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Generations of Russians were indoctrinated with the notion that gruesome violence and crime are typically American problems. Most Russians never believed that something similar could happen in their country. But it is happening now. Certainly the situation in Russia today cannot be compared to Chicago of the 1930s, or even the 1990s; but when compared with the Brezhnev years, Russia's current crime wave is shocking. Even as far back as the Gorbachev era, crime and corruption were escalating, so much so that former Prime Minister Nikolai Ryzhkov admitted at the end of 1990 that the Soviet government was losing the war against crime.1 The only difference between the Gorbachev and Yeltsin periods is quantitative: more social disarray, more crime and corruption. The frustration of a considerable part of the population has reached intolerable levels. President Yeltsin issues decrees giving the police a degree of power unprecedented in a democratic country. Even the head of the Russian Orthodox Church, Patriarch Alexia II, signed an agreement on cooperation with Russia's Minister of Internal Affairs.

Ever since the Gorbachev period, anticrime laws have been adopted at a frenzied pace, to no avail. Russian politicians often cite inadequacies in the laws as an excuse for many shortcomings in fighting crime and corruption. Whatever can be said about the communist system, it was an extremely sophisticated and fine-tuned machine with a smooth, deceitful ideology. Many of its institutions, including law enforcement, were based on fear, pure and simple; fear of punishment was real and visible. But communism had one serious disadvantage-it had no tolerance for innovation. Stalin certainly knew it, as did Brezhnev. Among the Kremlin's leaders, only Khrushchev and Gorbachev failed to realize this basic fact. So as Gorbachev embarked on his reforms, the breakdown in law and order followed, with a doubling of the crime rate as a result.

Now the whole world frets over the wave of crime gripping Russia as the mafiya undermines the country's fragile democratic institutions. Russian gangsters cast a shadow as long and as ominous as the Red Army did just a few years ago. No meaningful statistical data on crime existed in the Soviet Union, so it is difficult to make conclusive comparisons. However, the term " organized crime" has a peculiar connotation where Russia is concerned. Speaking about crime as organized suggests that there are at least some things in Russia that are orderly. Russian law-enforcement agencies are behooved to exaggerate the extent and consequences of crime in order to emphasize their relevance and avoid reductions in force. Therefore, it is important to analyze the genuine causes of crime and corruption in Russia. The country's nationalist elements and a growing portion of the population as well believe it is a conspiracy of the West. For Yeltsin supporters and other so-called " democrats," crime is the inevitable companion of the transition period until new laws are adopted and implemented. Both views are misguided.

The fundamental causes of crime in Russia are arguably different from those in the United States. While a comparison of crime and its origins in both countries is beyond the scope of this article, we can at least identify two principal categories of causes behind Russia's current wave of crime and corruption. The real causes of these social pathologies in Russia lie, first, in the intricacies of the transitional period and, second, in the loss of a distinctive identity-Homo sovieticus, a product of the economic and ideological heritage of the communist system.

Russia's Transition: The Reign of Havoc

Russia is undergoing an extraordinary transformation from communism to capitalism. The transition period from one political system to another in what used to be the world's second superpower is a truly phenomenal event. Nobody expects Russia to complete such a transition quickly and painlessly. Yet comparisons always point to the experience of former communist brethren in eastern Europe, countries like the Czech Republic and Poland. Though their troubles are far from over, they are already light-years ahead of Russia in their transition to capitalist democracies.

This should come as no surprise. The three elements that best characterize Russia's transitional period are political chaos, incompetence of the leadership, and general impoverishment of the population. Flourishing crime and corruption are a logical consequence of these three elements' interaction.

In today's Russia, there is hardly an institution that can honestly claim it has escaped the maw of corruption-neither the police, the military, or the country's legislature. Former Vice President Aleksandr Rutskoi claimed to have two suitcases full of materials about corrupt officials in the Yeltsin administration. Undoubtedly, Yeltsin also had a couple of suitcases about Rutskoi and his associates. Crime and corruption are closely intertwined with the political and economic order in Russia. This was just as true in the old regime as it is now. The blossoming of corruption took place in the Brezhnev era, but it really took off during Gorbachev's perestroika. According to veterans of both periods, corruption is much worse now than under the old regime. Bureaucrats have been very deft at preserving their connections and greatly benefiting from them. The " democrats" are even more skillful and bolder than the old apparatchiks in taking bribes. The small salaries of government officials provide a powerful incentive to engage in corruption.

