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Each of thefourteen non-Russian republicsincluded atitular nation that “ owned” therepublic asitshomeland. These
Soviet republican ethnicidentitiescompeted withamorecivic Soviet identity at theadl-unionleve. Nationdity policies
inall fourteen non-Russian republicsforged intenseloyaltiesto their territorial boundaries, reflected in the high
support giventoterritorial integrity.

In some cases—Central Asia, for example—Soviet policiesfacilitated nation building and Russification was not so
abrasive. Inothers, like Ukraine and Belarus, Russification was highly intensivefrom the 1950sto the 1980sin order
to produce an eastern Slavic coremgjority for the Soviet Union. Even today, the Soviet Belarusan identity—which
President Alyaksandr L ukashenkahas promoted since 1994—isstronger than the Belarusan

ethno-cultural one. In UkraineaSoviet identity was prevalent only inthe Donbassin the
early 1990s, but it has since declined. Neverthel ess, the Soviet legacy produced amore “Russia” and
widespread Russophile orientation inthe Russified cities of eastern Ukraine.

the “Soviet
The Russian SFSR had no republican ingtitutionsbecause“ Russid’ and the“ Soviet Union” Union” were
were conflated into oneidentity. Inthe Soviet era, Russian nationalist groups had acom- _
pletely different agendafrom nationalist groupsin the non-Russian republics. Russian na- conflated into
tionalism was similar to British, which sought to maintain an empire or great state and one identity.
prevent the secession of outlying regions. Non-Russian nationalism sought to establishinde-
pendent states and wastherefore more analogousto I rish nationalism within Grest Britain.

Russian dissident groups, likethat of Mikhail Gorbachev, did not seek to takethe Russian

SFSR out of the Soviet Union, but merely to“democratize” it. Today no major Russian political group—again unlike
nationalist groups in the non-Russian successor states—seeks to withdraw Russia from the Commonweal th of
Independent States.

A second problem Russiafacesisthat thereisno historical precedent to fall back onin building anation-state. A
minority of Russian intell ectual s has proposed that Vladimir-Suzdal/Muscovy be the base upon whichto draw a
historical antecedent. But Russia seliteshavelargely ignored this. The more popular view isof Russiaasa“ great



ApPrIL 2002

power,” however untrueit isin the non-nuclear sphere.
Asagreat power the new Russian nation-state needsto
seek legitimacy fromitsimperia and Soviet past, not from
Muscovy. Thisisclearly Presdent Vladimir Putin’s pref-
erence, as seen in the continued use of the Russian
double-headed eagle and the music of the Soviet anthem.

By choosing to build apost-Soviet identity onthebasisof
Russia simperia/Soviet past, rather than Muscovy, the
new Russian state will be unableto forgeamodern Rus-
sianidentity. Thiswould require “the deconstruction of
the symbiosisbetween Russian and Sovietimperia iden-
tity.” [1] Western policy towards Russiathat continues
to play up to Russian demandsto betreated asa* great
power” therefore servesonly to harm the creation of a
modern Russian nation-state.

Whatis Russia?

For Russiansthe Soviet Union, not the Russian SFSR,
wastheir homeland. Itisnot surprising that it has been
difficult inthe post-Soviet erato withdraw the Russian
nationa consciousnessto the boundaries of the Russian
Federation, and especially problematic in relation to
Ukraineand Belarus. Opinion pollsin Russiasince 1992
have consistently shown that amajority of Russiansdo
not see Ukrainians and Belarusans as separate ethnic
groups but as somehow “Russian.”
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Equating“Russia’ with only the Russian Federation will
take place over many decades in the process of nation
building. Thisprocessisnot helped by aforeign policy
ideology that repeatedly refers to Russia as a “great
power” or by Russiaproviding continued sustenanceto
an eastern Savic unionwith Belarusthat Russiadefines
astheincorporation of Belaruswithin Russia, apolicy
that even Lukashenka rejects. [2] Russia continually
makes overtures to Ukraine to join this union without
understanding that in Ukraine only the extreme left sup-
port such amove. Not only national democrats, but all
centrist, oligarch partiesaswell, areopposed to Ukraine's
membershipinthe Russia-Belarusunion.

A movement to support the Union of Ukraine, Belarus
and Russia (ZUBR) isactivein all three countries and
Moldova. It received 0.43 percent of thevotein Ukraine's
parliamentary electionsin March. It has 130 deputiesin
Russia's State Duma and had the same number in the
outgoing Ukrainian parliament, mainly drawn fromthe
communists. But sincethe Communist party of Ukraine's
faction nearly halved asaresult of theMarch election, to
sixty-six deputies, the number of ZUBR cross-faction
membersinthe newly elected Ukrainian parliament are
likewisereduced. Thefounding congressof theMoldovan
branch of ZUBR took placein November 2001 in Chisinau
and Vderiy Klimenko, leader of the Ravnopraviye (Equal
Rights) movement, was el ected its head.

In the Crimea, the Russian Bloc, which won only 0.73
percent of the national vote, was composed of regional
branches of the Ukrainian Slavic Party and the Party of
Slavic Unity. ItsRussian nationalist program called for
thetransformation of the Crimeainto a Russian autono-
mous republic, opposed quotasin the Crimean Supreme
Soviet for Tatars, and demanded the recognition of Rus-
sians as a second titular (indigenous) ethnic group in
Ukraine. Yet theseideas proved to be unpopular evenin
the Crimea. Inthe March Ukrainian parliamentary elec-
tions, the Russian Bloc came in third in the city of
Sevastopol, with 8.86 percent, and fifthin the Crimea,
with 4.76 percent, receiving nearly half of the 9.77 per-
cent received by former Prime Minister Viktor
Yushchenko’s Our Ukraine, which camein third place.
Crimea, the only region of Ukrainewith an ethnic Rus-
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sanmagjority, prefersto votefor the supra-national com-
munists. They camefirstin the Crimeaand Sevastopol,
with 33.91 and 32.73 percent, respectively.

Thequestion“what isRussa?’ hasramificationsin other
areas. Post-Soviet Ukrainian historiography and school-
bookshavegradually “nationalized” the history of Kyiv
Rus' asthefirst Ukrainian state. The city of Kyiv has
numerous monuments to Kyiv Rus' heroes. This past
January President Putin instructed historiansspecializing
inRus to“ganinsght into how toform anational ideol -
ogy” and advise himin answering the question “What
Russian city can be considered the historical and cultura
center of Russian civilization?’ [3] Which city will Rus-
sian historians come up with in answer to thisquestion?
In 1982 thecity of Kyiv celebrated its 1,500th anniver-
sary, making it 600 years older than Moscow. Who then
isthereal “elder brother”?

The weakness of Russian ethnic nationalism

Whenthe Soviet Uniondisntegrated, it waswidely feared
that the 24.8 million Russiansliving outsidethe Russian
SFSRinthenon-Russ an republicswould mobilizeaong
the samelinesasthe Serbsin theformer Yugodavia. In
aRussian Public Opinion Monitor poll taken last year, 73
percent of Russiansthought “often or very often” that
Russiansliving abroad are subject to discrimination. An-
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ity of Russians outside Russiato mobilize, isthelack of
an ethno-cultural base. Serbian ethnic nationalism devel -
oped within theindependent nation-state that preceded
Yugosavia. And within Yugodaviaitself the Serbs had
their own republicaningtitutions.

Thiswasvery different to Russian experienceinthe So-
viet Union. Prior to theformation of the USSR in 1922,
Russian identity was shaped within an all-Russianimpe-
rial framework, not anation-state. Thissupra-national
identity continued after thefall of thetsar. Russianiden-
tity istherefore moreimperia and statist than ethno-cul -
tural. As we see in the case of Ukraine, only regions
with strong ethno-cultural identities (thosein the west
and center) can mobilizethe population. Whereidentity
isconfused, regional or civic-territorial, asin eastern and
southern Ukraine, mobilization has proved difficult. In
addition, groups that cut across ethnic lines (Russian-
speakers, for example) tend to reduce mobilization and
thusethnic conflict. In contrast to theweak performance
of pure ethnic Russian parties, those who champion su-
pra-national ideologies (such as the Communists) are
more successful in attracting voters.

Becausethe Soviet Union promoted Russian identity only
withintheframework of an all-Soviet supra-national iden-
tity, thereisalack of anidentity grounded in ethno-cul-

other 18 percent thought about this
“sometimes or rarely” and only 1
percent never did.

Themobilization of Russansoutsde
Russia, however, hasnot occurred.
The questioniswhy it hasnot. In
Moldova the secession of the

The mobilization of
Russians outside Russia,
however, has not

occurred.

tural terms. The post-Soviet Russian
identity isthusan amalgam of Soviet,
pan-eastern Slavic and Russianimpe-
rial congtructsrather thanapurely eth-
nic Russian one. According to apoll
taken in the summer of 2001 by the
Public Opinion Foundation only 68
percent of Russians consider them-

Transdniester republic had lesstodo
with ethnic Russian nationalism than with aregional re-
gime that had supported the August 1991 putsch and
mobilized Russian speakerswith aSoviet-eastern Savic
ideology. L ukashenkapromotesasimilar ideology, ex-
cept that he has less use for the Russian imperia past
than the Transdniester regimedid.

One explanation for the weakness of Russian national -
ismintheformer Soviet Union, and therefore theinabil-

selvesSavs. Twenty-eight percent be-
lieve“Sav” isequivalent to “Russian,” 16 percent be-
lieve“ Slav” appliesto all three eastern Slavsand 6 per-
centsaid“ Slav” includesother ethnic groupsaswell.

Another reason that conflict hasnot eruptedisthatitisa
misnomer to define the Russians outside the Russian
Federation asadiaspora. Western observersof theformer
Soviet Union tend to apply the Western understanding of
ethnicity asbeing primordially based to theresultsof the
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last Soviet census, which wastakenin 1989. Thiscensus
found 24.8 million Russiansliving outside the Russian
SFSR, half of whom werein Ukraine. In redlity, those
who classified themselves as Russiansin the 1989 cen-
sus were not always ethnic Russians, because of the
conflation of Russian and Soviet identity referred to ear-
lier. Itismorelikely that “Russian” in
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Putintold the Congress of Russian Compatriotslast Oc-
tober that by “ compatriots’ he meant aspiritual commu-
nity of different ethnic groups oriented towards Russian
culture and language. Nevertheless, the congress was
criticized for being more of “ornamental-propagandistic
character” than substantive. [4] Indeed, Russiais un-

likely to push too aggressively onthis

the 1989 census had the supra-national
territorid-civicmeaning of “rossyanin’
rather than ethnic meaning of “russki.”
Amongthese“rossyanye’ therewere
ethnic Russians, those who said they
were Russiansfor career advancement
and otherswho had mixed marriages
where one partner was a Russian. In

Russia has also viewed
the former USSR as an
exclusively Russian

sphere of influence.

issueinorder not to alienate such coun-
triesasUkraine. Russiawill, however,
continue to applaud political parties
within Ukraine, Moldovaand elsewhere
inthe ClSthat support upgrading the
Russian language to an “official” or
second state language, asin Belarus,
Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan.

