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Abstract

This paper explores the ideas that have been offered by the Putin leadership in 
Russia to justify the concentration of power achieved since 2000.  Though Vladimir 
Putin has said that Russia does not need a state ideology, since early 2006 some 
offi cials associated with Putin, including Vladislav Surkov, have called for an ideol-
ogy for the dominant United Russia Party, and have asserted that Putin’s speeches 
provide the core of that ideology.  This essay discusses Putin’s position on Russia’s 
commitment to democracy, the relationship between Russia and Europe, and the 
nature of the international system in which Russia fi nds itself.  The author sees the 
concept of “sovereign democracy” that has been offered by Surkov and endorsed 
by United Russia as summarizing ideas that already had been articulated by Putin.  
Putin’s words strongly emphasize the importance of a consensus of values in Rus-
sian society and politics.  That theme has important implications for the relationship 
between the state and civil society in Russia.  Evans argues that the ideological pro-
nouncements of the Putin leadership refl ect tension between apparently inconsistent 
principles resulting from a combination of inherently contradictory themes.  Putin 
identifi es the main danger facing Russia in the contemporary period as disintegra-
tion rather than stagnation.
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Vladimir Putin has been president of Russia since early 2000. During his time 
in the highest offi ce in the Russian Federation, he has successfully reshaped the con-
fi guration of power in his country’s political system. A consensus of scholarly sources 
now recognizes the concentration of power that Putin’s maneuvers have achieved.1 
In 2003 Harley Balzer categorized the emerging system as managed pluralism, 
using a concept that suggested the limits that system placed on diverse interests 
while at the same time attempting to preserve terminology associated with the idea 
of democracy.2 By 2004, Gordon Hahn’s label of stealth authoritarianism seemed 
more appropriate as the features of Putin’s design had taken shape more clearly 
and as the pretense of democracy seemed increasingly hollow.3 The concentration 
of power in Russia has intensifi ed further since that time in relation to the regional 
chief executives, political parties, the media, and both houses of parliament. 

A particularly insightful analysis of the changes in the Russian political sys-
tem that accompanied the consolidation of power by Putin was offered in 2003 by 
a Russian scholar, Aleksei Zudin. An advantage of his article is that it avoids the 
value-loaded terms democracy and authoritarianism by defi ning the character of 
Putin’s regime as monocentrism. According to Zudin, under Putin a “strong center 
of power,” the presidency, was transformed into “the core of a new political system 
that gradually was reconstructed around it.” Zudin describes the Russian political 
system under Yeltsin as polycentric, in the sense that, while the presidency was very 
powerful in that period, there was a considerable degree of independence for other 
centers of power and infl uence, such as the governors, the oligarchs, and the mass 
media, so that the president found it necessary to strike bargains in order to gain 
the loyalty of those controlling such institutions. During the last several years, the 
polycentrism of Russian politics under Yeltsin has been replaced by monocentrism, 
as all other infl uential institutions have been drawn into the system of support for 
the single center of power headed by Putin. Now the governors, the oligarchs, and 
other previously independent fi gures in the elite have no choice but to support the 
president’s major initiatives if they wish to keep their positions, because they owe 
their status to the president of Russia. To refashion power relationships Putin relied 
on a strategy of cooptation, offering compromises to gain acquiescence for institu-
tional changes that gradually undermined the autonomy of the other power centers. 
(It should be noted that by 2004 the concentration of power had gone so far that 
Putin found it less necessary to make compromises in order to win acceptance of his 
major proposals.) Zudin also advanced the thesis that the principal source of tension 
in the Russian political system under Putin comes from the contradictory demands 



3

of the concentration of power, on the one hand, and the further modernization of 
the country, on the other hand.4

Can we say that there is an ideological basis for Putin’s monocentric political 
system? The very notion of an ideology associated with Putin may seem contradic-
tory, considering his repudiation of any pretense of ideological trappings for the 
political system that he heads. In the most important statement of his outlook, in 
a document published in December 1999 shortly before Boris Yeltsin resigned as 
president, Putin declared “I am against the restoration of an offi cial state ideology in 
any form in Russia.”5 Ideology by defi nition claims to be comprehensive and coher-
ent, maintaining apparent logical consistency among its positions on a wide range 
of topics.6 Soviet Marxism-Leninism claimed to present answers to major questions 
of philosophy, science, history, economics, sociology, political theory, and personal 
ethics. The current ruling elite of the Russian Federation has not adopted a systematic 
set of doctrines that would pretend to serve as a replacement for Marxist-Leninist 
ideology. Yet in a broader sense the leaders of any political system are guided by a 
set of interrelated assumptions and values that infl uence their choice of options for 
responding to the problems that their country faces. Perhaps surprisingly, by 2006 
many members of the political leadership of Russia openly spoke of the need for 
a new ideology for the country and attempted to spell out the central tenets of that 
belief system.7 Vladislav Surkov, the deputy head of the presidential administration, 
stressed the importance of “introducing basic ideological theses” and asserted that in 
fact a suitable ideology for Russia already existed, as clearly outlined in a number of 
sources (of which the most important apparently were major speeches by Putin).8 

If, as is generally agreed, Vladimir Putin has sought a greater centralization 
of power in the Russian political system, we may seek to understand the thinking 
that has infl uenced his choice of goals. In addition, since Putin has only recently 
begun to devote sustained effort to extending his sphere of control beyond the state 
and into Russian society, the exploration of the fundamental elements of his out-
look may help us sketch out the implications of his thinking for social institutions 
and their relationship with the state. As the end of Putin’s second term as president 
nears an end, we may wish to assess the legacy that he has established in the realm 
of ideas, which his successor will have to address if Putin leaves offi ce in 2008 (as 
he has repeatedly insisted). On the other hand, if Putin should decide to continue as 
president, it would be even more important to understand his view of Russia and its 
place in the world. Perhaps because of the prospect of a leadership transition, the 
Kremlin recently has shown a desire to suggest the direction for the state to follow 
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in the long term, or as Putin has said, to “give the basis for domestic and foreign 
policy in the coming decades.”9

What are the intellectual underpinnings of the political restructuring that has 
been carried out by Vladimir Putin? Or have his choices been guided by pure prag-
matism, without any consistent ideological orientation or policy priorities? This 
essay will argue that, though Putin does not subscribe to an ideological framework 
as comprehensive and integrated as Soviet Marxism-Leninism, his speeches and the 
statements of others in the current leadership do articulate a view of the contempo-
rary world and a set of goals that display a recognizable internal consistency. While 
we may not accept the claim by some in the leadership that the Putin regime has an 
ideology, we may discern the ideological roots of Putin’s outlook. It also is possible 
to sense the tension between competing and apparently contradictory imperatives 
that is refl ected in Putin’s statements.

