explicit agreements about charges, sentences, or sentencing recommendations, but such practices are not inherent to the procedure itself.


    In Italy, where procedural options similar to those adopted in Russia became available in the early 1990s, the initial response of lawyers and accused was restrained, and the percentage of defendants using the procedure was limited to single digits. Since then there has been some growth in its use following a change in the procedure for one option in 2000 and a broadening of eligibility for another in 2001. In 2005, 25 percent of accused persons used one of the shortened procedure forms and by 2010 as many as 35 percent.7 But this is still a small share compared to Russia’s.


    The Russian data raise questions. Why has popularity of this special procedure increased? Is it in a lawyer’s interest to advise a client to use the procedure? What are all the benefits the defendant? Perhaps defendants use the special procedure to:


    


    
      	1) receive a suspended sentence (“conditional judgment”) instead of real time in jail. Such logic is likely in individual cases, but the overall use of suspended sentences has not risen during the period of special procedure growth; it remains around 40 percent of all dispositions. Nor has there been a decline in the share of custodial sentences in the past seven years: it remains around 33 percent. But lawyers may still tell defendants that agreeing to the special procedure is the best way to ensure a suspended sentence;8


      	2) get out of pretrial detention early. This option would affect both repeat offenders who are sure to get custodial sentences and the smaller group of persons in detention who may get suspended sentences—in 2011 the number was around 20,000 persons including, especially, businesspeople);


      	3) significantly change the length of a custodial sentence; or of a suspended sentence; or of the probationary period associated with suspended sentence; and


      	4) increase the likelihood of a case being stopped following reconciliation with the victim or restitution.

    


    


    On a personal level, the defendant can avoid degradation if friends or family members are slated to be called as witnesses. Whether any of these benefits results from explicit promises from investigators or procurators, that is, real “bargaining,” is another empirical question.


    A related matter connected to the growth of this special procedure in Russia involves incentives for lawyers, especially court-appointed ones in the provinces. Payments and fees potentially drive their decision-making. One notion is that perhaps lawyers get a flat fee for one “court day” as long as a short hearing takes place. The chances of a short hearing taking place are decent because judges often cannot agree to the request for a special procedure before the preliminary hearing, when the first chance to gain the consent of the victim occurs. There are also “pocket lawyers,” who work with police investigators and are known to cooperate with their needs. It could be that the guaranteed payment by the federal government makes plea bargaining more attractive to these lawyers. Another possibility is that lawyers who are working for little or no compensation while fulfilling the obligation to do some legal aid work find the special procedure lucrative.9


    The appeal of special procedure to accused persons and their advocates may also relate to the unlikelihood of victory in regular trials, where the frequency of acquittal in cases argued by the state or its functional equivalent is less than one percent.10 When there is little chance that evidence will unravel (say the accused was caught with drugs or stolen goods), there are weak incentives for sticking with a full trial, and this may be a consideration for some accused. That is, the special procedure may be attractive precisely because the alternative of a general procedure seems in practice to offer so little, although experienced Russian lawyers can improve outcomes for the accused at trial. Even if there is only a chance of a tangible benefit from using a special procedure, there is at least hope.11


    It may well be that countries, or jurisdictions within countries, that have high rates of acquittal also have relatively low rates of plea bargaining or, at least, plea bargaining that is more likely to deliver concessions. Some observers claim that the level of plea bargaining in Italy is held back by the fact that many cases end in acquittals because of the disintegration of evidence after lengthy delays.12


    It is also likely that investigators and procurators find that special procedures contribute to the efficient resolution of cases and positive assessments of their performance. It appears that, for the most part, investigators play the greater role in decisions about special procedure, for it is they, along with the lawyers, who first explain the option to the accused and they who receive the most requests for the special procedure. For their part, procurators are supposed to review the proposals, and they may have a larger role in the minority number of situations when agreements are reached later in the process, such as at the preliminary hearing.13