Ukraine, for example, 30 percent of
marriages in the Soviet erawere mixed, especialy in
eastern Ukraine. Some 18.9 million of the 24.8 million
Russi ansoutside the Russian Federation liveinthe non-
Russian successor states of theformer Soviet Union.

Thusthereareindicationsthat the December 2001 Ukrai-
nian census may show aradical declineinthe number of
Russiansliving in Ukraine, because some of thosewho
defined themsalvesas Russiansin 1989 will now identify
themselves as ethnic Ukrainians. In Eastern Europe* citi-
zenship” and “ nationality” are often used interchange-
ably. Although Ukrainian passports do not indicate
ethnicity, asdid their Soviet predecessors, birth certifi-
catesstill do. Thedeclinein Ukraine' s population by 4
million since 1989 will a so affect the urban east more
than the rural west and center, where birth rates have
not gone down to the degreethey have el sewhereinthe
country.

Russia’ sconfusion over itsidentity isseeninthe debate
over who should be protected by Russiaoutsidethe Rus-
sian Federati on—ethnic Russians or compatriots. The
Russian Orthodox Church, whichisthe statechurchin
Belarusand thelargest of the three Orthodox denomina-
tionsin Ukraine, uses Russians and compatriotsinter-
changeably. Patriarch Aleksy |1 told agroup of Russians
that “you areflesh and blood of our people” and “we see
it asour duty totake partinall actionsaimed at consoli-
dating the unity of our compatriotsliving abroad.”

Aswiththe Russian Orthodox Church, Putin’spolicies
are confused. In March 2001 a presidential decree or-
dering the Foreign Ministry to protect therightsof “com-
patriots’ inthe ClSfollowed the resuscitation of the gov-
ernment Commission on CompatriotsAffairs. Thiswill
provedifficult because new legisationin areassuch as
citizenship doesnot givespecid preferenceto Russophone
immigrants from the CIS. Russia withdrew from the
Bishkek agreement on visa-freetravel withinthe CIS.
There is still no Russian legal term for compatriots
(sootechestvenniki), though it isusually understood as
referring to Russophonesin theformer Soviet Union.

Russian identity and CIS policies

Russianidentity cannot confineitself only to the bound-
ariesof the Russian Federation because of thelegacy of
the Soviet Union, inwhich Russian and Soviet werethe
same. Russiahas consistently attempted to speak on be-
half of the ClSintheinternational arenaon questionslike
NATO enlargement or in protesting actionslikeNATO's
bombing of Kosovo and Serbia, much to the chagrin of
states such as Ukraine.

Russia has also viewed the former USSR as an exclu-
sively Russian sphere of influence. In Moldova and
Belarus, Russiaisinterested only in geopoliticsand ig-
noresthelack of human rightsand support for political -
economic reform. Intherecent Ukrainian elections, the
Russian ambassador to Ukraine, Viktor Chernomyrdin,
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along with other high-ranking officials, openly interfered
by calling on Ukrainian votersto votefor “pro-Russian”
forces(that is, not Yushchenko’s Our Ukraine). During
the campaign, Putin met only one Ukrainian party |eader,
Petro Symonenko, |eader of the Ukrainian communists,
during ameeting with Russan communist leeder Gennady
Zyuganov.

Russia has opposed the enlargement of NATO into the
former USSR and reserved for itself theexclusiveright to
undertake peacekeeping missionsintheregion. Inredity,
Russian peacekeeping operationsin
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PUTIN MARKS HIS FIRST TWO YEARS IN OFFICE
By Elena Chinyaeva

arch 26 of thisyear marked the midway point

M of President Vladimir Putin’s first term as
president and, as such, wasaconvenient date

for drawingintermediate conclus onsabout hispresidency.
Inredity, VIadimir Putin hasbeenin power defacto since
August 9, 1999, when hewas promoted from the post of
Federal Security Service (FSB) chief to that of prime
minister. In addition, he appearsto bewell positioned to
winthenext presidential electionand

Moldova and Georgia have served
only to freeze conflictsontheground
inMoscow’sgeopoalitical favor. Thus
Russiasmilitary establishment loudly
protested thearriva of Americanmili-
tary advisersin Georgia Thelikely en-
largement of NATO tothethree Bal-

...despite their
revolutionary character,
these events not only did
not undermine the
achieved stability...

thusasecond terminoffice. What is
clear isthat during therel atively short
timehehasbeenin power, Russahas
changed a great deal and attained a
certainlevel of sahility. Itisnot, how-
ever, the stability of asociety bored
by itseconomic prosperity and politi-

tic Satesat theupcoming Praguesum-
mit, something Russahaslong opposed, will forceRussia
towithdraw itsno-go“red line’ for NATO tothe CIS.

Russianidentity hasalso influenced Russia’'sunwilling-
nessto accept a“hard” definition of ClSborders. While
not opposi ng the continued demarcation of CIS* externa
borders,” which these statesinherited from the USSR,
Russiahas opposed the demarcation of “interna borders’
intheCIS. It viewsthe Cl Sasneither fully sovereign nor
quiteliketheformer USSR, but something in-between—
a“Near Abroad.”
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cal predictability, but that of asociety
tired of economic chaosand political turmoil and ready to
pay whatever it takesto avoid further upheavals.

Revolutions to seal stability

Thepresidentia mid-term coincided with two events. the
outcome of atender for the TV-6 television channel’s
frequency and the ousting of the Communistsfromtheir
committee chairmanships in the State Duma—events
which would have been unthinkablejust acoupleyears
ago. But despitetheir revol utionary character, theseevents
not only did not underminethe achieved stability, but also
sedledit. They alsoturned out to have best illustrated the
current Situationin Russia.

On March 26, the license to broadcast on the Russian
TV channedl 6 wasgivento MediaSotsium, ateam of the
journalistsheaded by Yevgeny Kiselev and backed by a
group of well-known Russian entrepreneurs, including
Anatoly Chubais, the“father” of Russian privatization
and now the head of the state el ectricity monopoly, in
aliancewith Yevgeny Primakov, the head of the Russian
Chamber of Commerce (RTP), and Arkady Volsky, the
head of the Russian Union of Industriaistsand Entrepre-
neurs (RSPP). A stranger allianceishardtoimagine. In
the last two years, Kiselev's team first left NTV and
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then TV-6 as the authorities, eager to put in practice
Putin’sdeclaration that “all oligarchs should beequally
far from power,” drove the owners of the channels—
Vladimir Gusinsky and BorisBerezovsky, respectively—
from Russig, stripping them of their televison ownerships
inthe process. Kiselev, who haslong portrayed himsel f
asafiery fighter for the freedom and independence of
press, then found new sponsorsin agroup of well-known
businessmen, many of whom he had not so long ago
sharply criticized—given that they belongedtoarival po-
litical clique, dong with Volsky and Primakov, both noto-
rioudly statist in their views and the latter particularly
known for being unableto handle mediascrutiny.

Under President Boris Yeltsin, the massmediain Rus-
sia, not satisfied with their role asthe “ fourth estate,”
asking the authoritiesinconvenient questions and pro-
voking public debate on variousissues, usurped therole
of political prophets and powerbrokers.
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Astheecho of themediarevolution died down, aparlia
mentary revolution was starting. During aclosed meet-
ingonApril 1, theleadersof four centrist factionsinthe
Duma—Unity, Fatherland-All Russia(OVR), People's
Deputy and Russia' s Regions—along with two rightist
factions, the Union of Right-Wing Forces (SPS) and
Yabloko, decided to reconsider the package agreement
on thedistribution of committee chairmanshipsreached
at the start of 2000 between the centrist factionsand the
Communist Party of the Russian Federation (KPRF). On
the April 3, the Duma voted to sack the Communists
from theleading positionsin seven of the ninecommit-
tees they chaired. (Altogether there are twenty-eight
committeesinthe Duma.) In protest, KPRF gave up two
other committees and appeal ed to the speaker Gennady
Seleznev, who is a party member, to leave his post.
Seleznev refused to do so. The Communistsalsolost their
gripon Duma smaterid resources, including postd, print-
ing, telephone and other services, which

It was the anticommunist propagandain
the mass mediathat helped Yeltsin de-
feat Communist leader Gennady
Zyuganov inthe 1996 presidential elec-
tion. Afterwards, the media magnates
considered themselvesthereal powerin
the country and used their outlets as
heavy artillery in feuds and power
struggles. During Putin’s presidential
campaign, Boris Berezovsky’s media

As the echo of the
media revolution
died down, a
parliamentary
revolution was

starting.

they wereknown to use excessively, when
their representative, Nikola Trashkin, was
sacked asthe Duma’s superintendent.

The ousting of the Communists happened
quickly and smoothly, asif it had not been
preceded by adecade-long attempt to strip
them of political influence. Under Yeltsin,
the Communistsandtheir left-wing alies
dominated the parliament, effectively

backed the acting president while
Vladimir Gusinsky'sopposed him, but both oligarchslost
out after Putin’s victory. Two years and a number of
court decisionslater, both men areliving outside Russia,
and not one mediaoutlet dares play powerbroker.

Unfortunately, neither do any of them dare any longer to
ask theauthoritiesinconvenient questions. Interestingly,
no one hasactualy prohibited them from doing so. Many
inthe profession have smply assumed that it isout of the
question. Kisdlev wasno different: During thefirst press
conference after M ediaSotsium won thetender for TV-
6’sbroadcasting license, he and Primakov, even before
saying aword about thenew TV station’s cregtive con-
cept, began discussing themain principlefor their future
work together—self-censorship.

blocking the actions of thereformist gov-
ernment. Reformswereimplemented by presidential de-
creesrather than by laws. The KPRF s position was se-
rioudy shaken after the 1999 parliamentary dections, when
they lost their mgjority to centrist factions. In March 2001,
arather clumsy attempt was madeto weaken their influ-
encefurther. The centriststhreatened to support avote of
no confidenceagangt thegovernment of Mikhail Kasyanov
proposed by the Communists, which could haveresulted
indismissal of the Dumaand new elections, inwhichthe
centristshoped to steal away more votes of the KPRF's
electorate. The plot was not implemented, however, and
the Dumare ected the no-confidence measure.

Andrightly so, giventhat the sameresult wasachieved a
year later with amost no time or effort expended. This
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was possible because Russian politics, largely
nonideological and proneto factionalism, hasbeenre-
structured into aclear three-party political system. Fol-
lowing themerger latelast year of Unity, OVR and other
smaller groupsinto anew party called United Russia, the
centristshave becomethedominant political force, anda
clearly pro-presidentia one. Centrist deputiesin the par-
liament began acting asagroup and beforelong realized
that they nolonger had to make ded swith | eftist factions
inorder to get pro-presidentid legida
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if they abuse power. Thusthethreat of the country be-
coming aconfederation has been eiminated, but the Fed-
eration Council hasvirtually ceased being animportant
part of thelegidative branch of state power.

