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Russia has entered the winter of 1994-95 politically undetermined. This uncertainty continues to grow due to the conflicting assessments by the government and its opposition regarding the political and economic conditions in our country. In August 1994, the government happily proclaimed that inflation was under control, at 10 percent a month, and that the decline in production had been slowed. In response, independent experts say that inflation has been slowed artificially due to the reduction in demand. As to the decline in production, it will indeed stop soon, since there will be nothing left to decline. According to the State Statistics Committee, Russia's gross domestic product (GDP) in 1990 amounted to 23 percent of U.S. GDP. In 1993 the figure stood at 13.6 percent; currently, it is slightly above 11 percent.

Assessments of social conditions and public attitudes are also very contradictory. The supporters of the government believe that in spite of the current economic hardships people still have an overall positive perception of the existing government. In their opinion, their fellow countrymen have already realized the advantages of the free market and will never take the bait of those parties and politicians who would like to restore the communist system, or even a renewed version. According to surveys published in their government-supported papers, Yegor Gaidar, the leader of " Democratic Russia" and organizer of macro-economic reform, remains one of the most popular politicians in the country.

The " left," or pro-communist, press presents the opposite view. According to their articles, the policy of the new government has brought the country to the brink of economic cataclysm and has jeopardized the existence of the entire nation. The fear of mass unemployment, the crises in the energy and transportation sectors, the chronic shortages of food and medical supplies, the epidemics of contagious diseases-all of these, and more, will result in a social explosion during our difficult winter months.

What if one tries to put the media aside and relies on one's own impressions? The huge, luxurious supermarkets in downtown Moscow, which can be easily compared with those in New York and Paris, catch the eye immediately. One sees the new facades of buildings housing banks, insurance companies, and branches of many different firms. The new lights and luxurious display windows make Moscow's main street-formerly Gorky, now Tverskaya Street-gradually resemble Berlin's Kurfustendam or Vienna's Maria-Hilferstrasse. Moscow suburbs are experiencing a construction boom, as one can see beautiful villas under construction, multiplying day by day. Those who possess huge sums of money, legitimately earned or brazenly stolen in the economic turmoil of the last several years, are in a hurry to invest in real estate.

Walking along the streets of Moscow, one may still find many engaged in the traditional Soviet pastime of queuing up in lines for food and consumer goods. These are the people who cannot shop at the expensive Western-style supermarkets. Standing next to them, one can hear a lot of curses aimed at the government-about life that has become more difficult, and about a future that looks increasingly bleak.

One may also get a good picture of the country's situation by talking with visitors from different parts of Russia. For instance, a driver from Krasnodar, in the south of Russia, claims that since he became self-employed, his family's income has multiplied; while a professor from Siberia's Krasnoyarsk says that he can barely make ends meet and must work a second job as a janitor in order not to starve. As should have been expected, the country's new economic reforms have made some people wealthy, while others have been thrown into poverty.

The salient question nowadays is which one of these two groups is larger? The answer is obvious: The living standards of the majority of Russians are lower now than they were three years ago. The quality of life has declined severely. A look at our country's population trends provides just one proof of this: In 1993, for the first time in Russia's postwar history, the country's death rate was higher than its birth rate; population growth has actually started to decline.

Who Really Governs Russia?

Russia's political situation is almost as sad as its socio-economic conditions. After the bombing of the Russian legislature last October, the country has been governed by some sort of constitutional monarchy. The Federal Assembly, elected on 12 December 1993, has virtually no power; all of its activity basically amounts to overseas voyages of Mr. Rybkin and Mr. Shumeiko, who represent the two houses of the country's legislature.

One would expect this lack of legislative power to be compensated by greater executive power. Yet, the paradox is that our government is just about as weak and helpless as our parliament. Every so often, one sees television broadcasts of meetings chaired by Prime Minister Chernomyrdin or his first deputy Mr. Soskovets. Mr. Chernomyrdin criticizes his ministers, but the government's activity doesn't go much further than that. It is not responsible for anything and does not react in any way to the daily cataclysms that occur in our lives.

Should the weakness of the parliament and the government be compensated with the dynamic power of the president and his administration? Russia's new constitution answers this question in the affirmative, since it gives the president overwhelming power. In this sense, our form of government has returned to the authoritarian style, which is, after all, Russia's tradition and has been exercised by the mighty tsars of the Russian Empire and by the General Secretaries of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union.

But even with this overwhelming power in their hands. President Yeltsin and the followers in his camp cannot use it for two fundamental reasons.

The first is the absence of strong political will. Yeltsin's administration is not immune to the kind of factionalism-albeit much more subdued-that characterizes the overall political climate in the country. Awaiting the president's signature each day are numerous decrees drafted by advisers from competing political groups. These presidential decrees sometimes completely contradict each other, confounding the task of the officials responsible for implementing them.