    Judges may favor the special procedure. If nothing else, it helps them fulfill the statistical norms imposed on them from above. First, it increases the chances for high rates of conviction that include very few acquittals or cases stopped for cause. Second, it virtually excludes cassation or appellate review for convictions via special procedure. Although there can still be complaints about sentences, the procedure contributes to good records of sentence stability. Finally, using special procedure decreases the likelihood of multiple remands and delays, helping judges meet the norms on sentencing and backlogs.14


    With these questions in mind, we start with an account of the history of plea bargaining in Russia and reflections on comparative experience, in particular the growth of plea bargaining of various kinds in European neo-inquisitorial systems and post-communist countries. After that, we examine the practice of special procedure in the Russian Federation, including how it affects sentencing practices.15


    



    History of Plea Bargaining


    Plea bargaining was not one of the options included by specialists in the draft criminal procedure codes of the 1990s.16 The proposal to include a form of plea bargaining came later and from the leaders of the Russian judiciary. Concerned about the strain on judges produced by rising caseloads and, uncertain whether the establishment of a justice of the peace system would come fast enough to help, in 1998 the Council of Judges began discussing simplified procedures. The Council went on to approve resolutions asking that such procedures be added to the new Criminal Procedure Code in both 1998 and 1999, a position that was further endorsed in the fall of 2000 by the Fifth Congress of Judges.17 In addition, from 1998 until the adoption of the new Code in 2001, the appropriateness of a form of plea bargaining in Russia became the subject of discussion in the legal journals, especially Rossiiskaia iustitsiia. Objections were registered by Professor of Criminal Procedure Igor Petrukhin, who argued that “plea deals were foreign to the Russian mentality,” and by a judge from Leningrad region who said that “deals were not in the interests of the accused.”18 Underlying the objections of these scholars and other jurists was concern that full, even adversarial, proceedings were necessary to protect the accused from pressure to confess, a syndrome associated with Stalinism, as well as Russian jurisprudence before 1864. Among those providing support for introducing plea deals to Russia was Samara-based scholar V. Lazareva, whose knowledge of judicial practice helped her offer important insights. She argued that, in effect, Russia already had plea bargaining, both the implicit and explicit varieties. On the one hand, Article 62 of the Criminal Code excluded the upper quarter of the sentencing range for any accused person who voluntarily disclosed guilt (iakva s povinnoi) or cooperated with the police in uncovering the crime. On the other hand, in practice, there were many instances of agreements reached between the sides in criminal cases about admission of guilt to some charges in exchange for dropping other charges and sentencing concessions—that is, what were known in Soviet times as “compromise decisions.”19 To Lazareva the introduction of some form of plea bargaining into the Criminal Procedure Code represented the “legalization of plea deals” rather than a new practice.20


    While public discussions of plea bargaining among scholars gave the issue visibility, judges were still responsible for placing it on the agenda of potential initiatives for inclusion in the new Criminal Procedure Code. Within the new drafting group established in 2000 under State Duma Member Elena Mizulina (Yabloko) and the Presidential Administration’s Mikhail Paleev, the key supporters of plea bargaining were two judges from the Russian Supreme Court, Vladimir Demidov (secretary of the Plenum) and Stanislav Razumov. In response to their suggestions, Mizulina asked her colleagues from the American Bar Association to explain plea bargaining. As a result, St. Louis University’s Stephen Thaman wrote a memorandum and later a draft section of the Code. A specialist in comparative criminal procedure who earlier had helped introduce the jury system to Russia, Thaman explained the range of options, including the simplified procedures used in Germany, Spain, and Italy, and in the draft articles borrowed two institutions from Italian practice, a blend of which became the basis for the Russian special procedure. Thaman appeared at Duma hearings in January and April 2001, and supported Demidov’s initiative.21 The draft discussed at the final set of hearings on April 23 made the special procedure available for charges that brought up to seven years imprisonment, and provided for an actual sentencing discount of one third–the judge was to follow normal sentencing procedure and then subtract one third.22 Although no objections to this plan were expressed at the Duma hearings, the working group drafting the Criminal Procedure Code later decided to reduce eligibility to less serious crimes (up to five years) and to exclude the upper third of the sentencing range. This seems to have happened in June 2001 on the basis of the reactions of Dmitry Kozak’s judicial reform committee.23 At the same time, an official commentary co-edited by Mizulina and Kozak stressed that judges retained the right to give more lenient penalties.24


