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WHAT I WON’T TALK ABOUT 
TODAY



FORMER USSR



KIEVAN RUS’  11TH CENTURY





CONSEQUENCES OF MONGOL
INVASION

• Shift of power to the Northeast (to more authoritarian 
Vladimir and Moscow)

• Partial decommercialization

• Flight of population to North, to Church and secular 
landlords

• First laws freezing peasant population in place

• Bubonic Plague (1346- ) clears out the steppe (full 
conquest only by 1781)



MUSCOVY EXPANDS



NEW ROMANOV DYNASTY

• Election of Mikhail 
Fedorovich Romanov 
(1613-45)

• Serfdom made 
permanent 1649

• Muscovy needs to 
catch up with military 
rev. in the West



PETER I (THE GREAT)



PETRINE REFORMS

 St. Petersburg – new capital

 Govt. reorganized along 
European lines

 Created a service state

 Created 2 Russias: elite and 
non-elite

Westernized through 
serfdom (Path Dependency)



ALEXANDER II TSAR-LIBERATOR
1856-1881

Emancipation of serfs (1861)
Payout to nobility (Too big to fail) 

bankrupts state
Autocracy’s political supports also 

prevent change  
 “GREAT REFORMS”
Trial by jury (1864)
University (1863)
Elim. of censorship
Military (1874)
Zemstvo (1864)

Assassinated 1881



IMPERIAL EXPANSION



NICHOLAS II (r. 1894-1917)
Swore to uphold 

autocracy; he and wife 
Aleksandra held 
reactionary views

Continued mil.-
oriented 
industrialization

Careless failed war with 
Japan detonated 
revolution of 1905

Nicholas and Aleksandra, engagement



1905-1917  DEMI-SEMI-
CONSTITUTIONAL MONARCHY

1905: first general strike. 
Workers, students and 
soldiers in St. Pbg. form 
a “soviet” (assembly)

Tsar forced to issue an 
‘October Manifesto’

Duma is created with 
universal, but not equal, 
male-only suffrage



V. I. LENIN’S BOLSHEVIKS SEIZE 
POWER NOV. 7, 1917

• Detonate Civil War and 
Intervention (1918-21)

• Create one-party 
authoritarian regime

• Attempt to fund 
industrialization through 
mixed economy fails

• New leader Stalin turns to 
old source: peasantry



FIVE YEAR PLANS  
INDUSTRIALIZATION 1928 -

• urban population 

increased from 11 to 

38.5 million 1928-1930s

• Kommunalki and 

rationing

• Military-industrial 

complex built

Magnitogorsk, 1930s



COLLECTIVIZATION
• Peasants confined to 

collective farms, state farms

• Mass deportations

• In Ukraine, drought hits in 
1932 / up to 8 million dead

• Stalin continues to extract 
grain for export

• Effective serfdom

• Demoralized peasant 
workforce has extremely 
depressed productivity 



STALINISM

• a strong service state

• Emphasis on discipline (laws on theft, 
compulsory overtime, absenteeism)

• GREAT TERROR 1936-38

• Decimation of elites, officer corps

• Gulag – important part of economy



STALIN’S “GREAT RETREAT”
• Natalist (pro-birth) Policies

• ‘Mother-heroines’ get bonuses 
for 10+ kids (compare this to 
NAZI “hero-mothers”)

• Consecration of the family

• Attack on divorce, abortion, 
homosexuality



WWII / GREAT PATRIOTIC WAR



WW II to GORBACHEV

• Great Patriotic War – defining event for Soviet people.  
~27 million dead

• Destalinization of N. S. Khrushchev led to short-term 
gains, but removal of terror caused drop in productivity, 
absent other incentives

• By end of K. Chernenko’s rule, economic growth was 
close to 1%; regime survived on oil exports for wheat



GORBACHEV 1985-91



PERESTROIKA FAILS

• Chernobyl explosion convinced Gorbachev to 
liberalize information

• Sought to create virtual market while retaining state 
ownership.  This fails.  Economy begins to tank.

• Led by Baltic republics, other republics including 
Russia, led by Boris Yeltsin, seek complete or 
effective independence.

• Events move too fast, and Dec. 31, 1991 USSR is 
dissolved



CHILDHOOD AND YOUTH
• Paternal grandfather 

was cook for Lenin and 
Stalin

• Father was in Navy 
(subs), then NKVD 
demolition battalion in 
WW II



• V. grew up in a communal apt. in St. Pbg.