Russia’s Commitment to Democracy
Putin does not show a great deal of affection for the memory of the Soviet 

system or its ideology. In the book First Person, a brief autobiography based on 
interviews by a team of journalists in early 2000, he more than once characterized the 
system that existed in the Soviet Union before Gorbachev as “totalitarian,” casually 
accepting a term that was once rejected by Communists as a bourgeois slander of 
socialist society.10 Surkov, a spokesman whose views seem to coincide closely with 
Putin’s, has said that the president shares little of the nostalgia for the Soviet era that 
is still widespread among the people of his country. That assessment was included 
in an interview for a major German newspaper in which he added that “our two 
peoples have one unfortunate element in common: We wrote the darkest chapters in 
twentieth-century history—you Germans in your way, we in ours.”11 A similar tone 
of cold-eyed realism was evident in the evaluation of the Soviet period in Putin’s 
keynote statement of December 1999, in which he argued that it would be a mistake 
to deny “the unquestionable achievements of those times,” but also warned that “it 
would be an even bigger mistake not to be conscious of the enormous price that 
the society and the people paid in the course of that social experiment.” In balance 
his assessment was negative, since he observed that Soviet ideology consigned his 
country to “steady backwardness in relation to the developed states,” and led Russia 
into “a dead-end route, which led away from the mainstream of civilization.”12 That 
did not sound much different from the position that Boris Yeltsin had maintained 
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in the 1990s when he dismissed the Soviet system as a tupik, or dead-end street. A 
careful reading of Putin’s statements about the Soviet period shows that he insists 
on giving credit to the achievements of the people of the USSR, but is not interested 
in praising the ideology of the system in which those people lived.13 

Since Putin has not shown enthusiasm for the principles of the Soviet system, 
many people in the West may have been startled when the English-language press 
reported that in his address to Russia’s parliament in April 2005, he declared that 
the collapse of the Soviet Union was “the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the 
[twentieth] century.” In the original Russian Putin said that the “krushenie,” the 
downfall, wreck, or collapse of the Soviet Union, was “krupneishei geopoliticheskoi 
katastrofoi veka,” which usually would be translated as “a very great catastrophe 
of the century” or “a major catastrophe of the century.”14 He immediately followed 
those words with a discussion of why he considered the disintegration of the USSR to 
have been catastrophic, by stressing that tens of millions of members of the Russian 
nation suddenly found themselves outside the borders of the Russian Federation, 
with considerable disruption of their lives. He also mentioned that the downfall of 
the Soviet system led to the domination of oligarchic interests and the rapid growth 
of mass poverty within Russia. Within a few weeks after this address, in an interview 
shown on German television channels, Putin reaffi rmed the interpretation that the 
downfall of the Soviet Union was a “tragedy” because of the human costs that soon 
were felt by Russians outside Russia. In the same interview he asserted that Russia 
had been one of the main initiators of the “disintegration” (raspad) of the Soviet 
Union and that the achievement of independence by the other republics of the USSR 
was what Russia itself wished. He also repeated his familiar line that “those who 
do not regret the downfall of the Soviet Union have no heart, and those who want 
to bring it back have no head.”15 More recently Vladislav Surkov declared that it 
is “fully natural that the Soviet Union disintegrated” and that the Russian people 
renounced the Soviet system as incompatible with their “search for freedom and 
justice.”16 In the speech in which Putin had referred to the “very great catastrophe,” 
he had made it clear that he viewed the pain of the collapse of the old system as the 
prologue to the emergence of a new system that had the potential to offer a better 
life. He said that in the early post-Soviet period, despite many problems, “our society 
was generating not only the energy of self-preservation, but also the will for a new 
and free life.”17 That statement was consistent with his other references to the years 
that followed the abandonment of the Soviet system.

Putin has made it clear that in his view the emergence of postcommunist 
Russia in the early 1990s marked a clear-cut departure from the path of the Soviet 
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experiment. In his speech in June 2001 on the day of celebration of the declaration 
of state sovereignty by Russia eleven years before, Putin said that with that declara-
tion “the reading of our new history began” and added that “today we live in another 
country.”18 Four years later, on June 12, 2005 (on the holiday now simply titled the 
Day of Russia), Putin asserted that at the beginning of the 1990s “a new epoch was 
opened for Russia and her citizens” because of the Russian people’s choice “in favor 
of democratic development.”19 In June 2002 he had stressed that the introduction of 
democratic institutions in Russia was a departure from the purported unanimity of 
the Soviet era and represented a new creation, not an inheritance from the previous 
period.20 Putin also has promised that there will be no rethinking of Russia’s com-
mitment to democracy, since “the devotion to democratic values is dictated by the 
will of our people and the strategic interests of the Russian Federation itself.”21 He 
concludes that there can be no turning back from that decision.22

Statements by Putin and those close to him suggest that the historical experi-
ence most important for the self-defi nition of today’s Russian state is not the tsarist 
epoch or the Soviet period but the decade of the 1990s, the initial period of post-
communist transformation under the leadership of Boris Yeltsin. The present leaders 
see the need both to draw on the benefi ts of that experience and to distinguish the 
current course of policy sharply from that which was adopted in the 1990s. On the 
one hand, as Sergei Prozorov observed in 2005, Putin’s outlook “is conditioned 
by the conception of the decade of the 1990s as not a ‘time of troubles’ to be left 
behind but as a suffi cient ground to build upon in the project of consolidation and 
ordering.”23 More recently Dmitrii Medvedev, formerly the head of the presidential 
administration and later a fi rst deputy prime minister, voiced the assessment that “to 
a certain degree the 1990s were the decade when a substantial part of the foundation 
for today’s growth was laid,” and cautioned that “it would certainly be wrong to 
describe the 1990s as a period of missed opportunities.”24 Putin and his associates 
see the fi rst postcommunist years as the time when Russia made a choice in favor 
of democracy. Yet, some of those in the leadership like to remind everyone of the 
turmoil of that period and the costs that were imposed on most citizens of the coun-
try. Surkov is one of many who have stressed the negative features that resulted 
from the problems of the 1990s, when, in his view, oligarchy took hold of Russia.25 
The emphasis on the undemocratic characteristics of the system that emerged after 
1991 and the damage to the well-being of the majority of the country’s population 
in that period is partly a response to criticism of the practices of the Putin regime as 
leading to increasingly authoritarian governance. Andrei Isaev, a prominent fi gure in 
the ruling United Russia party, has justifi ed the changes brought by Putin as moving 
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the country away from the years of national humiliation, when the very concept of 
democracy became associated with failure in the minds of most Russians.26

Putin’s pronouncements, however, repeatedly place great emphasis on the 
commitment to democracy in postcommunist Russia. In April 2002 he stressed that 
“the democratic development of Russia, the establishment of a civilized market 
and a law-governed state” are the country’s unchanging goals.27 His address to the 
Russian parliament in April 2005 reaffi rmed that he considers the development of 
Russia as a democratic state to be “the main political-ideological task,” and he said 
in 2001 that Russia “came to democracy by a hard path” and for that reason has a 
particular reason to value the attainment of that form of government.28 Putin has 
stressed that Russia’s choice of democracy was independent and not due to pres-
sure from outside.29 The theme of independent choice also is used to underline the 
autonomy of Russia’s decision in favor of democracy; Russia made that choice “in 
its own interests and for itself, and for its people and its citizens.”30 He elaborated 
on that theme in his address to the federal parliament in April 2005: “Russia is a 
country that chose democracy for itself by the will of its own people. . . . As a sov-
ereign country, Russia will independently determine the timing and conditions of 
its progress along that path.”31 In December 1999, he said that Russians understood 
there was no alternative to the reforms leading to democracy and a market system, 
because “only that path offers the real prospect of dynamic economic growth and 
raising living standards, as world experience convincingly shows.”32 A democratic 
political system is necessary if Russia is to enjoy stability and realize the features 
of a modern, contemporary state.33

Russia and the International Setting
Frequent statements by Putin reinforce the impression that he sees the world 

in which Russia exists as fi lled with danger resulting from a relentless, dog-eat-
dog struggle. He has described the international setting as mercilessly competitive, 
for example in his assessment that “the norm in the international community, in 
the contemporary world is . . . harsh competition—for markets, for investments, 
for political and economic infl uence.”34 As that statement implies, he perceives 
economic competition as fundamental, with far-reaching political implications. 
The fact that Russia is at a lower level of economic development than some other 
countries makes it particularly vulnerable. “All around us are countries with highly 
developed economies. We need to say directly: They push Russia out of promising 
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world markets when they have the chance. And their obvious economic advantages 
provide ground for the growth of geopolitical ambitions.”35 As Andrei Tsygankov 
has pointed out, Putin sees the most crucial threat to Russia as posed not by any 
particular country but by its disadvantage in economic development.36 Putin insists 
that Russians need to realize that in the long run they cannot rely on anyone else for 
assistance, and in fact they should expect powerful countries to try to impede their 
development, since “by no means all in the world want to deal with an independent 
and strong Russia that is confi dent in itself.”37 In other words, it would be in the 
interest of some states to keep Russia in an inferior position. 