Without exception, all types of crime are on the rise in Russia. Crimes targeted against the institutions of the country's emerging market economy have naturally attracted the most attention in the West. Certainly, the killing of 11 Russian banking officials in 1994 gave the financial sector special attention in the fight against crime. In these cases, most of the crime involves protection money, which probably most of the private businesses in Moscow and St. Petersburg are now paying.

By all accounts, this transition has turned out to be more difficult and complex than anyone expected. The economy is collapsing, and the bottom is nowhere in sight. Hardly anything of value is produced, mostly worthless shares of commercial banks that rob Russia's citizens with the government's encouragement, and investment funds that funnel their revenue back into the printing of their own securities. Cooperatives and joint ventures have turned out to be largely unsuccessful forays into the market economy.

No institutions function property in this transition. Law-enforcement agencies are demoralized and confused-confused because they were never taught how to defend private property, and demoralized because their Soviet-trained officers are resentful over having to defend something of value that is not theirs. In fact, they seem to take malicious delight in Russia's crime wave, which in their view is a result of democratic reforms they are not fond of. Rising crime rates protect them against budget cuts, which are continually postponed because of the fear of crime.

What is called " organized crime" is mostly limited to Moscow and St. Petersburg. Separatist skirmishes and border disputes-in both Russia itself and in other former Soviet republics-have created a wave of refugees, including professional criminals, who naturally would like to benefit from the economic activity in Russia's two major cities. Criminals from other republics find it natural to organize on the basis of their national origin, and those who are fluent in Russian have a decided advantage. But the sheer number of criminal groups, from one to several thousand, is by itself a sign of little or no organization. The word " mafiya" is used liberally, meaning any degree of coordination between several people, whether they are corrupt bureaucrats, military officers, business owners, or criminals. The word also connotes collusion between politicians and criminals. We constantly see in the Western mass media a confusion between the notions of crime, corruption, and the mafiya. For example, the 17 October 1994 murder of Dmitry Kholodov, a journalist for the newspaper Moskovsky Komsomolets is an example of a revenge killing against a reporter who threatened to expose a limited, albeit lucrative, circle of graft in Russia's armed forces. Nevertheless, the Wall Street Journal offered an explanation of the killing several days later under its headline " How the Russian Mafia Rules." 2 In fact, the rule of Russia's mafiya, such as it is, is so extensive and so diverse that it goes well beyond such isolated killings.

Homo sovieticus in the Transition

The Empire is dead. Long live the Empire! The old ideology remains in Russia like an unexploded bomb covered over with a new layer of wind-blown soil. Societal attitudes in the new Russia-in particular, a suspicion of the West and a contempt for private property and individual rights-are still firmly rooted in the communist past.

Russians' attitude toward private property continues to be very complicated, perhaps even duplicitous. On the one hand, the transition to a market economy means the triumph of private property. However, the Russian psyche is removed from this moment by at least 50 years. On the other hand, sharing property is still considered a superior form of ownership. A typical place where one can check the Russian attitude toward private property is at the customs booth at Sheremetevo airport. " What, you want to take with you an icon, an ancient painting, a rare book?" No way, it belongs to the state. It might have been in your family for generations, you paid money for it, or its artistic value is negligible to everyone but you. Yet, a young, arrogant border guard will be your judge. Everything belongs to Mother Russia.