• Did NOT do well in grade school

• But applied himself once he decided he 
wanted to work in intelligence.  In 9th grade 
he applied to KGB.



LENINGRAD CITY CHAMP, 1976

• Went to university, 
studied law (and judo).

• 1975 recruited to KGB, 
assigned to 
counterintelligence, 
then intelligence in 
Dresden, GDR (1985-91)



• Returned to Leningrad State U to write MA thesis on 
economic policy (plagiarized!)

• Left KGB to work in St. Petersburg mayor’s office 
under liberal Anatolii Sobchak

• Then unemployed in 1996 after Sobchak lost 
election over corruption charges



CASCADE OF PROMOTIONS

• Hired to work in presidential 
administration in charge of 
legal affairs and Russian 
property abroad (worked 
under Pavel Borodin, chair of 
Kremlin property office / 
Mabetex Affair)

• 1997 chair, Main Oversight 
Directorate  



• 1998 chair, FSB

• Forces retirement of Chief Prosecutor, Iurii Skuratov, 
who found damaging information on Yel’tsin
(Mabetex Affair)

• August 1999, Prime Minister

• Dec. 31, 1999, Acting President



BRIEF BACKGROUND TO 
PUTIN’S RISE

• Russia after Jan. 1, 1992 underwent traumatic economic 
changes  -- “Shock Therapy”

• Prices were liberalized, savings were wiped out, and 
the economy was privatized in a corrupt and haphazard 
fashion, after a political crisis resolved by violence in 
1993



ENGINEERS OF PRIVATIZATION

Egor Gaidar, theoretician
of  “shock therapy”

Anatolii Chubais
Privatization czar



YELTSIN IMPOSES 
“PRIVATIZATION” BY FORCE

• Yeltsin’s coup of Oct. 
1993

• Largest crown jewels of 
economy “auctioned” off 
at bargain prices

• State nets $9.25 billion 
for companies worth 
hundreds of billions

• Organized crime, the 
state, and oligarchs form 
new system of rule



YELTSIN AND ELECTION OF 
1996



US PUTS THUMB ON RUSSIAN 
ELECTION SCALE
COURTESY DAVID STRICKLAND



• $10.2 billion IMF loan after 
Yeltsin lobbied Clinton Feb. 
1996

• NATO expansion postponed 
at Yeltsin’s request

• 4 US consultants aid Yeltsin’s 
campaign



SECOND-TERM SCANDALS

• “LOANS FOR SHARES”  - state mortgaged ownership of 
remaining private industries for loans from oligarchs to 
meet current payments (that allowed Yeltsin to win 
presidential election of 1996)

• Yeltsin, daughter Tatiana, and associates (“the family”) 
laundered large sums through Swiss banks (Mabetex)

• Vladimir Putin saved “the family” from prosecution by 
Procurator-General Skuriatov and Prime Minister 
Evgenii Primakov



ECONOMIC RESULTS

• Taxes paid dropped from 16.6% of GDP in 1992 to 5% 
in 1996.  Tax arrears reached $35 billion

• Foreign investment stalled owing to lawless state of 
Russia

• In 1996, Singapore attracted $9.440 billion,  Eastern 
Europe - $12.3 billion,  Peru - $3.56 billion, and 
Russia --- $1.8 billion (China by contrast attracted 
$42.3 billion)

• Crash of 1998  RUSSIA DECLARED BANKRUPTCY



DECLINE OF SCIENCE / BRAIN 
DRAIN

• % of fed. budget allocation for civilian science 

1991 - 7.43 % 1998 - 1.58

• personnel in R & D             1990 = 100

1991 - 86.3  1998 - 44.0



DEMOGRAPHIC CRISIS

• annual population loss = 500,000

• Male life expectancy fell from 67 (1989) to 58 
(1997)

• Drug epidemic (legacy of Afghan War) led to:

• HIV and drug-resistant TB epidemics

• Est. 2-4 million children without parents in 
population of 143 million (148 million in 1991)



SEPT. 1999 MOSCOW BOMBINGS BRING 
PUTIN TO POWER

• First Chechen War 
(1994-1996) left 
issue unresolved

• Shamil Basaev
raided Dagestan, 
Aug. 1999

• Putin named PM
• 2 Moscow apt. 

bldgs. bombed in 
Sept. 1999

• Yeltsin resigns Dec. 
1999



PUTIN’S ELECTION CAMPAIGN
• Putin launched all-out 

bombing of Chechnia

• TV charm offensive aided by V. 
Berezovskii’s Channel 1 and 
Sergei Dorenko

• “We will get [the terrorists] in 
the airport, on the toilet seat . . 
. .”