Thus it is necessary for Russia to catch up with the most developed countries 
in order to occupy the position of a leader in the world. “We should outstrip other 
countries in the rate of growth, in the quality of commodities and services, and in the 
level of education, science, and culture. This is a question of our economic survival, 
a question of a fi tting place for Russia in the changing international conditions.”38 
The goal of making Russia a “great economic power” was central to an article, 
based on his kandidat dissertation, that Putin published even before he became 
president of Russia, arguing that the country’s energy resources were the main 
means of achieving that goal.39 Harley Balzer notes that the article signaled Putin’s 
desire to achieve economic recovery as a basis for reasserting Russia’s infl uence 
in the world, or in other words, for regaining great power status.40 In that article 
Putin also advocated a dominant role for the state in the economy and especially in 
managing the exploitation of energy resources, since he believed that separation of 
the state and the economy would frustrate the effort to raise the country’s economy 
to a higher, competitive level.41 The emphasis on the need to impose restrictions on 
market forces and to increase the role of the state in the economy carried over into 
a book published in 2006 that was promoted by the governing United Russia party 
as an exposition of Putin’s “ideology.”42 

Putin recognizes international integration as a powerful, and in some ways 
irresistible, force. “Today processes at work in the world tie all countries in a tight 
‘knot,’ not only economically but also politically.”43 He is particularly clear in 
recognizing the necessity for the integration of each national economy with the 
world economy. “Today no country, no matter how big or wealthy it might be, can 
develop successfully if it is isolated from the rest of the world. On the contrary, suc-
cess comes to those countries that consciously use their intelligence and energy to 
integrate themselves into the world economy.”44 In sharp contrast with Stalin, Putin 
knows that isolating Russia’s economy would consign the country to a lower level of 
development, or what Soviet leaders often called “backwardness.”45 In his address 
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to the Federal Assembly in May 2006, Putin made it clear that in his view Russia 
needs unhindered access to international markets, participation in the international 
division of labor, and “full advantage of integration in the world economy.”46 More 
broadly, he has given verbal support for the goal of integrating Russia into “the world 
community” and has acknowledged that the criteria for success in the international-
ization of a country’s economy and society are provided by the “best world models,” 
presumably some of the most economically advanced nations.47 In addition, Putin 
has advocated openness to the world, maintaining that “a free and just society has 
no internal boundaries or restrictions on movement and it is itself open to the rest 
of the world.”48 So ostensibly Putin is a consistent proponent of internationalization 
and insists that Russia must accept the logic of that imperative.

In the perspective of Russia’s president the highest values are those that are 
universal for all humanity, and his nation has begun to assimilate those values.49 
Among the worldwide standards are said to be the basic principles of democracy, 
to which Russia is devoted. “We will adhere to the fundamental principles of de-
mocracy, which have been confi rmed in the world in general.”50 At the same time, 
however, one of the fundamental themes of Putin’s speeches is that Russia should 
not attempt to implement any models derived from the experience of other countries. 
In December 1999 in “Russia on the Edge of the Millennium,” he made that point 
emphatically. “The experience of the 1990s eloquently testifi es that a genuinely 
successful renewal of our homeland without excessive costs cannot be achieved 
by the simple transfer to Russian soil of abstract models and schemes taken from 
foreign textbooks.”51 Putin’s insistence that Russia made its own choice in favor 
of democracy is deliberately intended to imply that his country has exercised its 
independent right to choose its own path of development.52 In May 2005, he said 
that in the Great Patriotic War the Russian people fought for the right “to have their 
own statehood, culture, and traditions. . . . They upheld their right to independent 
[samostoiatel’noe] development.”53 

Putin often has stressed that while the fundamental principles of democracy 
must be interpreted uniformly all around the world, many features of democracy in 
practice must depend on the history, traditions, and other factors that are unique in 
each country.54 Thus he concludes that the meaning of democracy must be adapted 
to Russian conditions, above all in order to fi t that country’s traditions. “Of course 
the fundamental principles of democracy and the institutions of democracy should 
be adapted to the realities of Russian life, to our traditions and history. And we will 
do that ourselves.”55 In Putin’s view the system that is emerging in his country will 
combine universal values with the infl uence of Russian tradition. “It seems to me 
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that the new Russian idea will come into being as an alloy, an organic compound of 
universal, all-human values with primordial [pervoobytnye] Russian values that have 
stood the test of time.”56 Reportedly, when Putin met with the president of the United 
States in Santiago, Chile, in November 2004, he tried to convince Bush that Russia 
needed to have a “style of government that was consistent with Russian history.”57 
The insistence on what might be called “democracy with Russian characteristics” is 
fundamental to Putin’s outlook and must be kept in mind to understand his repeated 
expressions of support for democracy in Russia and his insistence that the acceptance 
of democracy refl ected the Russian nation’s “sovereign choice.”58

If Putin’s references to “universal, all-human values” are superfi cially reminis-
cent of discourse of the Gorbachev period, his rhetoric concerning a united Europe 
sounds even more like Gorbachev’s. “I am deeply convinced: A united Large Europe 
from the Atlantic to the Urals, and in fact to the Pacifi c Ocean, the existence of which 
is based on generally recognized democratic principles, is a unique chance for all the 
peoples of the continent, including the Russian people.”59 As that statement suggests, 
Putin fi rmly identifi es Russia as a European nation. “No matter where our people live, 
in the Far East or in the South, we are European.”60 Similarly, Vladislav Surkov has 
declared that “Russia is a European country” and “on the whole we have traversed 
the same path as other European countries.”61 In accordance with his characterization 
of Russia as always having been a part of Europe, Putin asserts that dedication to 
the ideal of freedom has been a central theme in Russian history. “In this connection 
it would not be out of place to recall how the striving toward freedom and justice 
was formed in Russian society and how it matured in the public consciousness.”62 
Putin even has alleged that Russia has shared all the major experiences of European 
society and that his country developed democratic institutions and the rule of law in 
largely the same manner as the other European nations. One of his most remarkable 
statements was made in May 2005: “The Russian people always felt itself part of the 
great European family and was bound to it by common cultural, moral, and spiritual 
values. On our own historical path, at times falling behind, at times outstripping our 
partners, we passed through the same stages of establishing democratic, legal, and 
civil institutions.”63 It is hardly necessary to point out that Putin’s retelling of Rus-
sian history is highly imaginative. His claim that for centuries Russia moved toward 
freedom largely in the same way as other European nations is also inconsistent with 
his own admission, quoted earlier, that Russia’s supposed “choice of democracy” 
at the end of the Soviet period was a new departure in the country’s history. For our 
purposes, however, the relevant point is that Putin has his own reasons for engaging 
in such creative rewriting of Russian history.
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While on some occasions Putin has affi rmed that Russia is a part of Europe, 
at other times he has classifi ed his country as Eurasian, as in his words of Novem-
ber 2000: “Russia has always felt itself to be a Eurasian country.”64 He has usually 
identifi ed Russia as Eurasian when addressing potential trade partners in Asia, so 
his words might be seen as serving his state’s goals in international economic rela-
tions.65 It is interesting, however, that he embraced the Eurasian identity for Russia 
when speaking to a domestic audience in August 2005, during the celebration of 
the thousand-year anniversary of the founding of Kazan, the capital of the Tatar 
Republic of the Russian Federation. He argued that the relationship with the Kazan 
khanate impelled the tsarist state “to form Russia as an integrated Eurasian power,” 
and he further concluded that the result had been to make Russia “a bridge, con-
necting two great civilizations, European and Asian” and a place of “dialogue and 
synthesis of two very rich cultures.” He even went so far as to credit the “Golden 
Horde” of Mongols and Tatars, who conquered the East Slavic territories in the 
thirteenth century and ruled them for centuries in a manner usually viewed by Rus-
sian historians as an oppressive yoke, with making valuable contributions to the 
traditions of the Russian state, including a centralized administrative structure and 
a habit of tolerance of ethnic differences.66 