Aspart of thewar on corruption, the president hasiniti-
ated judicial reformsaimed at making the courts more
independent and preventing human right abuses by the
law enforcement agencies. From now on, arrest war-

rants will be issued, not by prosecu-

tion approved. Thepartiesontheright,
the Union of the Right Forces (SPS)
and Yabloko, whichwerelargely ex-
cludedinthedivvying up of commit-
teestwo years ago, seized on the op-
portunity to improvetheir own situa-
tion, taking over three committeesfrom
the Communigts.

What Russia’s
democrats were unable
to achieve in ten years

has been done in two

under Putin.

tors, asbefore, but by the courts. The
greenlight to uncover abusesof power
and economic misconduct, however,
hasled to activitieson the part of the
Tax Police and Prosecutor General’s
Office that have aroused concerns.
Thelatter haslaunched investigations
into anumber of well-known Russian

What Russia sdemocratswere unable

to achievein ten yearshasbeen donein two under Putin.
Unfortunately, the process of reaching a societal con-
sensus on key issuesthrough representative democracy
appears a so to have been handicapped, becauseal pro-
presidential Dumalegidation can now be approved with-
out seriousdebate. Thisiswithout doubt stability, butitis
also stahility at the expenseof plurality.

Stability at a price

Thesetwo developmentsillustrate the situation in Rus-
sian society under President Putin very well. Having in-
herited ahuge country in astate of economic and politi-
cal disorder, hisadministration hasacted swiftly and con-
sstently to achievestability. But it hascomewith aprice.

The separatist tendencies of the Russian regional lead-
erswere quickly suppressed after major changesin the
proceduresfor forming the Federation Council meant the
end of the upper chamber of the parliament asan inde-
pendent political factor. With its new speaker, Sergei
Mironov, who began histerm by proposing that the presi-
dential term be extended from four to seven years, the
Federation Council shal no doubt beauseful presidentia
instrument. The Congtitutional Court recently ruled that
the president hastheright to sack the elected governors

companies, in someinstancescausing
adramatic fal in their share prices.
Some observers contend thisisbeing done on command
“from above’ and thus could undermine the efforts to
make Russia sjudicia system modern and effective.

In the economic sphere, successhasbeen evident in sta-
tistics. The economy grew 5.5 percent in 1999, 8.3 per-
cent in 2000 and 5 percent in 2001. Inflation has
dropped—36.5 percent in 1999, 20.2 percent in 2000, and
18.6 percent in 2001 (which wasstill higher than the 12-
14 percent envisaged inthe 2001 budget and the 11 per-
cent registered in pre-crisis 1997). The government has
also launched anumber of structural reforms, the most
important being the 13-percent flat income tax now in
effect. It could not, however, present acoherent economic
devel opment program, onethat would give the business
community aclear orientation. No effective steps have
been taken, especialy inthetax sphere, to stimulatethe
development of small and medium-sized businesses.

Intheinternational arena, Russiaunder Putin appearsto
haveturned from an outsider into adarling of the West.
Putin wasthe first world leader to call President Bush
after September 11 terrorist attacks, conveying Russia's
sympathies and its readiness to cooperate and thereby
making it aimost a strategic partner of the West. The
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resultsof thisrapid rapprochement have been mixed. On
the one hand, Russiawas promised help in entering the
World Trade Organization and being recognized as a
market economy. During Putin’srecent visit to Germany,
for instance, hewas ableto set the exchangeratefor the
Soviet Union’sdebt of 6.35 billion rublesto theformer
German Democratic Republic at 500 million Euros. On
the other hand, Russia’ s declared closenessto the West
and the United Statesin particular hasimpeded its abil-
ity to maneuver and thus allowed the U.S. military to
gain a presence in the former So-
viet republics of Central Asiaand
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organizationsand even massinterest groups, at the core
of which arehigh-earning commercia organizations(one
examplebeing thetelevision viewers organization My
Family, run by Va ery Komissarov, whoisnow amember
of the Dumahimself).

Presenting hishill, Chuev stated bluntly that, before sit-
ting down to write the draft, he had consulted Putin on
the matter and Putin had approved. There has as yet
been no response to this claim from the president, his
administration or hisinformal circle.
Chuev stresses that his text is de-

evenin Georgia

And so while thereis a stability, it
comesat apricefor both Russiaand
Putin. Some observershave aready
begun to compare him to Mikhail
Gorbachev duringthe Soviet leader’s
latter yearsin power, who becamea
popular figureinthe West but lost all

The project calls for a
fundamental revision of
currentreligious
legislation, creating a

hierarchy of faiths.

signed first and foremost to encour-
age broad public debate. Only then
doesheplanto present it to thelower
house of the Russian parliament for
discussion. The project calls for a
fundamenta revision of current reli-
giouslegidation, creating ahierarchy
of faiths.

hispopularity at homeand waseven-

tually forced to leave his office asthe country plunged
into adecade of turmoil. Another such outcomewould
betoo high apriceto pay, evenfor the current stability.

Elena Chinyaeva, who holds a doctorate in modern history from
Oxford University, isawriter with the leading Russian political
weekly Kommersant-Vlast.

REVISING RUSSIAN RELIGIOUS LEGISLATION
By Mikhail Zherebyatev

head of thetiny Christian Democratic Party of Rus

Sa, published hisown version of the Federal law “On
traditional religiousorganizationsin the Russian Federa-
tion.” Chuev belongsto the pro-presidential and smulta-
neously pro-governmental faction—whichiscurrently
Edinstvo (Unity)—inthelower house of the Russian par-
liament. In 2000 he was el ected to the Dumafrom the
listsof thedectora party of the samename, hastily thrown
together by Kremlin spin-doctorsfrom among the mem-
bersof various unknown parties, movements, corporate

I nearly 2002 State Dumadeputy Aleksandr Chuev,

Since 1990, three laws have been
adopted in Russiadefining thelegal position of religious
organizationsand regul ating rel ations between the state
andreligion. Thefirs—aSoviet |aw—appearedin 1990;
the second was passed the same year, as alaw of the
RSFSR, aunion republicwithinthe USSR; thethird, which
replaced the previousone, appearedin 1997. The Soviet
law lost its validity on the break-up of the USSR, be-
causethe Russian law was already on the books by that
time.

The 1990 Russian law “On freedom of conscience” was
extremely democratic (though not without itsdefects). It
declared dl religious organi zationsto be equal beforethe
law. It introduced aprocedure whereby religious organi-
zationscould apply for statusaslegal entities. It did not
placeinthepath of newly formed religiousorganizations
any obstaclesto prevent them from becoming socia in-
stitutions. Many organizationsemerged from the under-
ground, somerenewed their activities after along break
(returning from abroad), and entirely new religionsalso
appeared, some of which had existing structuresin other
countries, and some of which were purely Russian in
origin. Asan extension to the declaration of noninterven-
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tion by thestatein religious affairs, thelaw abolished the
state body in Russia (the Council for Religious Affairs
under the aegisof the cabinet), whichin Soviet timeshad
monitored theactivitiesof religiousorganizations. In ad-
ditiontothis, thelaw proclaimed the principle of unim-
peded dissemination of religiousbeliefsand practices.

The basis for mutual relations?

Georgy Poltavchenko, the president’senvoy inthe Cen-
tral Federal District (who wasuntil recently amember of
one of the security structures) has described traditional
religious organizations as the “focal point for healthy
forcesand the bulwark of morality.” Poltavchenko has
called for agreements on cooperation to be signed with
such organizations. Given the current
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peoplesof theNorth, Siberiaand the Far East who apply
to shamansfor spiritua guidance, and aso ethnically based
faithsamong thelarger ethnic groupsof Russia, such as
Russian Old Believers, the Mol okan and Dukhobor sects,
Orthodox Tatars (known as*“Kryasheny”) and L utheran
Germans. Among Protestants, the only people who may
rely on qualifying for this group—and only then hypo-
thetically—are Russia's Baptists and Adventists. The
Roman Catholic Churchwill obvioudy be classed among
the" representations of traditiona foreignreligiousorga:
nizations.”

Thebill containsaprovision that makesit attractiveto
Russiaslargereigiouscorporations, asit alowsfor them
to be funded from public budgets at

legal framework, however, such agree-
ments are not capable of changing the
legd satusof rdigiousorganizationsand
therefore of increasing the rights of
someand reducing therights of others.

Thus, at thetop of thehierarchy of faiths,
according to Chuev’sdraft, should be
what he callsthe“traditional religious
organization of theRussan Federation.”
Onerung lower would bethe*traditiona
religious organizations of individual
peoples of the Russian Federation.”
Lower gtill would be*traditiona historic
religiousorganizations.” Completingthe

It even envisages the
financing of religious
organizations’
educational programs
and the appointment
of chaplains to military
units, which is
forbidden under the

Russian Constitution.

various levels. It even envisages the
financing of religious organizations
educational programsand the appoint-
ment of chaplains to military units,
which isforbidden under the current
Russian Condtitution.

In early March the Moscow Petriar-
chy of the Russian Orthodox Church
published areport of itsdepartment for
externa ecclesiastical relations, giving
officia approval totheproject and the
idea contained within it of assigning
different rightstodifferentreligions. It

list arewhat he calls “representations

of foreignreligiousorganizations.” If wetakethe param-
eterslaid downin Chuev'shill (number of followers, length
of activity and contribution to the historical and cultural
heritage of the peoples of Russia), and project them onto
thereligiousorganizationspresent in Russa, thenweobtain
thefollowing picture.

The*al-Russian traditional organization” can be none
other than, irrefutably, the Russian Orthodox Church. The
“religiousorganizationsof individual peoples’ areMus-
[im, Buddhist and perhaps Jewish organizations, which
aremainly located in the Russian regions. The “tradi-
tional historic religiousorganizations’ may apply to Jew-
ishorganizations, and aso religiousgroupsof thesmaller

also spoke out in favor of further re-
striction of therights of “representa-
tionsof traditional foreign religiousorganizations’ (touse
theterminology of Chuev’shill). The Moscow Patriar-
chy believesthat in Chuev’sdraft, such organizationshave
the same number of rightsasthose of thethird category
(“traditional historic religiousorganizations’).