    In July 2003, after only a year of operation, eligibility for the special procedure was expanded so that it covered crimes bringing up to ten years imprisonment, that is to say all but the most serious crimes. The actual use of the procedure also grew quickly to 30 percent of decided cases in 2005, 37.5 percent in 2006, 56.7 percent in 2007, 50 percent in 2008, and 48.9 percent in 2009; in 2009, 53.9 percent of convicted offenders used special procedure, and 63.6 percent in 2010, including 69.2 percent of thieves and 59 percent of drug offenders.


    In 2009, the government adopted another version of the special procedure to be used when a defendant agreed to cooperate with an investigation, for example to expose superiors in a drug ring. This novelty realized an idea proposed in 2001 by Demidov during the drafting of the Criminal Procedure Code. The new procedure promises even greater benefits to the defendant. Rather than eliminate the upper third of the sentencing range, the law allows the judge to assign a punishment below the legal limit for the crime, or a suspended sentence, or simply no punishment at all.25 Moreover, the provisions on cooperation agreements openly invite negotiations over the plea. Data for the first half of 2011 show that accused persons who adopt this procedure represent only a small share of the total number of accused (1.3 percent, or 5,192 persons).26


    



    International Comparisons


    Russia is far from alone in its effort to develop simplified court procedures and avoid full trials where possible. There is considerable comparative experience with simplified procedures and plea bargaining across Europe and the post-Soviet space, but relatively little empirical study. Concern with the efficiency of courts led many countries to fashion alternatives to full trials.


    Italy, Spain, and Portugal have versions of plea bargaining procedures and sentencing concessions associated with not contesting a charge. Germany has developed in practice rather than in law what it calls “confession agreements” between judges and defense counsel, while in France lesser charges are often cancelled entirely when the accused confesses through the practice of diversion bargaining.27


    In the post-communist world there have been attempts to follow U.S. models, often with encouragement from the source. Georgia and Moldova have introduced versions of U.S.-style plea bargaining, as have Bulgaria and Bosnia, but with mixed results. In Georgia, where in 2008 52.2 percent of criminal convictions were based on plea deals, much of the public assumes that there is a close connection between the practice and bribes paid to judges.28 While U.S.-style explicit plea bargaining can be done without coercion and involve an honest appraisal of the evidence by counsel, it is also open to abuse when it is not transparent and does not involve judicial supervision. The literature on plea bargaining in the United States suggests that for many accused persons avoiding the hassles of a full trial and getting their court experience concluded quickly is sufficient reason for making a plea, apart from the possibility of a lenient sentence.29


    The comparative experience most likely to provide insights relevant to Russia is that of Italy, to which we have already referred. In the 1990s, the use of special procedures (introduced into the Criminal Code in 1988) was around 8 percent—partly because it was limited to less serious crimes and partly because long delays before trial often led to acquittals based on the deterioration of evidence. In 2000 and 2001, changes in the law extended eligibility for special procedures to more serious crimes, and as a result their use expanded. As of 2008, 23 percent of convictions were based on a negotiated plea (with crimes bringing a maximum of 7.5 years imprisonment eligible) and another 12 percent on abbreviated procedure (available with confession for any crime at the initiative of the defense and requiring a written verdict and more careful review of the file by the judge). The negotiated pleas (pataggiamento) involve agreement on what sentence is appropriate and then following the accused’s acceptance of the charge(s) the application of a further one third discount. This two-stage procedure can lead in practice to discounts of as much two thirds of what the prosecutor considers normal for the offense. In the Italian case prosecutors have a lot of discretion, and the accused sometimes do very well.30


    The Italian experience demonstrates how easy it is to move from implicit or structural plea bargaining, where not contesting the charges leads to automatic concessions, to explicit deals, where negotiations between the sides are part of the process. As we shall see, this development has occurred also in Russia, but apparently not to the same extent as in Italy.