With that statement, Putin implicitly but clearly paid homage to the intellec-
tual legacy of Eurasianism, a school of thought that emerged among some Russian 
émigrés in the 1920s.67 The Eurasianists of that time argued that Eastern forms of 
statehood had exerted a direct infl uence on Russia through the Mongol-Tatar rule.68 
Exponents of Eurasianism, including those who resurrected that viewpoint after 
1970, see fundamentally positive aspects to the Mongol-Tatar infl uence on the 
Russian state.69 Marléne Laurelle says that according to that perspective, “the real 
Russia was born . . . from the conjunction between Orthodoxy and the principles 
of the Mongol state, from the fusion between Russians and Tatars.”70 The idea that 
the Mongol-Tatar invasion produced some positive results for the Russian state 
had originated in the writings of Nikolai Danilevskii in the nineteenth century and 
later was accepted by the Eurasianists.71 The central thesis of the Eurasianists was 
that Russia was historically separate and distinct from both Europe and Asia.72 A 
hard-line, anti-Western version of Eurasianism calls for Russia to unite the states 
of the Eurasian landmass in a coalition opposing the United States of America.73 
The Putin leadership shows no interest in that strategic conception; Putin’s speeches 
suggest a moderate version of Eurasianism that is refl ected in his words depicting 
Russia as a bridge between Europe and Asia.74 Russia’s highest leader in effect has 
described his country as looking in both directions, to the West and the East, but his 
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commitment to Eurasianism is rather superfi cial, while he fi rmly insists that Russia 
is a European country.

Russia’s Unique Path of Development
Putin’s essential message is that, while supposedly Russia has adopted world 

standards of democracy and sees itself as historically a part of Europe, his nation 
defends its right to forge its own distinctive path to the future. With the end of the 
Soviet experiment, “we had to fi nd our own path to the construction of a demo-
cratic, free, and just society and state.”75 That theme was expressed clearly before 
he became president, in his statement on “Russia on the Edge of the Millennium”: 
“Each country, including Russia, has to search for its own path of renewal. . . . We 
can reckon on a worthy future only if we are capable of combining the universal 
principles of a market economy and democracy with the realities of Russia.”76 He 
stresses that the building of a modern democracy must draw on Russian tradition: 
“In that complex work the thousand-year unity of the Russian peoples in many ways 
increases our strengths.”77 He adds that the legacy of Russian history conditions his 
country’s place in the world.78 Putin insists that Russia has a unique heritage, that 
its current development draws on the “primordial values” of its people, and that the 
adoption of democracy does not prevent Russians from following a distinctive path, 
which implies fi nding “our own answers to questions of spirituality and morals.”79 
He regards the careful retention of Russia’s “national memory” as a patriotic duty, 
warning that “we should forget nothing, we should know our own history, know it 
as it is, draw lessons from it, and always remember those who created the Russian 
state, defended its dignity, and made it a great, powerful, mighty state.”80

The references to Eurasia in the speeches of Putin and his close associates, 
while avoiding the extreme hostility to the West of some contemporary Russian 
nationalists, still imply the rejection of the wholesale adoption of a Western model 
of development in Russia. The Eurasianists of the 1920s and 1930s insisted that it 
was “impossible to export the European model outside its original Western space” 
and argued that there was no reason that the values of the West should be considered 
universal.81 (Of course, at present the main power center that is accused of seeking 
to impose its values on the rest of the world is not Europe but the United States.) 
The intellectual grandfather of the Eurasianists, Nikolai Danilevskii, introduced 
the thesis that all national cultural types are of equal value because of the unique-
ness of each, as seen in development based on its original principles.82 Vladimir 
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Belinkin has pointed out that the thinking of the Eurasianists foreshadowed the 
later neocolonialist school of thought, since they charged that Western civilization 
“relentlessly imposes its imperial domination over other ethnic groups by means 
of military, economic, and cultural aggression.”83 Vladislav Surkov, who routinely 
is characterized as the main ideologist of the current leadership, embraced the cri-
tique of neocolonialism dramatically in July 2006 when he suggested that Ernesto 
“Che” Guevara should be a source of inspiration for contemporary Russia because 
he understood the importance of establishing the economic basis for genuine po-
litical sovereignty. Surkov warned that without economic independence that will 
permit the people of Russia “to be an independent subject of history,” they would 
be subjected to domination like an African tribe that allegedly is forced to follow 
the orders of a Western corporation.84 A few days earlier Putin had charged that the 
arguments used to justify Western colonialism in an earlier era are being echoed in 
statements concerning Russia today, with “civilizing role” and “civilization” replaced 
by “democratization” and “democracy.”85 Putin clearly regards American programs 
for promoting democracy as a pretext for extending the domination of the United 
States and a threat to Russia’s sovereignty.

Although Vladimir Putin has said that Russia has made an irrevocable choice 
in favor of democracy, he also has emphasized that the adoption of democratic 
institutions must not be at the expense of order and stability; in the combination of 
democracy with order he sees “the independent character of the democratic path that 
we have chosen.”86 What are the traditions that have helped to shape the contemporary 
Russian political system? According to Putin, one is the centralization of political 
power. “From the very beginning, Russia was created as a supercentralized state. 
That’s practically laid down in its genetic code, its traditions, and the mentality of 
its people.”87 Other elements of Russian tradition are collectivism and paternalism. 
“It is a fact that in Russia the attraction toward collective forms of activity always 
has prevailed over individualism. It is also a fact that in Russian society, paternalis-
tic attitudes are deeply rooted.”88 Sergei Markov, one of the main organizers of the 
Civic Forum in Moscow in November 2001, expressed an idea that is consistent 
with Putin’s thinking when he suggested that Russian civil society is distinguished 
from civil society in the West by attaching the highest priority to the value of ser-
vice to the people (narod) and the homeland, so that “people, participating in civil 
society, will regard as of primary importance not so much the idea of freedom, not 
so much the idea of interests, as the idea of service to a certain common cause.”89 
Putin and his associates have made it clear that in their estimation a higher degree 
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of collectivism separates the culture of the Russian nation from the cultures of 
Western democracies.  