Theleaders of Russia'slarge Protestant organizations
gavetheir reactionto thebill at almost the sametimeas
the Russian Orthodox Church. These included Petr
Konovalchik of the Union of Evangelical Baptist Chris-
tians, Sergei Ryakhovsky of the Russian Association of
the Evangelic Faith Union (Pentecostalists), Pavel Okar
of the Christian Evangelic Union (Pentecostalists) and
Vasily Stolyar of the Western Russian Union of Seventh-
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Day Adventists. They said they wereready to hold talks
with the bill’s author, but described the document asa
“backward step” and expressed concern that passing the
law would carry therisk of interventionin theinternal
affarsof rdigiousorganizations, leading toincreased high-
handednesson thepart of local officials. Thesignatories
also noted that the new bill appeared soon after religious
organizations had undergone the complex procedure of
re-registration. Thishad created some element of disor-
ganizationin the activitiesof religiouscommunitiesin
Russia, and had used up agreeat ded of believers strength,
nervousenergy and time.

In addition to Russia s Protestant |eaders, the board of
directorsof the Russian branch of the International As-
sociation for Religious Freedom also reacted to Chuev’s
draft bill. Thestatement of thishuman rightsorganization
said that the proposed amendments violated the basic
principle of asecular state—the separation of religious
organizationsfrom the state—and gave the cultural con-
cept of “tradition” legal status. Human rights activists
areconvinced that thiswill leadto adivision of believers
into different categorieswith unequa rights, andwill con-
tributeto destabilizationininterfaith relations.

Mikhail Zherebyatev isa specialist with the International I nstitute
for Humanitarian and Political Research in Moscow.

PUTIN’S TACTICS FOR COMPROMISE WITH THE LIBERALS
By Aleksandr Tsipko

e of March’smore significant eventswasthe
lecision of the pressministry’scompetition com
missiontoreturntherightstothesixth TV chan-

nel to theteam headed by Yevgeny Kisdev. Officially, a
competitivetender resultedinavic-
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and (3) Yevgeny Kiselev'steam of journalists, compris-
ing staff fromVladimir Gusinsky’sNTV. It was probably
necessary to create thiscomplex amalgam, asort of po-
litical sandwich, in order to reconciletheinterestsof the
Family with those of Putin. Clearly, in Russiatoday, the
fate of amainstream TV channel could not be resolved
without Putin’sintervention, either direct or indirect, in
the competition. He was undoubtedly the central, deci-
sive member of the jury. Russia has always had a
monocentric system, even under Yeltsin. There can be
no doubt either that the bankruptcy proceedings against
BorisBerezovsky’s TV-6 werea so conducted at Putin’s
ingtigation.

All thisgives substanceto the claim that the competition
commission’sdecision onthefate of thesixth TV chan-
nel wasprimarily political. Morethanthis, the decision
wasamodel of itskind, asareflection of Putin’scurrent
psychology, objectives, tacticsand strategy. It showswho
Putin’scurrent alliesareand who he's prepared to upset.

Behind the decision
Let uslook, first of al, at the psychology behind the deci-
sion. It is yet another manifestation of Putin’s recent
Hamlet syndrome. With few exceptions, heiscurrently
incapable of sayingadefinite“yes’ or “no” onany single
guestion concerning hispersonnel. Storiesof Putin’siron
will and his determined pursuit of his objectiveswere
clearly exaggerated. In recent months Putin seems ef-
fectively to havegiven up hisearlier policy of decisive,
headlong actioninfavor of preserving the status quo and
trying to surround himself with people with whom heis
likely to agree. Here arejust afew eloquent examples.
Putin disbands the Clemency Commission headed by the
well-known liberal and rightsactivist Anatoly Pristavkin.
But, at the sametime, he appointsthis same Pristavkin
asoneof hisadvisers. Hesacksthe

tory for Media-Sotsium, which is
made up of three groups: (1) oli-
garchsclosetothe Kremlin, led by
Anatoly Chubais, who are guaran-
teeing thefunding of theproject; (2)

[t shows who Putin’s current
allies are and who he’s
prepared to upset.

chief of staff of the Northern Flest,
ViceAdmira Mikhail Motsak, fol-
lowing the findings of theenquiry
into the causes of the loss of the
Kursk. Then he unexpectedly ap-

the political heavyweights, ex-pre-
mier Yevgeny Primakov and chairman of the Russian
Union of Indugtridistsand Entrepreneurs, Arkady Vol sky;

points him to asenior government
post asfirst deputy to the presidential envoy inthe North-
Western Federal District.
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It's exactly the same with the Kiselev team. First, for
some far-fetched legal reason they are forced off the
airwaves. But then the sameteam, with abit of padding,
ishailed asacrestive, gifted collective, and declared the
victor intheraceto win the same channel back again.

Putin, both as an old KGB hand and as a generally
guarded man, will not have forgotten the past, or how
Kiselev and his team gave him such a pasting on
Gusinsky’sNTV during the presidential election cam-
paigninearly 2000. Andto be honest, no one could have
forgiven the Gusinsky team—Kisglev, Igor Malashenko
and Andrei Cherkizov—for their off-handed arrogance
and the personal insultswith which they peppered their
reportson Putin asapresidential candidate. | don’t think
that Yevgeny Kiselev will ever beafriend of Putin. The
Itogi presenter dropped clear hints,
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At thesametime, Putin needsto bear inmind that Kiselev
and his team have the backing of the oligarchsled by
Anatoly Chubais. Theideaof creating aconsortium of
big businessleadersto providefinancial backing for the
Kiselev team was quite a surprise for Putin. He was
troubled by the consortium’sinclusion of key oligarchs
fromthe Family, including Abramovich, Deripaska, Mamut
and even an associate of the Petersburgers, Fridman. At
first, Putin and hisinner circle eventried to apply pres-
sure to the signatories; Putin saw the creation of this
consortium of the wealthiest peoplein Russiaasamu-
tiny and ahostile act. Hence hisfirst attemptsto takethe
wayward oligarchsin hand.

But no one except Potanin would renege on the deal.
And, after weighing up all the prosand cons, Putin de-
cided to make his peace with the

in early 2000, of a connection be-
tween the M oscow apartment house
bombings and the beginning of the
presidentia campaign.

Butitisnow clear that Putin, what-
ever hisfeelingsand antipathies, is
simply not inaposition to clear the

Putin, whatever his feelings
and antipathies, is simply
not in a position to clear

the TV screen of all his

detractors.

“mutineers.” For thepolitical elite,
and especidly for thebig business-
men involved, thiswas proof that
Putin could be opposed and that, at
least at present, heisnot inaposi-
tionto do anything to ater the bal-
anceof political forcesinthecoun-
try. Putin seemsto havereached the

TV screen of al his detractors—

Yevgeny Kiselev and al those who remained loyal to
him. And thisisbecause Kiselev and histeam havethe
backing of theliberal community of the West and, more
particularly, the United States. For the West, forcing the
old NTV and then Berezovsky’s TV-6 off the air still
lookslike aninfringement of freedom of speech. Putin
hasto bear thisin mind. Theimpression now isthat he
will refrain from making any serious move that might
causetroublewiththe USA or givethem groundsto ac-
cuse him of violating freedom of speech or the demo-
cratic rights of the people. Putin declined to comment
even when Radio Freedom began broadcasting in the
Chechen language, which issurely adirect interference
inRussiasinternal affairs.

Atleast until GeorgeW. BushvisitsRussiain May, Putin
isunlikely to do anything that might damage hisstanding
asaWesternizer or interferewith hisambition to estab-
lishaspecial, amicablere ationship with the G-7 leaders.

same conclusion himself. The
Kiselev sagaprobably showed himthat he currently has
no administrative, political or financial resourceswith
which to stand up to the Family, especially whenitis
acting in concert with theliberal elite and big business.
Theold Kremlin elite, combined with the Liberal party
led by Anatoly Chubais, isnow simply beyond Putin’s
grasp. So isthere anyone Putin can rely on other than
thosewho have helped out Kiselev?

The family oligarchs

It seems at |east that Putin has recently restored good
relations with the leading oligarchs of the Family. In
Krasnoyarsk, he gave his support to the aluminumking,
Oleg Deripaska, who, through hisfather-in-law, Vaentin
Yumashev, recently became a relative of Yeltsin.
Deripaska, by some accounts, has taken over the key
positioninthebusinessbloc of Yeltsn's‘family’, which
wasearlier held by Roman Abramovich. Inasignificant
concessiontotheoligarchsandthe Yeltsnditeasawhole,
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Putin decided to sack the chairman of the Central Bank,
Viktor Gerashchenko, and replace him with a Chubais
man, the former first deputy finance minister, Sergei
Ignatiev.

But Putin has not put himself completely in the hands of
the Family. In the battle for the sixth channel, he man-
aged to solve histactical problemswithout any |oss of
face. Boris Berezovsky hasfinally lost control of the
Kiselev team and the sixth channel. Putin has managed
to break the haughty Kiselev, who now publicly main-
tainsthat heisno longer in touch with either Vladimir
Gusinsky or Berezovsky. Anditisquitepossiblethat this
former GRU officer might now serveVladimir Putinjust
aszedoudy ashe once served Gusinsky and Berezovsky.
But will Putin want to have dealingswith Kiselev, now
that he'sfinally on hisown?1t'scommon knowledgethat
when our intelligence services, likethe Americans, have
broken their enemy, they want him out of their sight and
will eventually throw him on the scrap heap.

Furthermore, Putin has managed to
take out aninsurance policy inthefor-
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than tactics. And politics on the grand scale—awhole
strategy, infact.

First, and most important, Putin has always chosen to
rely first and foremost ontheliberal diteinthe construc-
tion of hispolicies. Thisisprobably becauseitistothe
liberal elitein Russiathat the overwhelming majority of
the expert community, the overwhel ming magjority of the
big businessmen and the overwhelming magjority of the
Russian pressall belong. Russia, unliketherest of West-
ern Europe, such asEngland, France and Germany, has
no real right-wing conservativesor real right-wing tradi-
tionalists. The conditionsinwhich right-wing conserva-
tism might have flourished were wiped out by our Bol-
shevik revolution. It will bevery hardfor Putintowinthe
2004 presidential electionsif hedarestofall out withthe
liberd dlite.

So, what Putin was actually doing in thisinstance was
gritting histeeth and opting not so much for the Kiselev
team asfor theliberal elite. He had until then been ma-
neuvering back and forth, pursuing a
liberal economic policy based onthe

mation of the M edia-Sotsium organi-
zation. Everything possible has been
doneto prevent Kiselev’'steam from
using the sixth channel to launch adi-
rect attack onthe president. Thisiswhy
the old apparatchiks and representa-
tivesof thecommunist nomenklatura—
the head of the Russian Chamber of

Kiselev’s victory also
marks the defeat of all
those who don’t share

his convictions and

Views.

support of the traditionalist masses,
who dreamed of a firm hand and a
great Russiaand dreamed, too, of giv-
ing the oligarchstheir comeuppance.
It would befair to say that Putin’slib-
erd policiesnow hingeinstead onacor-
responding liberal force—not the
masses, of course, but theintelligen-

Commerce, Yevgeny Primakov, and

the head of the Union of Industridistsand Entrepreneurs,
Arkady Vol sky—wereincluded amongst the founders of
Media-Sotsum. These* heavyweights , however upstand-
ing, and however liberal their thinking, will still not op-
posethewill of thepresidentinacrisis. And should Putin
need tofind legal groundsfor the destruction of Media-
Sotsium, he can rely on Primakov and Vol sky to revoke
their signatures so asto invalidate Kiselev’svictory in
thetender.