THE CHECHEN STAKES



PIPELINE WARS (BEGUN UNDER 
CLINTON)

• US sponsored 
alternative pipeline 
from Baku, 
Azerbaijan to 
Çeyhan, Turkey  by-
passing Russia

• Russia built direct 
Baltic Sea gas 
pipeline to Germany, 
by-passing Poland



CASPIAN PIPELINES



CONTROL OF MEDIA AND 
OLIGARCHS

• Media attack journalism forced opponent out of the 
race (Evgenii Primakov)

• After election of March 2000, Putin raided the TV 
station owned by V. Gusinskii, an oligarch who 
opposed him and the Chechen war.  A program 
ridiculing Putin – Kukly (Puppets) was also a factor.  
He was forced into exile



• Kukly (NTV)



OLIGARCHS, CONT’D.

• His former backer, Berezovskii, was also 
forced into exile after his TV station 
criticized Putin’s handling of the Kursk
submarine disaster

• Putin called in the oligarchs and ordered 
them to stay out of politics as a condition of 
retaining their holdings



PUTIN:  CENTRALIZER  (VERTIKAL)

• Makes upper house 
appointive

• Makes supergovernors
appointed

• All media subordinated to 
the state

• Freedom of assembly 
curtailed

• Journalists and Duma 
deputies assassinated



PUTIN’S “HYBRID” SYSTEM
COURTESY LILIA SHEVTSOVA, CARNEGIE INSTITUTION

• After Beslan (2004), Putin declared:  “We showed 
weakness, and the weak are trampled upon.” (cf. I. 
Stalin, 1931)

• Blamed weakness on dismemberment of USSR

• Return to “Russian Idea”

• Strong state (Russia as world power)

• Patrimonial state (merger of political and economic 
power)

• Subjugation of all political power to executive



BUT . . .

• Retention of the form of democracy
• Avoidance of excessive use of force through 

paternalism, patron-client relationship with 
society

• Cooptation of liberals and nationalists and 
adoption of simultaneous pro- and anti-Western 
position preempts any meaningful opposition 
from “left” or “right”

• Pragmatic, utilitarian approach to ideology



PUTIN’S GAMBLE

• Putin set out ideas in major speech, “Russia on 
the Eve of the New Millenium” (Dec. 30, 1999)

• Main goal set by Putin was to maintain RF as one 
of the industrially developed nations of the 
world.  To deal with Russia’s problems requires 
more income.

• He understood that attractiveness of RF as an 
investment target was zero ( “beneath any 
criticism”) owing to low efficiency and 
corruption, admin. barriers, practice of annulling 
rights of partners, extreme weakness of the 
banking system, etc. 



• These could not be overcome in short-term

• optimal path to improve RF’s attractiveness -
relaxing environmental standards. RF could 
outcompete both the EU and Central Europe 
in “dirty production.”  



ELIMINATION OF 
GOSKOMPRIRODA

• 10 days after becoming president on May 17, 2000, 
Putin signed Order 867 “On the structure of organs 
of executive power,” eliminating the State 
Committee for Environmental Protection

•
• functions went to Min. of Natural  Resources 

• Duma approved removal of ban on importation of 
radioactive waste, etc.

• Obstacle to SAKHALIN Island oil drilling removed



NATURAL GAS

• Russia has largest 
natural gas deposits 
in world

• If oil = 60% + of 
export income, gas = 
20+%

• GAZPROM has state 
monopoly



RUSSIAN ECONOMY 1989-2016



PUTIN’S (AND ELITE’S) CONFUSED 
ATTITUDE TOWARD WEST

• Personally and collectively 
want to be accepted as 
“Westerners”

• But not as junior partner

• Nostalgia for great power 
status (also linked to 
nationalist-populist politics 
to gain legitimacy)

• Top priority:  “near abroad”

• Ukraine, Georgia, Caspian



PUTIN AND THE US

• Initially Putin and G. W. Bush had a good working 
relationship. 

• Putin offered assistance in Afghanistan after 
September 11, 2001, and posed no objection to US 
bases in Uzbekistan and Kyrgyzstan

• Bush looked into Putin’s eyes and  . . .