The second reason is lack of political discipline. By attacking the center and encouraging the heads of the republics to take as much independence as they can swallow, the radical democrats have fostered a political climate of anarchy instead of self-governance. Now they are paying the full price for their extremism. Following the example of Tatarstan, Bashkir, and the Chechen republic, which outright refuses to accept the rule of Moscow, even such "historically Russian" areas such as Perm are starting to press their claims for full autonomy or are simply refusing to pay taxes to the federal government.

In general, the political situation in Russia during the winter of 1994-95 can be described as a paralysis of power. If power remains idle, or if its exercise is continually frustrated, anarchy ensues; and from anarchy, dictators emerge. So it is not surprising that the question everyone seriously ponders these days is not how much longer the present rulers will be able to hold office in their weakening hands, but rather who will be able to grab power next, and what that regime will be like.

Summer's Lessons

All sorts of scenarios describing our country's political future-some positive, some terrible, and others falling somewhere between the two extremes-appear in the pages of the popular media and academic journals with great regularity. In the meantime, a number of events this summer allows to draw a more realistic picture of the way things will most likely develop. These are the scandal surrounding the stock brokerage firm MMM; the results of the presidential elections in Ukraine and Belarus; the assault on the Chechen Republic; and the acquittal of General Varennikov, one of the leaders of the failed coup of August 1991.

Sergei Mavrodi, the president of MMM, was quick to realize that in the atmosphere of Russia's financial chaos, one can become rich without investing in the country's productive base. He decided to share his brilliant idea with his poor compatriots. A similar idea came to many other brave people. Thus, hundreds of stock companies sprang up across the country almost overnight, promising eager investors up to a 6,000-percent return annually on their investment. The founders would transfer the investors' money overseas and then flee, leaving the stockholders abandoned.

The story of MMM is a good example of the failure of the very idea of economic reform, which suggests that everyone can get his or her share. It is time to forget this myth. The Russian people, regardless of how much they are taught, tend to make the state responsible for everything. Talks between the fleeced stockholders and the government are still in progress; and it is certain that the discussions will not be amicable.

The summer of 1994 also shed some light on the future of the Common-wealth of Independent States (CIS). Newly enfranchised citizens in Ukraine and Belarus elected new presidents who campaigned on the hope for reintegration with Russia. This coincides with the will of the Russian people as well. No one in the Kremlin would dare oppose these expectations. The first step in this direction was the establishment an economic union. Next in line is a political agreement which would testify to the failure of the Belovezhsky Agreement, the document that created the Commonwealth of Independent States.

The bloody assault on Chechnya only serves to accentuate Russia's problems in the areas of finance and geopolitics. The possibility that the conflict will spread and affect the entire Caucasus is not exhausted. But even if the most favorable scenario comes to fruition in this conflict, this incident is further proof of the regime's bankrupt national policy.

Summer's end was also marked by the sensational decision of the Military Board of the Supreme Court on the trial of General Varennikov. The final version suggests that nobody held President Gorbachev hostage, nobody declared him ill, and no one dismissed him. This verdict means that from now on it is not considered a crime in Russia for high-level officials of the bureaucracy to usurp power. It means that leaders of the State Emergency Committee-not their democratic opponents-were right. What this verdict means most of all, though, is that the balance of political forces in the country has changed in favor of the opponents to the current regime. The official press has kept silent about the verdict's triumph, which was loudly proclaimed in the opposition press. Members of both Yeltsin's administration and numerous defensive organs (state and public) created by him, have not commented on the decision. Now it looks as if distinguished intellectuals, to whom the regime displayed so much kindness for their loyalty after the events of October 3-4 of last year, are contemplating a return to the Communists.

These are the "highlights" of the summer season. Much clearer than the elections and referendums, they proved that public opinion here has been turning to a system of values we thought we had discarded once and for all. What was once considered a crime after August 1991 is now seen as heroism, and vice versa. These are the results of " Democratic Russia's" rule. In three years it has managed to convince the country, which had just started to face the future, that it is better to return to the past.

Why doesn't the regime defend itself? Apparently because it is exhausted and has come to terms with its inevitable defeat. But there is even a more crucial factor. The failure of the regime does not necessarily mean the failure of the president. He can change the policy in the spirit of new trends and make it look like nothing has happened. After all President Yeltsin can appoint new premiers-Yavlinsky, as well as Zuganov, or even Zhirinovsky.