The concept of private property as sacrosanct is not very widespread in Russia. As such, it is well-nigh impossible to determine what belongs to whom. For example, to whom belong Russian square-footage in the cities and land in the endless Russian plains? The country's history does not provide an unequivocal answer. Moscow's and Novgorod's landed aristocracy, the boyars, were annihilated by Ivan the Terrible and Peter the Great. Russian serfs did not believe that the nobles were true owners of land, much of which was given away to favorites of the tsars. Catherine the Great turned over hundreds of thousands of peasants and thousands of villages to the legion of her lovers. Then followed Russia's wars, revolutions, and dislocations. And to whom belong all these great structures of the communist era? What Western company would ever like to purchase Russian plants with outmoded equipment, obdurate managers, and lazy workers? It is not surprising that privatization has had such a difficult time in post-Soviet Russia. People who do get title to some property find it hard to be recognized as the lawful owners. This is one of the most important ideological justifications for crime and racketeering directed against Russia's new entrepreneurs.

Another enemy of private property is the historically rooted belief in the collective over the individual that stubbornly persists among Russians. Such an attitude perpetuates the paternalistic role of the state and the conception of the individual as its ward. From birth to death, Russians were taught to adhere to a conviction that the collective takes precedence over the individual. Until the beginning of the 20th century, Russia was basically an agrarian society based on rural communities. Russians still strongly believe in uravnilovka, a peculiar system of equality and social justice, where everyone is entitled to the same amount of goods regardless of individual contribution.

These attitudes did not originate during the transition. They are deeply ingrained attitudes that would exist even during an ideal transition and would continue to exist for many decades thereafter. While the causes of Russia's crime and corruption are rooted in its communist past, however, their manifestation at such a level could not occur until the transition. Thus, Russia's current wave of crime and corruption can be viewed as an expression of resistance to the country's transition to an alien order: democracy and the respect for individual rights on one hand, and private property and a free-market economy on the other.

Democracy in Russia is still in the preliminary stage. No real process of purification from communism has taken place in Russia. The same hierarchy from the past has supplied the present ranks of officials, and they are unwilling to condone a deep purge in the higher echelons of power. There are significant institutional changes, but there are no new leaders with new visions-no Sakharovs-to provide guidance for nurturing democratic institutions in Russia. At present, all we see in the ranks of Russia's elites is the triumph of the worst qualities in the Russian personality. They are irrational and yet extremely rational, acting only for themselves in these trying times. The Russian state has not changed much since Peter the Great. It remains a ruthless instrument in the hands of whoever is on top at any given moment. As such, the communists are not entirely to blame for Russia's current plight, they only perfected this method of rule.

As usual, Russians are testing the shortest road from darkness and backwardness. They simply cannot find a democratic alternative to communist rule. Russia's struggle against crime and corruption goes beyond laws and law enforcement; it encompasses Russian history and society and a vexing interaction of self-identity, havoc, and ignorance about what to do next.

Conclusion

There is no question that crime and corruption have had a serious and disruptive influence on Russia's path toward democracy. However, there is an abundance of other ominous threats that require immediate attention.

The political system is weak and unstable, increasingly unable to maintain its legitimacy. The nation's parliament was destroyed by tanks. Yeltsin promised early presidential elections, then changed his mind.

Meanwhile, the economy requires almost all of the attention of the Yeltsin government, which jeopardized its support for further economic reforms by liberalizing prices in January 1992. Though this initial phase of shock therapy seemed warranted for the country's long-term economic health, the short-term costs were staggering. Russia's citizens lost their savings; the elderly and pensioners were particularly hard-hit.

In terms of its cost, racketeering is still much less of a threat than the government's growing list of tax assessments. The author recently asked a Russian business owner: " Whom do you fear more, criminal gangs or the government?" " Of course, the government," she replied without hesitation. 'The gangs would be satisfied if I gave them half of my profits, but the government wants 98 percent." 

When the political system is not clearly defined and the economic system is in disarray, crime becomes a secondary problem facing Russia. The explanation of crime and social anomie as a reaction to the early stages of capitalism does not apply in Russia's case. No credible new system is being constructed to take the place of the old economic order.

When the first signs of political and economic stability appear and institutions start performing as intended, then it would be possible for the government to turn to crime as its next serious priority. Significant improvements in the economy would also go a long way toward undermining the mass base of crime. However, it will take lots of persuasion and education to inculcate Russians with a respect for private property, individual rights, and the rule of law.
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