Putin’s discussion of the values of Russian society is colored by his strong 
emphasis on the necessity of unity in the state and the nation. As early as September 
1999 he voiced the opinion that the operation of all the branches of government 
must be subordinated to “one goal—preservation of the unity and integrity of the 
state.”90 The unity of the organs of executive power is necessary so that all levels 
form “a single, united system of power, and accordingly should work as an inte-
grated organism with a clear structure of subordination.”91 But unity as envisioned 
by Putin would go much farther than that and would extend to the entire society. 
He contends that Russia has been successful only when the people as well as the 
state have been united by all citizens’ dedication to the goals of the whole nation.92 
Underlying Putin’s words is a fear of disunity and fragmentation in Russian society. 
In December 1999 he warned that “fruitful and creative work, which our fatherland 
so urgently needs, is impossible in a society, in a condition of division, internally 
disintegrated, a society in which social strata and political forces adhere to different 
basic values and fundamental ideological orientations.”93 In May 2003 he voiced 
his apprehension over the diffi culty of dealing with contemporary threats if society 
is “splintered into small groups,” each of which is devoted only to its own narrow 
interests, and he called for consolidation “around basic national values and tasks”; 
he also asserted that unity is necessary for a developed civil society and that it 
requires overcoming distrust among social groups and unifying the nation in agree-
ment on the main strategic tasks facing the country.94 A horror of internal moral and 
ideological divisions that would undermine national strength and block the solution 
of major problems is central to Putin’s analysis of the problems and prospects of 
contemporary Russia.

Therefore it is not surprising that Putin attaches great importance to achieving a 
fi rm consensus on goals in Russian society. When asked about the main priority for his 
country, he replied that it was the adoption of goals or moral values that all members 
of the society would comprehend, like the “Code of the Builder of Communism,” 
a set of ethical guidelines for all citizens that was disseminated by the Communist 
party of the Soviet Union in the 1960s.95 The signifi cance that Putin attaches to social 
consensus is refl ected in his recurring references to the crucial concept of soglasie, 
meaning accord or harmony in society. In July 2000, in his fi rst annual address to 
the Russian parliament, he said that the development of society was “inconceivable 
without accord on common goals,” and added that those goals are not only material, 
but include “spiritual and moral goals.” He made it clear that consensus on goals 
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should grow out of the unique cultural traditions and shared historical memory of 
the Russian nation.96 In September 2004, Vladislav Surkov introduced the idea that 
a “moral majority” is taking shape within the country, developing as a result of “the 
modernization and solidarity of the major social corporations.”97 The moral majority 
apparently consists of those who share the consensus on the core values for society 
that are endorsed by Russia’s highest executive leadership. 

The Debate over “Sovereign Democracy”
In February 2006, when the leadership had begun to promote the idea of a 

national ideology, Vladislav Surkov made a speech in which he asserted that the 
successful resolution of the tasks facing Russia would make it possible for the 
country to become a “sovereign democracy.” He contrasted that concept with the 
model of “managed democracy,” which he defi ned as a political regime controlled 
from outside the nation that it governs, while being manipulated by forces tied to 
“certain centers of global infl uence.”98 (We may see that interpretation as a response 
to the charge that Russia under Putin has become a “managed democracy” in the 
sense that it has displayed increasingly authoritarian features.) As Sergei Ivanov, 
Russia’s defense minister, said a few months later, the use of the term “sovereign 
democracy” asserts the right of Russians to determine the direction of development 
of their own country while being protected from external pressures.99 Consistent 
with the ideas expressed earlier by Putin, Surkov has said that the principal features 
of sovereign democracy in Russia will not differ from democracy in the West, but 
that in building democracy “a country’s culture and the speed of implementing 
reforms” should be taken into account.100 Aleksei Chadaev’s book on Putin’s “ideol-
ogy” went so far as to claim that the idea of “a global democratic revolution” had 
become a pretext for the “liquidation of sovereignty.”101 He implied that efforts to 
establish universal standards for democracy are seen by the Russian leadership as a 
threat to the independence of non-Western nations and as a pretext for domination 
of those countries by the West, headed by the United States. As Sergei Ivanov has 
put it, “We cannot fail to observe that today we encounter a situation in which the 
slogans of democracy frequently are used to cover for active intervention in the in-
ternal affairs of other states that are defending their own sovereign interests that run 
counter to the ‘standards’ being forced on the world community.”102 The rejection 
of such intervention was stated emphatically by Putin around the same time, when 
he affi rmed that “we categorically oppose the use of all possible levers, including 
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arguments about the necessity of democratization of our society, in order to interfere 
in our internal affairs.”103

The introduction of the concept of sovereign democracy, while adding little 
new substance to the ideas that Putin had presented for years, was associated with 
the Russian leadership’s expression of increasingly open opposition to the trend of 
American domination in a world with only one superpower. As Ivanov has said, “We 
consider intolerable a world order where attempting to dominate the planet is just one 
center of force that imposes the rules of the game on all the rest based on military 
and economic supremacy.”104 For Putin himself, the most vehement expression of 
criticism of the United States for allegedly attempting to establish a “unipolar world” 
was articulated in his speech in Munich in February 2007.105 One factor behind the 
more explicit objections to the U.S. government’s attempts to promote democrati-
zation may have been the Russian leaders’ belief that their country had moved into 
a stronger position: its economic health had improved substantially since the late 
1990s, primarily because of growing income from the export of oil and natural gas. 
Andrei Isaev has referred to the 1990s as the time of a “compromised understand-
ing of democracy,” implying that Russia’s need for economic aid and its desire for 
a new model of development led it to submit to excessive foreign infl uence. Isaev 
argued that moving from that compromised version of democracy to the conception 
of sovereign democracy will make it possible for Russia “to overcome a period of 
national humiliation.”106 

Another factor that evidently infl uenced the public stance of the Putin leader-
ship and stimulated some to promote the slogan of sovereign democracy was the 
uneasiness that they experienced after the toppling of the leadership in Georgia 
in 2003 and in Ukraine in 2004. In those cases the techniques of manipulation of 
political processes that have been perfected in several of the post-Soviet states 
were thwarted by protests arising from grass-roots activism that were encouraged 
by Western assistance for democratization.107 Could the same kind of destabiliza-
tion take place in Russia? Though that possibility seems very unlikely, Surkov has 
warned that the “main threats to Russia’s sovereignty” include “the soft absorption 
by contemporary ‘orange technologies’ with the lowering of the national immunity 
to external infl uence.”108 (“Orange technologies” is code language for the means that 
were used to overturn the results of a fraudulent election in Ukraine and demand a 
new election, which the more Western-oriented candidate won.) The events in some 
post-Soviet states have given the Putin leadership even more reason to seek to limit 
the infl uence of outside forces on political developments in Russia. The theme of 
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halting interference in Russia’s internal affairs has become stronger in the pronounce-
ments of fi gures in the Putin leadership during the last few years.109