Many symptoms of our political and social malaise suggest that parties of the left can win the upcoming elections in Russia the way they did in Ukraine and Belarus, and previously in Poland, Slovakia, Bulgaria, and Hungary. These electoral victories should not be viewed as accidents, but as tendencies. Their immediate implication is that Russia is no exception and " the left" is getting its revenge.

Russia's Political Future

There are several conclusions to draw from these developments. First, not everything was as terrible under the old system as the propaganda of the post-communist regime has tried to depict.

Second, the difficulties of the transition from planned to market economy as well as the mistakes of both regimes have turned off most people. The current regime's main mistake is a fanatical rejection of the old system-the desire to destroy it instead of using its valuable social elements, tapping its industrial base, and preserving its cultural achievements. Compounding this are the mistakes of the radical democrats-vengeful retribution for authoritarianism, an unwillingness to listen to citizens as large, ambiguous intentions, and the tendency to follow the Bolshevik practice of trying to engineer people's happiness from the top down.

Third, political life in Russia and other CIS and East-Central European countries is presently undergoing a period of various on-again, off-again alliances between left- and right-wing parties. Having come to power, our country's left, poorly organized and lacking a coherent program, will hardly be able to hold it together for long, unless, of course, they resort to authoritarian methods again. If they resist that temptation, perhaps we will witness a centrist, or a social-democratic third wave. But that is a more or less distant goal.

And what are the chances of the political parties and leaders in the near term? How will they act? First of all, it should be noted that there is a common weakness in both camps-the lack of a charismatic leader. Neither Gaidar nor Yavlinsky nor Shakrai can meet the people's image of a strong leader to whom one can trust the fate of the homeland, especially in such difficult times. In the meantime, Yeltsin, who was brought to the political Olympus, has thoroughly discredited himself and cannot count on his reelection. The current confusion plaguing this end of Russia's political spectrum is obviously due to the lack of an acknowledged leader.

The situation with the left is somewhat different. There are several figures vying for leadership here: Zhirinovsky, Zuganov, and Rutskoi. Yet, not one of them can meet the requirements of a leader and their ambitions and rivalry prevent them from unifying-a requisite for their camp's victory in the elections.

The Elites' Agreement

It is well known that the political distinctions of "left" and " right," which originated during the French Revolution, have considerably lost their meaning since that time. This is especially true in Russia's current political climate. If we were to look for analogies, our right flank looks like the conservative wing of the liberals, and the left flank looks like the liberal wing of the conservatives. Of course, we are talking about conservatism of a special origin-i.e. Soviet conservatism. Despite their obvious irreconcilability, our right and left wings have a lot in common.

First of all, both are quite "elitist," or parliamentary, and both lack a solid and wide social base. This explains the absence of well-structured platforms. Although the right wing stands for reforms and the left for national state identity, the right does not hesitate to use patriotic slogans and assure the public of its will to restore the glory of the Russian state; while the left swears it does not reject reform outright, but prefers milder efforts that coincide with the interests of working people. To put it differently, businesslike cooperation is quite possible between those two bastions of our present-day political life. If worst comes to worst, it can take the form of civilized brawling at the parliamentary level. These parties' leaders and followers will not fight each other on the barricades. The bloodshed of 3-4 October 1993 frightened both sides and made them give up the idea of capturing power by brute force.

If we put aside official programs and declarations of our country's political leaders and look behind the curtains of the political scene, we can see the most important reason for the current relative peace-the elites' agreement. Before perestroika, the communist nomenklatura governed without restrictions; Gorbachev's democratic reforms put an end to its monopolistic and exclusive rule. But with the failed coup of August 1991, the leaders of the State Emergency Committee fostered the emergence of a new elite-the scientific, technical, and entrepreneurial intelligentsia, as well as heads of criminal clans-whose power was consolidated after the Belovezhsky putsch. The old elite was still alert, though, and was able to muster sufficient strength to restore its former might by resting on the influence it preserved in Russia's provinces and in their positions in the military-industrial complex. This time, though, the old nomenklatura embarked onto a new landscape-not the Marxist-Leninist environment it was used to, but on the territory of its new rivals: the stock exchange, privatization auctions, and currency markets.

It seems that by now the strength of both elites has equalized, and that the new elite is ready to make some room for the more efficient elements of the old one. This resembles the situation in 19th century Western Europe, when the financial bourgeoisie united with the agrarian aristocracy in an attempt to fight against a common enemy.

The only thing that still prevents such a union from fully consolidating is the absence of a common enemy on the Russian political scene. Such an enemy would most likely take the form of a broad social-democratic and trade-union movement, which is still nonexistent.

To be sure, there are capable enthusiasts, decent programs, and fledgling organizations, but there is still no social base, no masses who would trust and follow social-democratic slogans. The time of this movement in Russia has yet to come.
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