    



    The Practice of Criminal Justice in Russia


    Special procedures are used almost twice as much in Russia as in Italy, and we still do not know why. One place to start gaining insight is the practice of sentencing. Overall, the Russian Criminal Code gives judges considerable discretion in choosing punishments for most crimes, although the Code does provide some guidance. There are lists of circumstances that aggravate responsibility and of mitigating circumstances (Articles 61-63). As we have already seen, some of those mitigating circumstances (voluntary disclosure of complicity and cooperation with the investigation) called for elimination of the upper quarter of the sentencing range. The same rule applies as well to crimes that are not completed (Article 66). The weight to be given to other mitigating circumstances on the list in sentencing is up to the judge, who is also allowed to consider factors not enumerated on the list. Judges may also decide to sentence below the legal limit set for a particular crime (Article 64), an option that goes back to the first Soviet criminal code of 1922.31


    The question then arises of how judges are to proceed when the adoption of special procedure is added to the calculation of sentences. Would judges be expected to apply both the exclusion of the upper third of the sentencing range required by the Criminal Procedure Code and the mitigating circumstances listed in the general part of the Criminal Code? From the start some commentators, like Justice Demidov, said yes, and those judges who failed to act in this way received clear direction from the Supreme Court of the Russian Federation. In two resolutions of the Supreme Court’s Plenum dealing with how judges handled special procedure in December 2006 and February 2007, the Court stated that in calculating punishments for a particular offense, judges must take into account all possible discounts and mitigating circumstances.32 Thus, in the case of an incomplete crime, judges would first apply the discount from Article 66 (of one quarter), then take off one third of this due to the special procedure, already reducing the maximum punishment to one half, and finally consider the impact of all the possible mitigating circumstances listed in Article 61. In line with the Supreme Court’s directions, a recent book about special procedure devotes seven pages to various mathematical computations that the author claims that judges should perform.33


    One must stress that the calculation of discounts and reductions from the maximum stipulated in the Criminal Code for a particular charge produces only a maximum punishment for the particular offense and offender, not necessarily the actual sentence, which may be even lower. There is no reason to assume that judges would calculate their sentences from the maximum allowed for a particular offense, at least for most offenses and offenders. Whenever they did, however, the concession turned out to be an actual discount of one third, rather than the mere exclusion of the upper third of the sentencing range. This was a result of the Supreme Court’s resolutions on the role of special procedure in sentencing. Moreover, if there were a number of aggravating circumstances involved, such as a long criminal record (recidivism) or a crime of exceptional cruelty, then the judge might well give the maximum allowed, and the one third discount provided by the special procedure might turn out to be the only discount provided. However, for occasional and, especially, first time offenders, there were many grounds for leniency without a discount from special procedure. After all, first offense was already a mitigating circumstance.


    In fact, first time offenders charged with non-serious and less serious crimes were also eligible to have their cases stopped entirely, whenever they showed heartfelt remorse or reconciled with the victim, both of which were often associated with making restitution.34 The stopping of cases for such “non-rehabilitative reasons” is still allowed when special procedure takes place. In the first half of 2011, 13 percent of the individuals (36,385 people) using the special procedure had their cases dropped.35 It may well be that some accused are led to believe that the effective admission of guilt in the adoption of special procedure may be taken by the victim and/or the judge as a sign of remorse, so that the anticipation that a case would be stopped supplied a motive for the pursuit of special procedure for some offenders. But it is not possible to say what difference the choice of special procedure made, for the rate of stopping cases for non-rehabilitative reasons vis-a-vis offenders in general in the same time period stood at 20.4 percent.