Political strategy
But Putin’smotivesin deciding to award the sixth chan-
nel to the Kiselev team were more to do with politics

tsga All that we' veseenin recent days
shows how precious the opinion of that “minority” in
Russiaisto Putin at themoment. Thisminority isnomore
than 10 percent of the population, who continueto sub-
scribe to the ideas and attitudes of the old NTV, who
enthusasticaly supported the Za Steklom seriesand who
wanted Kiselev’steam to win the contest.

Ultimately, thistactic, thoughrisky, isjustifiable. Yeltsin
held on to power for so many yearsafter October 1993
with the backing of no onebut theliberal dliteinthelater
years. Kiselev'svictory, approved by the Kremlin and
the Family, a'so marksthe defeat of all thosewho don’t
share his convictions and views and who were openly
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pleased at both the overthrow of the old NTV and the
expropriation of Berezovsky’s TV-6. Asawaysin Rus-
Sia, another victory for the Westerni zersamountsto an-
other defeat for our pchvenniki (men of the soil), our
Russophiles. Inthisinstance, it meant defeat for the Pe-
tersburg siloviki (the ex-KGB and military cadres) and
for the communists. See how the Duma committees,
cleansed of communigts, havebeen
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mestic and, to an even greater extent, foreign policy
agendaof BorisYetsin. Like Yeltsin, Putin hasembarked
on open confrontation with the Communist Party and the
Left. Like Yeltsin, Putinispursuing aliberal economic
policy. It might legitimately be said that Putinishandling
theliberalization of the Russian economy even morede-
cisvely andrigoroudy than Yeltsin. And mostimportantly,

asfor Yeltsin, Putin'smainally in

faling into the handsof theliber-

there-election processturnsout to

alsof the Union of Right Forces
and Yabloko.

The whole story of the TV con-

The Petersburg siloviki simply
have no standing on
information and ideological
Issues.

betheliberal dlite.

Yet it must be understood that, in
choosing to rely on the minority,

test has shown that the Petersburg

Putinistakingtheold Yeltsin path

sloviki mply haveno standing on

information and ideological issues. Despited| their ambi-
tionsandinfluence, they didn’t even put up afight for the
sixth channel. They were unableto gather aprofessiona
team around the banner of their so-called statist ideol -
ogy. InRussianow, asit wastenor fifteenyearsago, itis
much easier to staff a‘ pro-western’ project thana* great
Russian power” (derzhavny) project. Sergei Pugachev,
the Orthodox banker behind the new Petersburgershas
likewisefailed in hisplan to establish a statist PR ma-
chine. The persistent rumors on this matter remain un-
confirmed.

And though great power ambitions and patriotism are
proclaimed by Putin asatype of stateideology, thereis
no corresponding propagandaand material baseto un-
derpinit. On TV, dl our patriots|ook like amateurs, tak-
ing the responsibility uponthemselves.

Finally, ingiving hissupport to the Kiselev team, Putin
showed that he couldn’t carelesswhat the leadersof the
Communist Party or the 30 percent of the popul ationwho
votefor themintheelections, think of him. Itisalready
apparent that by opting instead for the 10 percent of the
populationwho sympathizewith Kisdev’'sideasand cre-
ative style, Putin has placed himself in direct opposition
to theoverwhelming maority, who regard liberal televi-
sionas*enemy propaganda.”

So, theKiselev team’svictory in the contest for the sixth
channel issymbolic of Putin’sdefinitivereturnto thedo-

of confrontation with the*major-
ity.” Thismeansthat the problem of national harmony
and civilian consensusin Russiaisbeing shelved indefi-
nitely. But, in my view, Putin had no alternativein the
current circumstances. And, for thetimebeing, thereare
no seriousthreatsto Putin’sliberal agenda.

Aleksandr Tsipko isa senior associate at the Russian Academy of
Sciences' Ingtitutefor International Economic and Political
Research and a columnist for Literaturnaya Gazeta.

PAST, PRESENT AND FUTURE OF THE REGIONAL PRESS
By Mikhail Kochkin

Te scandals of the past year surrounding the na
tionalization or closureof nationd privately owned
mediaoutlets(NTV, TV-6) havelent the phrase
“freedom of speech” anew relevance and currency, per-
hapsfor the first time since the break-up of the Soviet
Union. Many analysts cite the threat of a similar
clampdown onrecalcitrant regional mediaoutletsby lo-
cal authoritiesasone of the main negative consequences
of the* purge” of the television channels belonging to
oligarchshostileto the Kremlin. Thereisaclear logicto
these concerns. Regional leaders, under critical firefrom
thelocal press, may be keento find aquick solutionto
their pre-election problems, using the seizure of NTV
and the closureof TV-6 asasignal from aboveindicat-
ing approval for the suppression of independent media
outlets. Such adevel opment would signa theend of free-
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dom of speechin Russia—not only intheinterpretation
of individual political groups, but alsoin reality. Danger-
oussigns of thishave been seeninanumber of regions:
the problemsfacing the M oskoviyatelevision channel,
conflicts between the local media and the governor of
UI’ yanovsk Oblast, and several other examples. Toun-
derstand the situation and assess the current state and
prospectsfor theindependent regional media, it isessen-
tial to recall how the Russian information market has
developed over thefifteen yearssince perestroika.

Inthelate 1980s, the Soviet Union wasamost the freest
country in the world with regard to freedom of speech
and dissemination of information. Thousands of newspa-
persand magazinesreflected al shadesof political opin-
ion. Thefaithin thewritten word in-
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could be published s multaneoudy in every region of the
country no longer worked. M oscow publications began
to appear intheregionsthree or four dayslate, and vol-
umesof salesoutsidethe capital fell sharply. Asaresult,
M oscow papers and magazines began to focusonissues
relating to the capital. A wall arose between the central
andtheregional media. Itisheretoday.

From 1993 onwardsthe Russian mediaexisted on money
made from advertising so-called financia pyramids, and
businesswastill separatefrom politics. Economicinde-
pendence had been forfeited, but editorial policy had yet
tofeel the effect.

The collapse of thefinancia pyramidsin 1995 left the
pressin aparlousstate. Theonly pos-

culcated in Soviet times had not yet
eroded, and any member of themiddle
classes, without being particularly well
off, could afford to publish anewspa-
per with areasonable circulation. In
those days, journalism was a branch
of literature, and unprecedented levels
of public involvement ensured high
print-runsand feedback fromtheread-
ership. During thisshort period, Rus-

Economic
independence had
been forfeited, but

editorial policy had yet
to feel the effect.

sible panaceacameintheformof elec-
tions—first the parliamentary, thenthe
presidential elections. With Yeltsin's
popularity rating languishinginsingle
figuresjust sx monthsbeforetheelec-
tion, the authoritiesbecameinterested
inthemediaand public opinionfor the
first timeinthehistory of thenew Rus-
sa. Yeltsn'sphenomenally successful
presidential campaign demonstrated to

sian mediaoutletsweretruly indepen-
dent. They depended on neither pressure from the state
nor theoligarchs.

Ashort life, suddenly ended

All thiscameto anendin 1992 with theliberalization of
prices(including pricesfor paper and publishingandtele-
communications services). The cost of printed publica-
tionsshot up tensand hundreds of times. Paradoxicaly, it
wasthe democratic, liberal government of Gaidar that
unwittingly contributed to thedestruction of theeconomic
basisfor afree press. The Russian mediawill not, for the
foreseeablefuture, be asindependent or influential again.

Theliberdization of pricesfor printed publicationsin par-
ticular gave rise to another important phenomenon.
Against abackground of hyperinflation, subscriptions
generated too many problems and difficulties, and the
expensivetel etype system by which central newspapers

thepolitical eitethroughout Russathat
such apowerful resource in the battle for power asthe
independent mediashould not beleft uncontrolled and
underfunded. Sincethen, the pressand television have
become adecidedly political tool rather than asource of
information, ameansof influencing votersrather than of
creating adialog with them. Journalism hasbeen trans-
formed fromaform of literatureand public debateinto a
meansof politica struggle.

During 1995 and 1996 theregiond ditesand counter lites
(mainly big business) gradually took control of thelocal
media. Genuinely public, independent mediaoutletsei-
ther ceased to exist or were taken over by new propri-
etors, who werefar more preoccupied than their prede-
cessorswith editorial policy. At afederal level, thispro-
cessoccurred much later. It was Putin’ smediatriumph
of 1999-2000 that awokethe authoritiesto the necessity
of keeping the mediaunder control.
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The death knell

Thusregional mediaoutletslost their trueindependence
well beforethe Media-Most and TV -6 scandalserupted.
Doesthissignify thefinal end to freedom of speechin
Russia, as some analysts believe? The answer to this
depends on how the concept isinterpreted. If the main
criterionfor freedom of speechinthe pressisconsidered
to be the objective and impartial reporting of events(a
definitionthat in our view borderson the utopianandis
realized only very rarely, in very specific political and
economic conditions—such asthe Soviet Union at the
end of perestroika), then the answer isdefinitely yes.
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for the next scheduled big payday. Whilejournaismand
PR—two respected and prestigious but incompatible pro-
fessions—are clearly separated in Western Europeand
theUnited States, in Russiapolitically and economically
independent journalism has sadly ceased to exist. The
more cynically apublication behavesin thisrespect, the
moreit paradesitsindependencein the short breaks be-
tween elections.

The almighty ruble

Therootsof thisstate of affairslie, specificaly, inlegis-

lation. According to the current laws, anything written
about a candidate during an election

Yet | think amore productive approach
to freedom of speech would beto seeit
asadynamic clash of different subjec-
tiveand possibly biased viewpoints, pro-
tecting the interests of different elites.

..adynamic clash

of different

campaign is seen as propaganda. Out-
side the allocated few minutes of free
airtimeonlocal televison channels, any
propaganda, by law, must be paid for.
Therefore, inorder to publish anything

subjective and
Taken separately, each of theseamounts ) negative about acandidate, amediaout-
to no more than manipulative devices possibly biased letisobliged by law to ask hisopponent
plusnotoriousdirty tricks; yet when they viewpoints topay forit.

are smearing each other with
bucketloads of compromising material,

Thus existing legislation encourages

thepoliticd ditesvery oftentell thetruth

about their opponents. |n some sense, freedom of speech
isnot what iswrittenin one newspaper, but what people
can glean from acomparison of several.