. . . FOUND A SOULMATE.



BRATISLAVA NEWS CONF., 
JUNE 2001

• Can we trust Russia? 

• PRESIDENT BUSH: I will answer the question. I 
looked the man in the eye. I found him to be very 
straightforward and trustworthy. We had a very 
good dialogue. I was able to get a sense of his soul; 
a man deeply committed to his country and the 
best interests of his country. And I appreciated so 
very much the frank dialogue. 



THE CONTEXT:  BUILD-UP OF 
MISTRUST

• Resentment of US role in supporting “shock therapy” 
in early 1990s and in strong support of corrupt head 
of privatization, Anatolii Chubais

• Resentment of betrayal of oral assurances given to 
Gorbachev by James Baker, Hans-Dietrich Genscher
of no NATO expansion to the East

• Former Yugoslavia and Kosovo



FROM V. PUTIN, FIRST PERSON

• Q.  What’s wrong with our relationship with 
NATO?

• Putin: We don’t feel like we’re full-fledged 
participants in the process.

• Q. The situation with  Yugoslavia illustrates 
that decisions can be made without Russia.



• Putin:  That’s just the point!  We don’t need those 
kinds of relations . . . Everything that the NATO 
allies . . . achieved in Kosovo directly 
contradicted the goals that NATO had 
established for itself . . . [and was a] direct 
violation of UN decisions. . . . I don’t see any 
reason why cooperation between Russia and 
NATO shouldn’t develop further, but I repeat 
that it will happen only if Russia is treated as an 
equal partner.



NATO EXPANSION 1991 -



CAUSES OF THE BREACH

• Bush and Cheney, against Russia’s emphatic 
opposition, insisted on invading Iraq.  Putin 
condemned this as unilateralism, and experienced 
it as a humiliation

• Bush cancelled ABM treaty, placing missiles in 
Poland, Czech Republic, Romania allegedly 
“against Iran”



OTHER THEATERS OF 
CONFLICT

• US regime change invasions in Iraq, Syria, Libya

• Conflict over influence in Russia’s “near abroad” 
(Ukraine, Georgia, Central Asia, the Caucasus) and 
sanctions

• Conflict over gas and oil pipelines





CONFLICT IN THE ARCTIC

• Aug. 2007 2 deep-sea submersibles, Mir-1 and 2, 
reached the seabed under the North Pole, almost 1 mile 
down

• Race to claim Arctic Ocean resources now that warming 
has made the icecap thinner

• Moscow’s claim rests on disputed Lomonosov Ridge, 
putatively linked to mainland geology

• Est. 10 billion bbls.





• Cultivation of European Union

• Close cooperation with India

• Shanghai Cooperation Organization unites Russia, 
China, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and 
Uzbekistan  (but danger of Russian becoming junior 
partner of China)

• Building of oil pipeline to Pacific (Japan) with spur to 
Daqing, China



RUSSIAN PIPELINE TO EAST 
ASIA



MOSCOW AT NIGHT







STRUCTURAL PROBLEMS

• Rampant corruption, continuation of contract killings

• Non-independent judiciary, absence of transparency

• Rise in xenophobic attitudes

• Massive political apathy

• One-party (United Russia) state has reemerged



WAVE OF UNSOLVED POLITICAL 
MURDERS

• Galina Starovoitova, 
assassinated Nov. 
1999

• Sergei Iushenkov, 
gunned down April 
18, 2003 (9th member 
of Duma to be 
assassinated since 
1994)



MORE VICTIMS

• Iurii Shchekochikhin, 
Duma rights 
advocate, poisoned 
(thallium?), July 2003

• Paul Klebnikov, editor 
of Forbes (Russia), 
shot July 2004



ANNA POLITKOVSKAIA
1958-OCT. 7, 2006

• Journalist who 
covered Second 
Chechen War

• (89 journalists have 
been murdered in 
Russia since 1996, 
second only after 
Iraq, with 138)



BORIS NEMTSOV, 1959-FEB. 27, 
2015

• physicist

• gov., Nizhnyi Novgorod 
province 1991-97

• deputy prime minister of 
Russia, 1997-98

• member, State Duma 1999-
2003

• co-chair, People’s Freedom 
Party

• critic of corruption, esp. re: 
Sochi Olympics, Putin’s 
Ukraine policy



YOUTH GROUP “NASHI” (OUR 
OWN FOLK)

• Molodezhnoe dem. 
antifashistskoe 
dvizhenie “Nashi” 
(Youth democratic 
antifascist movement 
“Nashi”)

• Founded in 2005, by 
late 2007 it had 120,000 
members 17-25





ELEMENTS OF PUTIN’S
IDEOLOGY

• Redefinition of Russia as a  Russian Orthodox state.  Extensive 
tactical alliance with the Patriarch.  Promotion of the cult of St. 
Vladimir.