    Stopping cases is especially common at the Justice of the Peace (JP) courts, which hear less serious crimes than other courts. Not surprisingly, a report on how one JP handled special procedure cases in 2010 (in Barysh, a small city in Ulianovsk region) revealed that out of 11 plea bargained criminal cases (out of 37 cases overall), the judge stopped three cases and gave non-custodial sentences in the rest. Unfortunately, the report does not provide data on the cases heard using the general procedure, or any comparison of the two categories.36 Neither a display of heartfelt remorse that could lead to the stopping of a case, nor the admission of guilt implied in the adoption of a special procedure constituted a mitigating circumstance listed in the criminal code, but it is plausible that judges might have treated either or both in this way in actual sentencing.37


    It is clear that even without activating the plea bargaining procedure, the sentencing of offenders in Russia involved many considerations and more often than not produced verdicts well below two thirds of the maximum. It was also clear that judges had the legal discretion to reward offenders for choosing the special procedure with sentences that were more lenient than what they would otherwise have received. How special procedure affected actual sentences remains a key question.


    One source that might help us answer this question is the official statistics on the administration of justice. Overall, the data available on the website of the Judicial Department are impressive and meet world standards. The data include how often special procedures are invoked for particular crimes and the pattern of dispositions for special procedure cases (e.g., convictions, cases stopped). They do not, however, provide data on sentencing in cases using the special procedure or a way to compare those sentences with sentences given after full trials, either overall or for particular crimes. Moreover, they do not include the length of suspended sentences or of their associated probationary terms, let alone compare these for convictions based on special versus general procedure use. There are longitudinal data on the length of terms of imprisonment, but these are given not by months but only by longer blocks of time, namely the number and share of sentences of one to three years, three to five years, or five to ten years. Initial examination of the data indicate that over the past few years there has been a modest decline in three to five year terms and a rise in one to three, suggesting that the average length of terms itself has declined, perhaps by as much as six months. This trend seems to have begun before any possible impact of recent changes in criminal policy initiated by President Dmitry Medvedev (including the removal from the Criminal Code of many minimum penalties in March 2011), but whether or not it is connected to the growth in special procedure is not clear.


    Another source of insight into the dynamics of plea bargaining in Russia is interviews with (and surveys of) participants in criminal cases, including lawyers, procurators, and judges. For his kandidat dissertation, St. Petersburg jurist Dmitry Glukhov studied two hundred cases that used the special procedure in three of the city’s district courts, interviewing the judges involved as well. In the summary of findings provided in the avtoreferat he states that most defendants in his sample received a real discount in their sentences, and not just the avoidance of the upper third of the sentencing range. A small share of defendants who used the special procedure did not get a lenient outcome, a finding that led Glukhov to favor changing the law to require an actual discount of one third below the sentence that would normally be assigned. The research Glukhov has conducted in St. Petersburg needs to be replicated in other parts of the Russian Federation.38


    Moreover, my talks with lawyers in St. Petersburg revealed that lawyers, investigators, and procurators discuss the outcomes of cases and reach informal agreements at least from time to time, especially with regard to serious charges. According to data from 2009, the use of suspended sentences is especially common for serious offenses, and these situations are often ones where explicit plea deals occur.39


    The provision in St. Petersburg of real sentencing discounts to some persons who agreed to go with the special procedure may not have been common in other parts of the Russian Federation. According to Aleksei Kolegov, a lawyer from Kurgan region who is an active blogger,40 agreement to using the special procedure does not normally lead to sentencing concessions. To begin with, he stresses, the upper third of the sentencing range is used rarely even for offenders who have a full trial, if only because in setting punishment, judges must take into account mitigating circumstances. Moreover, Kolegov opines, “If they tell you that in agreeing to special procedure you will automatically get a conditional sentence or some other non-custodial option, this is deception! They give what they give and rub their hands with joy because the sentence is almost impossible to cancel in cassation.”41


    The limited evidence now available does not allow the researcher to say which is more common, the situation in St. Petersburg uncovered by Glukhov or Kolegov’s experience in Kurgan.42 But Kolegov’s article produced a slew of comments, mainly from lawyers based in Kemerova, Tiumen, Tambov, Novosibirsk, Khabarovsk, and St. Petersburg. Their comments on the realities of the administration of criminal justice are nuanced, suggesting that Glukhov and Kolegov’s portraits of special procedure could both be correct, even at the same place and time.