Thekey to maintaining freedom of speechisthe ongoing
political processin Russia, and the chief elementsof this
aredections. Despitethefact that since Putin’sarrival a
period of relative calm has been observed in politicsin
Moscow (the absence of astructured opposition and the
desire of many political forcesto demonstratetheir loy-
aty totheKremlin), intheregionsthereisstill aconsis-
tently high degree of politica struggle. For example, not
one Moscow publication—even the most opposition-
minded—presumed to launch such ferocious attacks on
President Putin asdid awholerange of Volgograd news-
papers against Governor Maksyutaprior to the elections
there.

Living asthey do off theregional political ditesthat spon-
sor them, regional mediaoutletsareonly well financedin
therun-up to elections, and journalistswait impatiently

journdigtsto undertake variousformsof
PR work, writing for or against acandidatein exchange
for money. | ndependent opinionsare not wel comed and
are, effectively, illegal. Thisstate of affairs contradicts
Article29 of the Russian congtitution, whichistheequiva:
lent of the First Amendment to the constitution of the
United States.

Sad asitis, theentire history of the 1990sin Russiarep-
resents the slow but sure destruction of the economic
basisfor independent journalism. The sparse (in com-
parison with Moscow) advertising market intheregions
and far more blatant pressure on the part of theregional
eliteshasled to asituation whereby the poorer and less
well-known local mediaoutletsarethefirst tolosetheir
political independence. Thereisunlikely to beaquick
route back to the days of perestroika and a politically
neutral press. Therole played by themediain Russia's
regions has changed too much sincethen.

Today, editorial policy dependsonly onthe political and
economicinterests of the proprietor. To take oneexample



ApPrIL 2002

from VVolgograd: The newspaper “Den zadnem,” which
belongs to the young financial oligarch Ishchenko, is
knownfor itsscandal mongering, multitudinousexposures
left, right and center, and itsexploitation of the theme of
Russian nationadism. Intheworld of financia speculation
inwhichIshchenkoisinvolved, itisad-
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Itwill never be possibleto achieve compl ete understand-
ing between these groups, their political and economic
interests are too different. However, open conflict en-
tailsapolitical crisisat thevery least, and often blood-
shed and self-destruction. Therefore at the moment there
isafunctioning system of “checksand

vantageousto stir things up, to bring
thingsto ahead. Another publication,
“Narodnyelzvestia,” istheindustrial-
ist Savchenko’sbaby, and isnoted for
its considerably calmer tone and for
its presentation of theviewsof awide
rangeof local politicians, because eco-

...are the terms
“independent press”
and “freedom of

speech” synonymous?

balances,” PR and communicationvia
media outlets, which have had to bid
farewell totheir independent line.

The question is, are the terms “inde-
pendent press’ and “freedom of
speech” synonymous? Probably not a-

nomic and political stability isvery im-
portant for Savchenko’smetallurgical business. Itisin
hisintereststo bring the region’svariouswarring elites
together for adiaog on the pages of hisnewspaper, and
to play the honorableroleof impartia refereeand judge.
Itisthrough such openly partisan local mediaoutletsthat
the elites communi cate—an important processin Russia
today.

A battle of wills

Whereasin thelate 1980s and early 1990sindependent
regional mediaoutlets often reflected public opinion on
topical issuesand served asaninstrument for feedback
from ordinary peopleto the authorities, from the mid-
1990sonwards (and the situation isunlikely to changein
the near future) the local media, already controlled by
various proprietorswith vested interests, have served as
ameansof communi cation between conflicting regional

elites, dividing spheresof influence. When peopleinRussa
or abroad write about opposition publications, they often
forget that the authoritiesin modern Russia(particularly
in the regions) are not heterogeneous, but represent a
“layer cake” made up of different clans—people from
the security structures, administrative structures, indus-
try or even the mafia. The most acute political crisesin
Russiain the 1990swere brought about not by pressure
ontheauthoritiesfrom public opinion (which hasamini-
mal influence on political processesin present-day Rus-
sa), but by abreakdown in communication between vari-
ouselites. Today, when amost every interest group has
itsown mediaoutlet, thejob of communicating without
the danger of escalationismade much easier.

ways. After all, during el ection cam-
paigns, regional television channelsand publicationsare
involved in atough information war between the clans
they represent, and as aresult the audience has access
tofull information about the peoplethey are going to vote
for. The scandalsearly thisyear about |ocal authorities
and mediaoutletswhich they find inconvenient suggest
not so much that thereisathreat to freedom of speech,
but rather that it isinfact aiveand well. Completeindif-
ference and apathy towards pre-election propaganda
would beafar moreworrying symptom. Local adminis-
trationswill never be ableto completely subordinatethe
mediatotheir will: Regiona mediaoutletsaremuch more
mobilethan federal ones, and require fewer resources,
their antagonismis harder to destroy than the powerful
but cumbersome Media-Most empire, for example. As
long astherearerival clansfromthe political and busi-
ness elites doing battle for power, and aslong asthere
arevoters participating in elections, freedom of speech
will survivein Russia'sregions.

Mikhail Kochkin is a postgraduate in linguistic studiesand a
volunteer with “ Eurocontact” NGO in Volgograd.

DAGESTAN’S SAID AMIROV: “ONLY DEATH WILL STOP ME”
By Zaira Abdullaeva

Te mayor of Makhachkala, Said Amirov, occu
pies a special place amongst the politicians of
Dagestan. Belonging neither to the old commu-
nist guard nor to therepublic’s power-hungry, blatantly
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mafia-like new leaders, Amirov serves as abuffer be-
tween thetwo groups. It isprobably for thisreason that
he is a frequent target for terrorist attacks—since the
mid-1990s he has survived fourteen attemptson hislife.

At theend of February, amayoral electionwasheldin
Makhachkala, the capital of Dagestan. It went almost
unnoticed. Therepublic's State Council (Gossovet), which
hasthe constitutional right to select theform that |ocal
government el ections should take, opted onthisoccasion
not to put the election to apopul ar vote but to leaveit to
be settled by the Makhachkalacity council.
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two major ethnic groups, the Avars (27 percent of the
republic’s population) and the Dargins (17 percent), the
war was conducted mainly by helping one' skinsmen to
advance up the career ladder. Thiswaspossibly therea-
son why Amirov had become head of Dagestan’s sys-
tem for consumer co-operation at the end of the 1980s.

This system was deemed to be extremely lucrative—
colossal sums of cash and huge quantities of industrial
goodswereinvolved, from clothing to automobiles, which
wereawaysin extremely short supply inthe Soviet era.
There were therefore frequent misappropriations and

Amirov wasamost unanimoudy re-
elected for asecond term. Almost—
becausetwo of theforty-two depu-
tiesonthecity council voted, anony-
moudy, againg him. Political experts
regarded thesetwo votesasno more
than ademocratic nicety: Noonein
Dagestan had any doubt that he
would win. Amirov is one of the
most powerful and promising politi-
ciansin Dagestan, and hisheadlong
career isthe product of the specific

His headlong career is the
product of the specific way
that relations between the
republic’s ethnic elites
have been managed in
both Soviet and post-

Soviet times.

other violations of thelaw under in-
vestigation by law enforcement agen-
ciesand theprint media. Such expla-
nations as have been given for
Amirov’'smaterial wealth aregener-
aly thestuff of crimina legend, which
no one has been able to confirm or
deny. Amirov himself sidestepsthe
gquestionininterviews.

Thestuation changed dramatically in
the mid-1980s, when the leadership

way that relations between the

republic’sethnic diteshave been managedin both Soviet
and post-Soviet times, allowing the advancement of a
man of hiskind.

A matter of style

Hewasbornin 1954 inthevillage of Dzhangamakhi in
the Levashi region of Dagestan, which isalso wherethe
current leader of therepublic, Magomedali Magomedov,
comesfrom. In 1977 Amirov took anordinary jobinthe
republic’s Department of Consumer Cooperation (the
name for the Soviet government agency handling the
purchasing of agricultura produce and raw materidssuch
aswool and |leather from farmers, and the distribution of
industrial goodsinrural aress).

Theeffectiveleader of therepublic at that timewasthe
first secretary of thelocal branch of the Communist Party,
Magomed Salam Umakhanov, an ethnic Dargin, like
Amirov. Intheconstant rivalry in Dagestan between the

of the Dagestani party (and thus of
Dagestanitself) fell tothe Avars, and
the Darginswere squeezed out into secondary roles. The
Dargins highest-level representativein thegovernment,
Magomedali Magomedov, became chairman of
Dagestan’s Supreme Soviet, abody which was effec-
tively afront intended to give anational faceto Soviet

power.

However, in 1991, with the disbanding and outlawing of
the Communist Party by thefirst Russian president, Boris
Yeltsin, it was the country’s Supreme Soviets that as-
sumed complete power intheregions, at least for awhile.
It wasat thistimethat, under Magomedov’sleadership,
an ethnically structured model for the government of
Dagestan took shape.

Ethnic origin—which had alwaysbeen an unspoken fac-
tor inthe make-up of therepublic’sbureaucratic appara-
tus—now overtly replaced considerationsof party mem-
bership.
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Intheearly 1990s, dmost all of Dagestan’sethnic groups
formed themsel vesinto so-called national movements,
through which new membersof theethnic elite, whowere
generally from the lower social classes—such as the
Khachilaev brothers of the Lak People’'s Movement
(Kazi-Kumykh) or Gadzhi Makhachaev of the Avar Na-
tional Front (named after Imam Shamil)—could be el-
evated to the higher echelons of power in the republic
andeveninRussia

TheDargins, oncein power, found it harder to mobilize
themselvesaround asingle center—rivarieswithinthe
ethnic group led to afragmentation into several different
politicd factions.

The might of the state machinery and especially of the
law enforcement agencies, which found themselvesvy-
ing with several other political forces, shrank dramati-
cally, and every statesman of note needed to securethe
backing of somereal power. Said Amirov, who had been
promoted to the rank of vice premier of the Dagestani
government by Magomedali Magomedov in 1991, sought
to protect hisown position with the powerful patronage
of Magomedov, now chairman of the republic’s State
Council. AlImostimmediately afterwards, thefirst attempt
wasmadeon Amirov’slife.

Therole Amirov playsintherepublicisenormous. Over
thelast decade he has ensured the security and immuta-
bility of Dagestan’s leadership, and therefore also the
gtability of thepaliticd Stuationinthe
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ing severeinjurieswhich haveforced amajor change of
lifestyle, Amirov hascompletely given up worrying about
hissafety.”

Intherepublic’sgovernment, Amirov hasdedt with some
of themost intractable problems, those of social services
andreligiousorganizations. In 1997 thereligious conflict
between Dagestan’sld amic fundamentalist Wahhabisand
membersof Dagestan’straditiona (Sunni) faith, brought
Amirov out of the shadows and into the political public
eye. Hewastasked with conciliating thewarring parties,
and athough reconciliation proved unattainable, Amirov’s
efforts neverthel ess enhanced his reputation as aman
prepared to take on the most complex of problems.