The governing United Russia party planned to adopt a new party program before 
the end of 2006, and after Surkov’s speech in February of that year, it seemed likely 
that the concept of sovereign democracy would play a major role in that program. 
Thus it was surprising when Dmitrii Medvedev, a fi rst deputy prime minister who 
often has been mentioned as a possible successor to Putin, voiced skepticism about 
the value of that concept in an interview published in the magazine Ekspert in July. 
He suggested that, though sovereignty and democracy are both important, they refer 
to separate categories in the political sphere. He added that to attach any modifying or 
qualifying term to “democracy” inevitably “leaves a strange aftertaste” and cautioned 
that neither sovereignty nor democracy should be allowed to “suppress [podavliat’] 
the other.”110 Soon Evgenii Primakov, a former prime minister and still a prominent 
political fi gure, announced that he was “categorically opposed” to the use of the term 
“sovereign democracy” since it could lead to the denial of important principles such 
as the separation of powers and freedom of choice.111 Then some of the spokesmen 
for United Russia openly disagreed about whether sovereign democracy would be 
included in their party’s new program.112 In late August, Surkov seemed to back 
off a bit, admitting that sovereign democracy was “only one of several concepts,” 
though he still thought that it “appeals to the dignity of the Russian people and the 
Russian nation as a whole.”113 In September, Putin seemed to agree with Medvedev’s 
position, when he noted that “sovereignty and democracy are concepts that assess 
two different phenomena,” though he indicated that he would not interfere in the 
discussion of sovereign democracy.114 A few days later Surkov said that he did not 
care what would happen to the term “sovereign democracy,” though he did care 
about the substance represented by that wording.115 Almost immediately Medvedev 
strengthened his criticism of the term, saying that he considered it “one-sided and 
incomprehensible,” and adding that “‘democracy’ is more important than any adjec-
tive that you would care to stick to it or defi ne it by.”116 

Nevertheless, the draft of the party program that was published in early October 
2006 did contain the term “sovereign democracy,” though it was not emphasized 
as much as might have been expected a few months before.117 Of course, the major 
ideas that Vladimir Putin had articulated for several years exerted a pervasive infl u-
ence on that draft program. The emphasis on “sovereign democracy” in early 2006 
had not refl ected a signifi cant innovation in thinking; as we have seen, Putin had 
already placed great stress on Russia’s “sovereign choice” of its distinctive form 
of government and had repeatedly claimed that Russia has made a commitment to 
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democracy. Some observers have suggested that “sovereign democracy” became 
the target of so much criticism from the West by the summer of 2006 that the Putin 
leadership decided to de-emphasize it.118 The obvious disagreement within Russia’s 
political elite over whether juxtaposing the words “sovereignty” and “democracy” 
is appropriate may have been a sign of confl ict behind the scenes among factions 
in the elite that are competing for the power to control the interpretation of Putin’s 
intellectual legacy if he leaves offi ce in 2008. That debate also suggested that alter-
native interpretations of Putin’s major ideological themes are possible and that there 
will be a struggle to determine which interpretation will emerge victorious. 

State and Civil Society in Putin’s Russia
In this section, I will focus on the outlines of Putin’s intentions for Russian 

society and its relationship with the state. It should be noted, however, that analy-
sis of that subject is equivalent to an attempt to hit a moving target (and perhaps a 
target that moves in a shadowy setting), since the framework of Putin’s model of 
state-society relations is still emerging. One point that Putin has made many times, 
and one that requires careful interpretation, is that of the vital importance of civil 
society for contemporary Russia. That is a point that he made in his December 
1999 document on “Russia on the Edge of the Millennium”119 and he has returned 
to that theme frequently since then. In July 2000 he complained that “the root of 
many of our failures lies in the underdevelopment of civil society and the inability 
of the authorities to communicate with it and to collaborate with it.”120 Earlier he 
had stressed that Russia “should have a broad base of support for continuing trans-
formations in the country,” and he added, “I am convinced that the best guarantee 
of such continuity is a mature civil society.”121 

Another persistent thesis of Putin’s speeches is the urgent necessity of strength-
ening the Russian state. He ascribes the basic causes of all Russia’s greatest problems 
to the “weakness of state institutions” and insists that meeting the challenges facing 
his country “is impossible without the strengthening of the state.”122 He accords a 
central place in that process to tightening control of the vertical hierarchy of execu-
tive power. Even before he became president and before he released “Russia on the 
Edge of the Millennium,” he warned that none of the major tasks confronting the 
government could be resolved “unless basic order and discipline are established in 
the country and unless the executive chain of command is strengthened.”123 Thus it 
is not surprising that his overview statement of December 1999 declared that “the 
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key to the revival and raising of Russia is in the state-political sphere today. Russia 
needs strong state power and should have it.” In that document, he also revealed 
his conviction that a strong role for the state is among the traditional, “primordial” 
values of the Russian nation. “Our state and its institutions always have played an 
exceptionally important role in the life of the country and the people. A strong state 
for Russians is not an anomaly, not something with which it is necessary to struggle, 
but on the contrary, a source and guarantee of order, the initiator and main moving 
force of any changes.”124  His view of the state as the principal source of development 
in Russian society was reinforced by his assertion that the Russian public desired 
“the restoration of the guiding and regulating role of the state,” in a phrase that was 
reminiscent of the offi cial description of the guiding role of the Communist party in 
Soviet society.125 While Putin affi rms that a healthy civil society is needed to protect 
the state apparatus from stagnation, he also cautions that without an effective state 
there will be no civil society.126 It is the responsibility of the state to provide “an 
integral system” of regulation of the social sphere as well as the economy, so that 
the Russian state will be “the effi cient coordinator of the country’s economic and 
social forces, ordering the balance of their interests, determining the optimal goals 
and parameters of social development, and creating conditions and mechanisms for 
their achievement.”127 

Yet more than once Putin has given verbal support to the notion that civil society 
must be in some sense independent of the state.128 In November 2001, addressing a 
large gathering of representatives of social organizations, Putin sought to reassure 
the leaders of NGOs (nongovernmental organizations) that he realized that civil 
society cannot be formed “from above” or “by the initiative of the authorities.” He 
added, “I want to emphasize again that it [civil society] grows independently, has its 
own base, and feeds on the spirit of freedom, and only then it is becoming genuinely 
civil.”129 In another discussion of civil society, in an address of April 2005, Putin 
invoked the words of Sergei Witte, an enlightened conservative leader of the late 
tsarist period who has become a hero in contemporary Russia, in favor of the idea 
that “the state does not create . . . it is all citizens who are the true creators.” On the 
basis of that reasoning, Putin concluded that citizens’ independence “should not be 
hampered but developed and assisted in every way.”130 He has rejected the possibility 
that society should be assimilated by the state bureaucracy. “The most unsuccessful 
solution would be attempts to bureaucratize its [society’s] institutions. Copying the 
methods of work of state structures here obviously is unsuitable; civil society has 
other, more effective instruments.”131 
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Putin advocates a partnership between the state and civil society.132 For him, 
that means primarily that social or nongovernmental organizations should work 
with the state in addressing social problems such as infectious diseases, drug ad-
diction, the growth in the numbers of street children, and the needs of people with 
disabilities.133 In other words, NGOs should lighten the burden on the state by shar-
ing responsibility for performing some services that are needed by society.134 For 
example, Putin has suggested that citizens’ organizations could assist the police 
in protecting public order and that he sees civil society as valuable for providing 
feedback to the authorities, informing them of the population’s reaction to the poli-
cies of the state.135 He has said that he wants civil society and the state to be in a 
“constructive, positive, and constant dialogue.”136 Of course, the crucial question is 
that of the terms on which the dialogue is conducted, and Putin may have different 
conditions in mind than those envisioned by proponents of democracy. Neverthe-
less, he does recognize the danger of alienation between society and the state, and 
he has even admitted that some degree of such alienation always exists, though he 
seems to attribute that problem primarily to inadequate efforts to inform citizens 
about the activities of the state.137 