    While three of the commentators registered full agreement with Kolegov, most of the rest disagreed at least in part. Their common message was that each case is unique and that for some cases special procedure does bring major benefits, especially, in the words of one of them, “if the stars in the sky line up right.” “Why be so categorical?” wrote another. A sincere confession can and does make a difference, especially when there are other mitigating circumstances. Yet another confirmed that with enough discounts, including for using the special procedure, the punishment could end up below the minimum. Some commentators told stories about individual cases, which often involved actual deal making. A lawyer from Tambov reported a case where an employee in sales had been skimming off part of the money received. The accused wanted special procedure but the victim (his boss) initially refused, until at the prompting of his lawyer the accused agreed to pay back the money he had taken. The victim then agreed to special procedure, and the judge delivered a suspended sentence.


    One of the lawyers from Kemerovo opined that the special procedure was especially useful to accused persons when the evidence was firm and they did not have the money to pay for a lawyer. For this group, he observed, special procedure offered a resolution that was “fast, lenient, and free.” The handling of the case would be shortened, as would the length of pretrial detention. There was a chance of getting the minimum punishment possible and the defendants would be spared paying for the court-appointed lawyer. The same advocate added that sometimes he was able to negotiate a reduced charge in exchange for his client’s opting for special procedure, which in turn could lead to a suspended sentence. In other words, this lawyer found in the special procedure a tool to be used for explicit negotiations over charges (another form of plea bargaining). His main example resembled the negotiations that characterized “compromise decisions” in the last decades of Soviet power (as Lazareva had predicted). In fall 2011, a high procuracy official also confirmed that bargaining and compromises took place in individual cases.43


    As of spring 2012, we can add to the discussion the results of a statistical study of sentencing in a large random sample of convictions for three of the most common crimes: assault (inflicting serious injury), theft (significant), and use of narcotics. The study found that most of the sentencing gains registered for persons who opted for special procedure disappeared when two controlling factors were introduced—the use of pretrial detention and the presence of a criminal record (recidivism). For the most part, these factors explained whether or not offenders received prison terms and the length of prison terms.44 But there were still differences in sentencing for defendants who used the special procedure. Prison terms for them averaged a few months less than for their counterparts who went to trial. Moreover, first time offenders who were not held in detention got more lenient outcomes (usually non-custodial sanctions) when they used special procedure.


    A further limitation on the findings is the fact that large statistical patterns do not speak to what happens in individual cases, especially of more serious crimes (which were not included in the study). The authors of the study chose to give it the title, “Special Procedure—The Usual Sentence,” which is one way to interpret their data. There is also another way to understand what the study results mean. In Russia, like in the United States, once a majority of accused persons plead guilty, then their fate becomes the statistical norm. If it turned out that convicts who went to trial received consistently more severe sentences, one could speak of a penalty for contesting trials rather than a benefit (or deal) from confession. One would not want to discover that in Russia contesting one’s guilt had perverse consequences.


    



    Conclusions


    The more that one explores the use of special procedure in Russian criminal justice, the more questions arise. There is enough evidence now to hypothesize that accused persons have multiple and varying reasons for using this form of plea bargaining. Sometimes they receive extra benefits that they expected or hoped for, but the overall structure of sentencing and punishment has not changed much with the advent of the procedure. In contrast, it is hard to say whether the plea process in Russia is fair, how often there are coercive elements, how often the well-designed rules are observed (there is the usual stream of criticism of judges who fail to so do), and the nature and frequency of informal promises and deals.