• Russia as defender of traditional “family” values (promotion of 
motherhood, campaign against homosexuality) – in contrast to a 
decadent West.

• Russia as a great power with a legitimate sphere of influence over 
former Soviet Union and a strong military

• Market economy dominated by “national champions”



PUTIN APPOINTED CRONIES 
(SILOVIKI) TO RUN ENERGY 

SECTOR
• Russia’s oil output is shrinking

• It is a price taker, not a price setter, because of 
absence of spare capacity

• Involvement of bureaucrats in the energy sector 
promises return to Soviet-style extraction “come 
what may,” irrespective of price fluctuations (good 
for importers of oil)



CAN RUSSIA AVOID THE RESOURCE 
TRAP?

• Domestic investment is going back into the energy 
sector.  Only 20% goes into manufacturing, largely 
metallurgy and food processing.

• Western oil and gas investors are unwelcome

• NO LONG-TERM VISION.  RUSSIA IS ON COURSE 
TO BECOME “RESOURCE TRAP” NATION



OTHER PROBLEMS

• Despite sizable immigration in 1990s, population has 
declined relative to 1990:  147.6 million (1990) vs. 
145.9 million (2020)

• Siberia’s population has declined from 27.5 million 
(2002) to 26 million (2018) with increased Chinese 
presence

• De-development (loss of industry) in medium-sized 
cities

• Continuing rural poverty



RELICTS OF PREVIOUS 
ATTEMPTS TO INDUSTRIALIZE

• All of these aging “rust belt” cities were created or 
enlarged by Stalin and successors

• But their industrial products are not competitive

• Putin’s regime is stalled economically, despite his 
apparent desire in 2000 to use oil/gas as a way to 
transition to a more technology-oriented economy



OPPOSITION IS MORE VISIBLE
• Opposition to revelation that the 

Medvedev – Putin electoral switch 
was planned (Dec. 24, 2011 rally)

• The urban middle class wants a 
more liberal regime with political 
rights 

• But Putin retains the support of mass 
of people



CRISIS IN UKRAINE / CRIMEA

• Obsolescing Soviet-era steel and coal industries in 
Russian-speaking East earned export revenue

• But required subsidized Russian gas to be 
competitive in their niche market

• The Russian condition for subsidies was a pro-
Russian government in Kyiv (Kiev)



UKRAINE CRISIS

• President Yanukovich, elected in 2010 in a close vote, tried to 
keep Russia happy while also engaging in negotiations with 
the European Union

• Putin leaned on him to cancel the negotiations, leading to the 
huge protests on the Maidan Nezalezhnosti Square in Kiev 
(Kyiv)

• US Asst. Sec. of State Victoria Nuland conversation was tapped; 
she suggested who should lead post-Maidan Ukraine



UKRAINE CRISIS

• Western Ukrainians wanted to emancipate Ukraine from 
its economic dependency on Russia and eastern 
Ukraine

• After negotiations broke down, police fired on the 
demonstrators, but Yanukovich was forced to flee after 
the legislature deposed him

• the coup of 2013 hoped to attract Western investment to 
Kiev and western Ukraine to create an alternative 
economic base





SEIZURE OF CRIMEA

• Rather than risk the ouster of the Russian naval base at 
Sevastopol, in Ukrainian Crimea, Putin seized the 
Crimea and reattached it to Russia

• Sanctions were imposed on Russia by the US and EU

• Putin then sponsored armed intervention in Eastern 
Ukraine.  Russia is still a player.



PUTIN’S POPULARITY

• People don’t want return to unregulated market (and 
so distrust liberal reformers, recalling 1990s)

• People fear chaos.  Putin maintains order.

• People feel proud that Putin has been able to parry 
perceived discrimination against / humiliation of 
Russia



SUMMARY
• Putin and Russian political elite want to feel important.  

• They will be spoilers (in Ukraine, Syria, Iran, etc.) when they 
believe that they are being marginalized or even cordoned off from 
the global mainstream.

• Only constructive engagement can turn this around -- perhaps.