One consequence of Putin’s emphasis on the importance of unity in Russian 
society is that he and his supporters have shown a great deal of suspicion of possible 
foreign infl uence on social organizations in Russia. In July 1999, when Putin was 
still the director of the FSB, the domestic successor to the KGB, he charged that 
“foreign secret service organizations” were actively using “all sorts of ecological and 
public organizations, commercial fi rms, and charitable organizations” to achieve their 
ends.138 In June 2001 he complained that many Russian NGOs depended on grants 
from foreign organizations. Such dependence on assistance from outside “does not 
give us honor,” he said, and urged that civil society in his country “should develop 
on its own base.”139 Most prominently, in his address to the Russian parliament in 
May 2004, though he conceded that many social associations “are working construc-
tively,” he accused other organizations of being oriented primarily toward “receiving 
fi nancing from infl uential foreign foundations”; others are “serving dubious group 
and commercial interests,” while they neglect the real problems of the society. He 
added that such organizations “simply cannot ‘bite the hand’ that feeds them,” clearly 
implying that their overriding loyalty is to foreign funding sources or illicit domes-
tic economic actors.140 During the next few months after Putin’s speech, according 
to Catherine Fitzpatrick, there was a series of “articles placed in pro-government 
newspapers and various propagandistic interventions at public meetings and abroad 
attacking the human rights movement as ‘unconstructive.’”141 
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Intensifying the atmosphere of suspicion, in September 2004 in an interview 
with Komsomol’skaia pravda, Vladislav Surkov warned that in his “beleaguered 
country” there was “a fi fth column of left-wing and right-wing radicals” with 
“common foreign sponsors” who were united by “hatred of Russia itself.” He ac-
cused such disloyal groups of seeking “the defeat of their own country in the war 
on terror.”142 Masha Lipman reports that Surkov’s interview was followed by two 
essays in the same newspaper attacking domestic critics of the regime and alleging 
that the “liberal community sponsored from abroad” is attempting to undermine 
the authority of Russia’s president and is fi ghting “against the traditions of Russian 
statehood.”143 In July 2005 Putin emphatically condemned the possibility of any 
foreign funding of political activity by NGOs or parties in Russia, saying that “not 
a single state that respects itself allows that. And we will not allow it.” He explicitly 
objected to foreign fi nancing of environmental organizations in Russia, charging 
that such funding “calls forth suspicion from the state and compromises social orga-
nizations of the most various kinds,” and he suggested that the positive alternative 
was a closer relationship between domestic environmental organizations and the 
Russian state.144 In September 2005 Sergei Lavrov, the Russian foreign minister, 
also announced that the government would not tolerate foreign funding of NGOs 
that engaged in political activities.145 Putin and his followers have implied that or-
ganizations in Russia that receive support from abroad are likely to be disloyal to 
their country and that domestic critics of the government may be in collaboration 
with enemies of the nation.

Since 2004 the Putin administration has turned more actively toward control 
of civil society, though the general outlines of its intentions were probably clear at 
least as early as 2001. As Masha Lipman put it in January 2005, “Civil society has 
become the new Kremlin passion.”146 The essential elements of Putin’s strategy for 
coordinating civil society are the marginalization of those social organizations that are 
more critical of the government (such as human rights groups and environmentalist 
organizations) and the cooptation of those that can be persuaded to cooperate suf-
fi ciently with the political leadership.147 One of the techniques used by the Kremlin 
is creating groups that some have labeled “government-organized nongovernmental 
organizations,” or GONGOs, to preempt representation of a sphere of society or to 
marginalize existing groups.148 Sometimes the organizations fostered by the politi-
cal leadership are parallel to existing NGOs, with the purpose of neutralizing the 
impact of the groups that arose from independent initiatives by citizens.149 Also, the 
Putin leadership for some time has shown that it has wanted to create an institution 
that would provide representation for NGOs and at the same time play a role in 
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achieving coordination among such organizations. As a fi rst step toward that goal, 
in November 2001 the Kremlin convened a Civic Forum in Moscow, so that several 
thousand offi cers of social organizations could meet with government offi cials. One 
scholar has said that the forum was intended to integrate “civil society organizations 
throughout Russia into a single corporatist body that would allow them an offi cial 
consultative role with the government.”150 Criticism of that forum by the leaders 
of groups who feared that it would be an instrument of control by the state led the 
executive leadership and its supporters to moderate their expectations, however, 
and Putin’s most reassuring words about the need for social organizations to refl ect 
genuine citizen initiative and the importance of avoiding the bureaucratization of 
civil society were included in his speech to the Civic Forum.

Though the political leadership did not immediately follow through on the 
Civic Forum, the core idea behind that gathering reemerged as the inspiration for 
a new proposal from Vladimir Putin in 2004, when he proposed the creation of a 
Public Chamber (Obshchestvennaia Palata, which could also be translated as “Social 
Chamber”). Its functions would be to present ideas from citizens, bring expertise 
to bear in the evaluation of draft legislation, and facilitate oversight of the work of 
government administrators.151 The bill on the Public Chamber was approved by both 
houses of parliament in March 2005 and was signed into law by Putin in the following 
month.152 Putin appointed one-third of the members of the chamber, who selected 
an equal number; together, the two groups chose the remaining third.153 Vladislav 
Surkov urges that the Public Chamber “should give impetus to the development of 
civil society in Russia,” which clearly implies that the state must exert initiative for 
civil society to grow vigorously.154

Putin has described the Public Chamber as a means of representation of social 
interests and a channel through which public opinion can infl uence state affairs.155 He 
hopes that the chamber will enhance feedback from society to the state, improving 
the quality of legislation and administration.156 Putin insists that the Public Chamber 
must not be part of the state bureaucracy, but should be one of the structures of civil 
society.157 Nevertheless, he foresees that the body will help in “attracting citizens to 
the implementation of state policy,” suggesting that it will operate partly to assist 
administrative agencies.158 Further, the manner in which members of that chamber 
are selected gives the executive leadership of the state considerable infl uence on its 
composition, implying that it will be made up of the leaders of social organizations 
that are in a cooperative relationship with the government. Surkov suggested that 
prospect with his prediction in July 2005 that the Public Chamber would “gather 
people who support the common cause” while also serving as advocates for a wide 
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range of social groups.159 In September 2004, when Putin fi rst proposed it, he said 
that one of its functions would be to “facilitate the consolidation of the whole Rus-
sian society.”160 In August 2005, when Putin spoke to representatives of NGOs, he 
expressed the hope that the Public Chamber would be an “institution for the coordi-
nation” (soglasovanie or “harmonization”) of social interests and would contribute 
to the “coordination and cooperation” of social organizations.161 Apparently Putin 
hopes that the new institution will assist in orchestrating the harmony of values that 
he considers necessary for Russia to be strong and prosperous.

Conclusion
Vladimir Putin’s statements on the relationship between the state and civil soci-

ety display a substantial degree of tension between apparently confl icting principles, 
which results from the fact that on a deeper level his depiction of Russia’s place in 
the world and her path of development contains inherently contradictory themes. On 
such questions as whether Russia is a European country, whether the principles of 
democracy are universal, and whether civil society should be independent from the 
state, Putin evidently wants to have it both ways. Of course, it is diffi cult to know 
how much of what he says is chosen primarily for public relations purposes and is 
designed to disguise some of his real goals. But the interpretation that is offered 
here is that there is a real tension between contradictory impulses in Putin’s outlook, 
which is refl ected in the institutional arrangements that he has structured. He seems 
genuinely to want Russia to be more closely tied with the technologically developed 
countries, probably mainly for economic purposes, and apparently he knows that 
such economic integration rules out the degree of political and ideological isolation 
that was preserved by the Soviet regime. However, the political model that he favors 
for his country is a democracy with distinctively Russian characteristics, which for 
civil society implies what Henry Hale has called “the statist conception of state-
society relations.”162 As Hale notes, that model contrasts with the liberal model of 
civil society that is familiar to Western scholars. 