    A fuller understanding of Russian plea bargaining requires in-depth sociological and ethnographic research, including interviews with the players (defense counsel, investigators, procurators, judges, accused and victims) in many parts of the Russian Federation. The research should focus on what inducements, discussions, and deals prompt the accused to adopt special procedure and how its use affects the outcome of cases, especially sentencing. Empirical studies of how judges sentence more generally, in regular and special procedure, would also be useful.


    The results of empirical research on the dynamics of plea bargaining in Russia will help determine its fairness and whether the institution makes good public policy. But there remain philosophical questions about the meaning of plea bargaining for the transition to adversarialism. From the 1991 Conception of Judicial Reform to the new Criminal Procedure Code of 2001, reformers sought to correct defects in Russia’s neo-inquisitorial system by making it more adversarial. While some radical reformers wanted to replace Soviet criminal justice with full adversarialism at the pretrial as well as trial stage, moderates and conservatives preferred partial changes. Compromise ruled the day, and as a result, the main change was the introduction of a version of an adversarial trial, where, at least in theory, evidence would be established orally (not via dossier) and there would be ample opportunity to challenge and test the evidence.45


    If, because of the special procedure, nearly two thirds of criminal cases in the Russian Federation no longer have trials on the evidence (even of the Soviet neo-inquisitorial variety), then this represents a substantial return to inquisitorialism.46 In these cases the judge has the obligation to check the strength of the evidence, not through oral argument but by reviewing the case file, and the short trial that remains concerns only sentencing. This is in many ways reminiscent of the practice of ordinary trials during the last decades of the Soviet era, where the dossier was introduced at the trial as evidence and checked only selectively or little at all when the accused confessed. The main contribution of the advocate was to bring out mitigating factors that might soften the sentence (the plea in mitigation). For legal officials in Russia, including judges, the special procedure not only saves work time and avoids the complications of reviews by higher courts, but is also comfortable and familiar. While appearing to be a novelty, the special procedure actually represents a return to an older comfort zone, especially for judges.


    At the same time, special procedure places Russia in the company of modern states worldwide, where some kind of simplified plea bargaining procedure is the norm, because full scale trials are too complicated and expensive to be used for most cases.47 In this context, the Russian return to the inquisitorial mode for resolving criminal charges that are not in dispute is not necessarily a bad thing. In American plea bargaining, the main review of the evidence usually takes place during informal (and non-transparent) discussions among prosecutors and defense counsel rather than in the courtroom. At least the Russian version of plea bargaining requires the judge to review the case file and agree that the evidence is sufficient and clear, a requirement that is typically absent in common law countries. However, there is now a danger in Russia that the quality of case files available to the judge in special procedure cases will deteriorate. A proposed new law in March 2012 promises to allow investigators of crimes to reduce paperwork, if not also inquiries, when the accused admits guilt and opts for using the special procedure.48


    The future evolution of plea bargaining in the Russian Federation from 2012 may also be influenced by recent changes in the punishments that judges can award. Changes in the criminal code from March 2011 removed the lower limits on the length of imprisonment for many charges, including common ones like theft and robbery, and analogous changes were made for non-custodial alternatives too. The use of imprisonment was actually forbidden for first time offenders for non-serious offenses, whose definition was extended to comprise all crimes with a maximum sentence of three years imprisonment (up from two).49 The changes increased greatly the already considerable sentencing discretion of judges, which they could use in rewarding persons who admitted guilt and opted for the special procedure.


    In sum, plea bargaining in Russia reduces caseload pressure not only on judges but also for investigators and procurators, while at the same time offering some advantages to the accused. Overall, it may well represent a worthwhile addition to Russian criminal justice, as long as, firstly, those cases that do go to trial are handled in a fully adversarial way and with reduced accusatorial bias, and secondly, the special procedure process is fair. Ironically, as of 2012, the second condition seems closer to fulfilment than the first.
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