In the polical public eye

In February 1998, inthe Dagestani capital Makhachkala,
where one-quarter of therepublic’spopulation lives, the
first popular mayoral electionwasheld. Amirov wasthe
sole Dargin candidate, while the Avars were split be-
tween the businessman Shirukhan Gadzhimuradov and
the then chairman of the city council, Kurban
M akhmudgadzhiev. Amirov won with asubstantial ma-
jority. Beforelong he had become head of therepublic's
Union of Local Authorities, which bringstogether most
of the heads of administration from therepublic’scities
andregions.

A month later, with the June 1998 el ection for the head
of the republic approaching, Magomedali Magomedov
asked the republic’s parliament to

republic. Hencethe great authority
he enjoys both with the people and
within Dagestan’s state apparatus.
And hence—inall probability—the
terrorist attacks against him. As a
result of oneattack in 1992, Amirov
isnow wheel chair-bound.

“Thesecret of Amirov’spower ishis

Over the last decade he
has ensured the security
and immutability of

Dagestan’s leadership...

amend Dagestan’scondtitution, which
provided for the compulsory rotation
of the leadership of the republic
among representatives of thevarious
ethnic groups. Avar politicians, who
had been expecting Dagestan to come
under their control, attempted to
mount aprotest in parliament and on
the streets of Makhachkala, but the

style. While other politiciansweigh

up al the consequences and then go for acompromise,
Amirov adoptsaposition of principleand pursuesit re-
gardless,” saysEnver Kisriev, aDagestani sociologist.
“That’swhy he has so many enemies. Yet since sustain-

city, under Dargin control, gavethem
no support. Thecongtitutiona amendment thereforewent
through. Meanwhile, Amirov began histerm of officein
the city by makingimprovementsin thehousing and utili-
ties sector and bringing the whol e of the transport ser-
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vices market and the small-scal e whol esale markets un-
der the city’s management.

Itisworth noting that by the mid-1990s, deprived of all
subsidies, thecity’s public transport system, supposedly
serving half amillion citizens, had collapsed. Theonly
remaining transport serviceswere provided by private
minibus operators. Amirov declared that their routes
werenow city property, set up several municipal trans-
port companies and, with the help of the city police,
began to force the private operatorsto join them. Ini-
tially, thedriversorganized strike action, but in the end
Amirov wontheday. The single genuinely independent
trade unionintherepublic, the NPPV D (Independent
Union of Entrepreneurs and Driversof Dagestan), put
up lengthy lawsuits against the mayor’s office and
bloody clasheswith strike-breakers, but wasfinaly com-
pelled to give up thefight.

Thingswere more difficult with the whol esale markets,
where the whole city’s produce was traded. The Avar
businessgroupsthat controlled them rejected Amirov’s
proposd toreocatethe r trading pointsfromthecity center
to the outskirts. On morethan one occasion the city po-
licetried to dispersethe markets by force, but eachtime
the 1,500 or so traders refused to
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On May 21, threatened with arrest for opposing the au-
thorities, the Khachilaevs—the Lak national |eaders—
together with fighters of the Kazi-Kumykh movement
and market traders, seized control, unopposed, of
Makhachka a sgovernment buildings. Buoyed by thiseasy
success, the traders tried to attack the mayor’s office,
but there they encountered armed resistance from
Amirov’ssecurity guards. The mayor’s men held back
the attackersuntil the head of therepublic, Magomedali
Magomedov, returned from Moscow and was able to
reach apeaceful agreement with the Khachilaevs.

Thebrotherscalled off their men and then spent the month
that remained until the leadership e ectionsintherepub-
lic putting together an opposition coalition. They were
joined by the Kaspiisk city mayor, Ruslan Gadzhibekov,
the former head of Makhachkala City Council
M akhmudgadzhiev, the chairman of therepublic’s Pen-
sion Fund, Sharaputdin Musaev, and the chairman of the
government’s Fishing Industries Committee and one of
the Avar ethnic leaders, Esenbolat Magomedov.

On the day of the election, which was to be based on
voting by the parliamentary deputiesand representatives
of thelocal administrations, Musaev announced hisown

candidacy as chairman of the State

budge. Amirov succeeded in dispers-
ingthemonly inMay of lagt year (2001),
at the end of a bloody operation by
Dagestan’selite OMON troops. This
was achieved by blockading the city
to prevent supporters of the traders
from cominginfromtheregion’sagri-

In the months that
followed, there were
several more attempts

on Amirov’s life...

Council, but helost to Magomedov.
Amirov, who had delivered to
Magomedov thelion’'sshareof hisloya
supporters, was the last to cast his
vote.

Inthemonthsthat followed, therewere

cultura areas. Thetradersput up such
fierceresistanceto the authoritiesthat dozens of police-
men and civilians were injured in the clashes. Over a
dozen of the organizersof theresistanceweregiven crimi-
nal convictionsin February 2002, abeit with short or sus-
pended sentences.

Butin May 1998 thetraders, having organized anindefi-
nite protest in the square in front of Dagestan’s parlia-
ment and government buildings and the mayor’ s office,
began actively support aninsurrection by the Khachilaev
brothers, which Amirov wasunableto contain.

several more attempts on Amirov’s
life, for one of which theformer city council chairman,
M akhmudgadzhiev, was sentenced to thirteen years’ im-
prisonment, with the actual perpetrator receiving eigh-
teenyears.

But the most famous attack on Amirov took place on
September 4, 1998, when atruck stuffed with explo-
sives was blown up next to Amirov’s house, but the
explosion was off target, destroying dozens of neigh-
boring properties. The death toll wastwenty, with over
eighty more injured. Later, two close relatives of
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Sharaputdin Musaev were found guilty of committing
thisterrorist act.

Amirov’s popularity was boosted substantially by the
eventsof August 1999. Inthedaysimmediately follow-
ing theincursion into Dagestani territory by therebel
forces of Shamil Basaev and Khattab, Amirov formed
and armed a so-called international brigade of 300 men
from amongst his supporters and, together with hun-
dreds of other volunteers, they rushed to western
Dagestan to hold off Basaev’s men until the arrival of
Russian troops.

Someweekslater, Amirov formed from thisbrigade an
armed city policeforce of fifteen hundred men, under his
persona command. Countering objectionsfromtheloca
Interior Minister, Amirov replied that intimesof crisis
therepublic’sown policeforce was unableto guarantee
the city’ssecurity. Moreover, hesaid, hewasstill under
personal threat of terrorist attacks.
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yearsof Amirov’stermtax collection rose by 40 percent,
20,000 new jobswere created and the city’ sbudget defi-
cit fell from 88 percent to 40 percent. Amirov wasable
to report these factsto representativesof ‘ Literary Rus-
sia magazinein August of last year, when they visited
Makhachkalato award him thetitle of “Best Mayor in
Russa2000.”

Oncea“covert” politician, Said Amirov istoday themost
public politicianinthewholerepublic. It could not, how-
ever, be claimed that democracy hasflourished asare-
ault: Therepublic’smedia, including theindependent me-
dia, nolonger fedl ableto criticizetheleadership, asthey
did five or soyearsago.

But hispopularity amongst the people of Makhachkaais
considerable—he appears on local TV amost every
evening to report on what’s been accomplished, he never
forgets giftsfor children and senior citizenson public

holidays, and sorts out all the housing

Every evening the roads leading to
Amirov’s home are guarded by armed
policeand even hischildren are accom-
panied to school by bodyguards. On sev-
eral occasions the windows of the
mayor’sofficeand Amirov’'smotorcade
have come under fire from grenade-
launchers. Fortunately, no one has yet
been hurt.

Meanwhile, Amirov’sorganizationa and
managerial talentismakingitsmark in
Makhachkal a, where all the communal

“Unlike many other
politicians who rely
on criminal circles
or the republic’s
officials for support,
Amirov puts his
trust in the

ordinary people.”

problemsof thecity’sresidents.

“Inmy view, Amirov genuingly wantsto
improve the life of the people of
Dagestan,” maintains Enver Kisriev,
“and, unlike many other politicianswho
rely on criminal circlesor therepublic’'s
officidsfor support, Amirov putshistrust
intheordinary people.”

In all but name

Today Amirov isthe head of the repub-
licinal but name. However, hisinjury,
whichisasignificantimpediment to his

systemsare back inworking order. His
predecessor as mayor had been nicknamed
“Trottoirovich” (The Sidewal k King) by thelocalsbe-
cause histerm of officeleft pedestrianswith almost no-
where to go: Every space, however tiny, could have a
kiosk or shop built onit. So Amirov began hisperiodin
officeby cleaning up the sidewalks.

Public spaces such as parks and beacheswererestored;
asystem of storm drainswas established; and the city’s
roadswere comprehensively resurfaced. Inthefirst three

dealingswith Moscow’spolitical play-
ers, for example, may also prove to be an impediment
to the acquisition of further power inthe future. Prob-
ably because heislittleknownin Maoscow, political ob-
serversin Moscow and Dagestan differ in their assess-
ments of his prospects.

“Hispopularity isconsiderable, but that’sinMakhachkaa
And Makhachkalais not even Dagestan,” says an ex-
pert from Moscow’ s Panoramathink tank, Anvar Amirov.
“Of course, heisan impressive and unusua man. If he
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werean ordinary politician, hewould have abetter chance
of further career advancement—he’'syoung, energetic,
hasgreat authority and shows exceptional management
talent. But too much hingeson hispersonality, he hastoo
many enemiesand he'ssuffered an unbelievable number
of attacks.”

Kisriev disagrees. “ Amirov isastrong-willed man, he's
no fool and heworks hard to better himself. Heinspires
the peopl€’'s sympathy and even hisinjury enhanceshis
charisma. Amirov, unlike other politicians, hasaprogram
that isclearly comprehensibleto the ordinary people of
Dagestan, and with Makhachkala he's proved that he
can put any of hisideasinto effect.”

Prism

without regai ning consciousness. | n addition, according
totherepublic’sinterior Ministry, forty-seven police of -
ficersreceived wounds of varying severity. What gave
riseto thisunexpectedly militant behavior of these pro-
vincid citizens?

At first sight, the reasons appear to be obvious. Those
participating in prolonged mass hunger strikes, meetings
and peaceful demonstrationsinthe Aksy region of Jalal-
Abad Oblast had put forward asix-point demand to the
authorities. Foremost of these was the release of the
chairman of the Committeeon Judicial and Legal Affairs
of the Legislative Assembly of the republic’s Jogorku
Kenesh (parliament), Azimbek Beknazarov.