The analysis of Putin’s speeches may remind us that a crucial difference between 
those models is the relative emphasis that is placed on confl ict or cooperation in the 
interaction between state and society. Putin rejects the liberal model’s fundamental 
assumption that the state and civil society are independent of each other and are es-
sentially adversaries. His speeches and actions suggest an ideal of civil society that 
assumes a primarily cooperative relationship between structures of political authority 
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and organizations of citizens. Putin is attempting to institutionalize the interaction 
between state and society in a way that will facilitate such cooperation. His model 
of civil society fi ts his needs as he intensifi es the hegemonic centralization of power, 
which now leads him to recruit social organizations to widen the base of support for 
the center of authority. It has become increasingly apparent that his strategy for the 
development of civil society entails the creation of a network of corporatist structures 
that will be capped by the Public Chamber.163 That strategy is based on the hope that 
it will be possible to stimulate citizen activism in organizations supervised by the 
state and to guide the representation of interests through channels that are managed 
by the state. A tension between diametrically opposing goals is inherent in Putin’s 
model, since he endorses the value of genuine expression of the needs and demands 
of social groups, while at the same time he suggests that it is necessary to make sure 
that the state retains enough control to keep the articulation of competing interests 
within acceptable boundaries. 

Perhaps the most basic question Putin faces is that of Russia’s identity. His 
statements about Russia’s sovereign choice of her own path, while showing super-
fi cial loyalty to democracy as a symbol, imply a preference for another system that 
he regards as more consistent with his country’s traditions and values. Though Putin 
has not fashioned a systematic ideology, it is clear that he has made a commitment, 
not to the liberal democratic model to which Boris Yeltsin superfi cially pledged 
loyalty, but in favor of a version of Russian nationalism that insists on his country’s 
sovereign prerogative to synthesize principles of Western democracy with elements 
of authoritarianism. (Putin’s partial acceptance of the rhetoric of Eurasianism implies 
a justifi cation of authoritarian rule and a rejection of foreign criticism of Russian 
institutions, as anyone familiar with the contemporary Russian political spectrum 
must realize.) Putin appeals to Russian nationalism and not to Soviet communist 
ideology in order to justify the institutionalization of control that is designed to ensure 
that changes in society will be guided from above. One result is that Putin and his 
associates have no desire to encourage the principled self-examination of Russian 
society. They are defensive about the darker episodes in the history of Russia and 
the Soviet Union and are hostile to those who would seek further investigation of 
those subjects. They are also prone to equate criticism of the state from within the 
society, from human rights groups and environmentalist organizations, for example, 
with disloyalty to the national community. Yet in fact Russian human rights and 
ecological organizations are not a threat to the stability of the state and society in 
their country. The political elite’s attempts to use such groups as scapegoats does not 
speak well for the current Russian political regime’s capacity to maintain a work-
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able balance between the preservation of the unity of society and the acceptance of 
a variety of interests and ideas. 

A principal theme of the Putin regime is the goal of returning Russia to the 
status of one of the world’s great powers.164 The program of United Russia asserts 
that “Russia has all the grounds to lay claim to the role of one of the centers of 
world infl uence and without fail will become such a center.”165 In fact, both Sergei 
Ivanov and Dmitrii Medvedev, who many see as competitors to succeed Putin, claim 
that Russia has already recovered that status.166 In the view of the Putin leadership, 
Russia’s growing strength relieves that country of the necessity of submitting to 
guidance by other nations, as it was compelled to do during the humbling decade of 
the 1990s, when its economic problems forced it to become dependent on assistance 
from abroad. For Putin and his associates, the basis of independence is economic, 
since competitiveness in the economic arena is necessary to assure the genuine sov-
ereignty of any state.167 That point was suggested by the title of Vladislav Surkov’s 
speech on sovereign democracy in February 2006, “Sovereignty Is a Synonym for 
Competitiveness.” As we have seen, Putin acknowledges that for Russia’s economy 
to reach a level of development that will permit it to be competitive with others, 
his country cannot be isolated from the world economy. Yet though Putin does not 
regard economic isolation as a viable option, he seeks to preserve a degree of politi-
cal separation for Russia, in the sense of limiting the infl uence of the West on his 
country’s political affairs.168 As Matthew Schmidt says, for Putin “integration in the 
economic life of the Euro-Atlantic West does not necessarily have to mean full ac-
ceptance of the political or philosophical underpinnings of that economic order.”169 
There is a tendency for members of the current leadership of Russia to use the rhetoric 
of democracy in an instrumental fashion, to contribute to integration into the world 
economy; the regime under Putin has been moving in a direction that implies that 
the concept of sovereign democracy may be largely empty of democratic content.170 
This would explain why some Russian commentators have suggested that the real 
meaning of “sovereign democracy” is best expressed by the classical Russian word 
samoderzhavie, or autocracy.171 

Another crucial question faced by Russia’s executive leadership by the end 
of the 1990s was identifying the main risk confronting their country. Was it the 
danger of stagnation or the threat of disintegration? Putin’s words and actions have 
implied that, while he was aware of both sources of danger, his greatest horror was 
aroused by two tendencies: growing disunity in society, and the weakening of state 
authority. His emerging design for the political system and civil society is intended 
to guard against the divisions that pose the risk of internal chaos, but this design 
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incurs a relatively high risk of discouraging competition among interests and the 
generation of initiatives from the bottom up, thus limiting the development poten-
tial of the system.172 Most Western and Russian scholars would probably say that at 
present the main factor undermining the effectiveness of the Russian state, damaging 
citizens’ trust in the government, and hampering the growth of a market economy is 
not excessive division in society173 but the pervasive and corrosive phenomenon of 
corruption within the state.174 One might ask what mechanisms have the best chance 
of countering that corruption. Independent sources of information about the activi-
ties of government, provided by groups with the freedom to engage in criticism of 
illicit practices, could play a valuable role in reducing the misuse of authority by 
offi cials. Yet Putin’s model of civil society seems likely to decrease the autonomy 
of social groups, as it has already tightened restrictions on the mass media, political 
parties, and the parliament. 

The real challenge for the contemporary Russian political elite is to devise a 
set of institutional structures that will avoid both the peril of the disintegration of 
authority and the trap of authoritarian stagnation. By the end of the 1990s, just be-
fore Putin’s accession to power as president, it may have been reasonable for him to 
conclude that the main problem threatening to paralyze development in Russia was 
the excessive weakening of the state apparatus. During the Putin period, however, 
changes in the political system have created a new situation in which it is becom-
ing increasingly likely that the most serious barriers to further economic and social 
modernization are posed by the excessive centralization of power. As Aleksei Zudin 
has observed, there is great internal tension inside Putin’s system between the ten-
dency of concentration of power around a single center, on the one hand, and the 
leadership’s orientation toward a higher level of modernization, on the other hand.175 
It remains to be seen how successfully that tension will be resolved. 
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