Kisriev doesnot believethat Amirov
will stand against Magomedov inthe
June 2002 election for the head of
therepublic. “Hewill wait aslong
as Magomedov wants to retain
power,” hesays.

What gave rise to this
unexpectedly militant
behavior of these

provincial citizens?

OnJanuary 5, Beknazarov wasar-
rested in Jalal-Abad Oblast by in-
vestigators from the local
prosecutor’s office and charged
with exceeding hisofficial powers
seven years ago, while he was an
investigator at the Toktogul regiona

Apparently theonly major obstacle
blocking Amirov’spath now isthe possibility of further
terrorist attacks.

In September 1998, answering aquestion about whether
he expectsfurther attemptson hislife, Amirov told the
Moskovskie Novosti newspaper: “1 hope not, but there
probably will bemore. We politiciansare strange peopl e,
prepared, even intheface of terrifying threats, to pursue
our aims. Theonly thing that will stop meisdeath.”

Zaira Abdullaev a correspondent of the Novoye Delo weekly in
Makhachkala, Dagestan.

AN EARLY DEFEAT FOR PRESIDENT AKAEV
By Sadji

arch 17,2002 will berecorded forever inthe
new history of the Republic of Kyrgyzstan as
Bloody Sunday. On that day, as aresult of

clashesbetween police officersand demonstrators, fif-
teen civilianswere hospitalized. Five of them later died

prosecutor’ s office. The opposition
and the deputy’ ssupportersbelievethat Beknazarov isin
fact being victimized for hiscriticism of therepublic’'s
leadership. In 2001, Beknazarov was sharply critical of
Akaev and hisgovernment for ceding Kyrgyz territories
to China, claiming repeatedly that there might begrounds
for impeaching the president. He a so spoke unfavorably
about the latest agreement on theredefinition of the state
bordersbetween Kyrgyzstan and K azakhstan, which the
countries’' two presidents, Akaev and Nazarbaev, signed
on December 16 of last year. The agreement wasdrawn
up, hemaintained, in haste. Kyrgyzstan would be ceding
to Kazakhstan anumber of strategically important bor-
der territoriesin exchangefor marshlandsunfit for culti-
vation, territoriesthat just might berichin gold deposits.

From January to March, following his arrest,
Beknazarov’s supporters mounted demonstrationsand
hunger strikes both in Bishkek and in several townsin
Jalal-Abad Oblast, the areathat had sent Beknazarov as
their deputy to the Legidative Assembly in 2000. One of
the hunger strikers, Sherali Nazarkulov, died of abrain
hemorrhage on February 7.
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Territorial integrity

The conflict between Beknazarov and Akaev, then, lies
essentially intheir differing attitudesto theimportant na-
tional issue of the country’sterritorial integrity. Inthe
eyesof the people, the actions of the Akaev regimelook
likebetrayal . Beknazarov, on the other hand, lookslikea
patriot. The people’ssympathiesfall with Beknazarov,
because he has proven to be the sole statesman pre-
pared to stand up to the Akaev regime on the matter of
territoria integrity. For themgjority of theKyrgyz people,
therefore, thegravity of thejudicid error that Beknazarov
issaid to have committed seven yearsago whileworking
asaninvestigator in aregional prosecutor’sofficepales
to insignificance compared with his patriotic opposition
to the Akaev regime. This is the main reason for the
huge popular turnout in hisdefense.

Thesituation inthe Aksy region of Jalal-Abad Oblast,
accordingtotheofficia version of thesituation, beganto
escalate on March 12, coinciding with the beginning of
Beknazarov'stria inthetown of Toktogul. The epicen-
ter of the uprising was the village of Kara-Suu—the
deputy’shirthplace. According to reportsintherepublic's
press, eventsunfolded asfollows.

OnMarch 13, thethird day of thetrial, the opposing sides
held a conference, at which the defense demanded an
acquittal and the prosecutor asked for Beknazarov to be
sentenced to seven years imprisonment. Thejudgean-
nounced adeferra until thefollowing Monday, 18 March,
when thefinal verdict would be announced.
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were on their way to meet them, including Sultan
Urmanaev, governor of Jald-Abad Oblast, and Shakarbek
Osmonov, head of theregiona administration. Themin-
istry account then suggests that disturbances began at
theinstigation of Akunov, who had organized the unau-
thorized gathering. But thiswas not the case. The Inte-
rior Ministry spokesman ddliberately avoided saying any-
thing about the other side of the problem—the psycho-
logical dimensi on—whichisusually ignored by most of
theleadership.

When the peoplelearned that the official swere coming,
they became hopeful of being able to put their caseto
them. Themeeting wouldinall probability havealowed
several problemsto be nipped in the bud. But the offi-
ciasfailed to show up, and their disregard for the people
only inflamed the crowd’ sfeelings. Asaresult, on March
17, after another large-scale mesting, the people of Kara-
Suu, Kara-Zhigach and Bozpiek set off inacolumn (some
on horseback) toward the center of Aksy region, thetown
of Kerben. There are two versions of what happened
next, leading eventually to bloody clashes: onefromthe
government and the law enforcement agenciesand the
other from the opposition.

State terror spawns extremism

At apress conference held on the morning of March 19
at Government House, Interior Minister Temirbek
Akmataliev told journaliststhat the crowd was met on
the approachesto theregional center by policeand rep-
resentativesof theregiona state administration, whotried
to enter adialog with the protestors.

On 15 March there was a demon-
dration of around 800 peopleinKara:
Suu. Many of the participants went
to picket the Toktogul court building
and decided to return on the day of

The psychological
dimension is usually
ignored by most of the
leadership.

But stoneswerethrown at the police
fromwithinthecrowd, and bulletsfol-
lowed. When a police officer was
wounded in thethigh, thepolicere-
sponded with warning shots, fired

theverdict.

Thenext day, 16 March, in both Kara-Suu and the neigh-
boring village of Kara-Zhigach, over 1000 people gath-
ered together. According to the Interior Ministry’spress
service, thevillagers assembl ed because they had heard
from Tursunbek Akunov, the chairman of the Human
Rightsmovement of Kyrgyzstan, that anumber officials

overhead. Under pressure from the
crowd, the policeretreated. Taking advantage of this, a
large number of people brokethroughinto Kerben. First
they attacked the Akimiat (theregiona stateadministra-
tion) building. Then the enraged crowd reached the
ROVD building (theregiond internal affairsdepartment),
where, inthewords of the minister, 139 police officers
were under siege until morning. “The crowd showered
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thebuilding with Mol otov cocktails, for which they were
getting suppliesof flammableliquidsthrough thenight,”
said theminister. “We ordered the police not to use their
weapons, but a so not to abandon the ROV D buildings
because weaponsarekept inside.”

Inthe course of thenight-long riots, the building used by
the Aksy ROV D’sjuvenile offendersinspectorate was
burnt down, there was partial damage to the passport
officeand the state automobileinspectorate, and thewin-
dowsof the Akimiat building were broken. Accordingto
Akmataliev, the disturbances* showed signs of careful
planning.” Part of the crowd—some
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theregion’s Akim (head of theregional administration),
and Jda-Abad Oblast Governor Sultan Urmanaev to meet
with the people. They had promised to cometo Aksy at
10 am on March 17. People from several villages had
gathered outside the Kara-Suu agricultural directorate
building, but the officialsdidn’t appear; they cancelled
the meeting because they were awaiting thearrival of a
government del egation from Bishkek. Angered by this,
the people had | eft Kara-Suu and headed for Kerben, the
center of Aksy region. Along the way, more and more
people had joined them. When they reached Bozpiek, the
Akim, theregional prosecutor and the ROV D chief had

comeout to meet them. Thepolicewere

500 people and seventy horsemen—
headed off in an organized manner in
another direction, towards Tash-
Kumyr, blocking the Bishkek-Osh high-
way. Those participating in the distur-
bances demanded the release of
Beknazarov and, according to
Akmataliev, “additional land alloca-
tions.” They presented a number of
other economic demands as well.

Whose were the
bullets that killed some
members of the crowd

and left others with
wounds of varying

severity?

carrying machineguns. The regional
prosecutor had refused even to listen
to the crowd. He had accused Akunov
of organizing the disturbancesand or-
dered hismento arrest him. Whenthe
people had tried to set him free, the
police had openedfire.

“1 found out later that four peopledied
intheclasheswiththepolice. | wasn't

Speaking to the press, the minister ap-
pealed for calm. He said repeatedly
that only the court could decide Beknazarov'sfate, which
wasindependent in Kyrgyzstan. Fromtheminister’sac-
count it followed that the police had not fired onthe crowd,
which leavesthe question: Whose werethe bulletsthat
killed some members of the crowd and left otherswith
woundsof varying severity?

Toanswer thisquestion, it isessential to be aware of the
information provided by the human rights activist,
Tursunbek Akunov, who wasan eyewitnesstothetragic
events, especialy since, after the bloody clashes, the au-
thorities (in the person of Interior Minister Akmataliev)
made a serious charge against him, accusing him of or-
ganizing thedisturbances.

On March 25, Akunov gave a press conference in the
office of the Republican Party. He said that by thetime
hegot there[on March 16], thesituationin Aksy region
had reached boiling point. Inview of the explosive nature
of thesituation, Akunov had invited Shakarbek Osmonov,

present at that point becausel wasina
cell at the Aksy ROVD building. From
therel could hear the peopl e soutrage. Police officers,
afraid of pressurefromthe crowd, allowed meto cal the
Deputy Interior Minister, Sadyrbek Dubanaev. Hetold
methat | wastheonly one capable of stopping the people.
When | went outside, | saw some 10,000 Aksy people
throwing stonesat the ROV D building. It wasonly with
difficulty that | managed to stop them. They wouldn’t
even listento Kubanichbek Zhumdliev, thetransport and
communications minister, who isalocal man. Theau-
thoritiesarewrong to accuse meof breaking thelaw. On
the contrary, | did all I could to calm the crowd,” said
Akunov. He condemned the statement made by Minister
Akmataliev, who had accused him of political extremism
andincitement to overthrow theauthorities. Akunov aso
announced that hewould suethe minister for insulting his
honor, dignity and professional reputation.

“Even as| waspacifying the crowd, thelnterior Ministry
wasframing charges against me under Article 94 of the
Crimina Codeof Kyrgyzstan. | hereby declarethat | did
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not incite the peopleto overthrow the authorities. Onthe
contrary, it was the authorities that took the
anticonstitutional decision to use weapons against their
own people. That we have no independent judiciary, and
that the ‘“White House' hasamonopoly on power, was
clearly demonstrated by the group of officialsheaded by
Minister Zhumaliev. He spent an hour on thetelephoneto
the*WhiteHouse' persuading them that 99 percent of the
problems in Aksy could be solved by the release of
Beknazarov. And in the morning the deputy wasduly re-
leased,” Akunov said at theend of hispress conference.

After hisrelease, Beknazarov confirmed that the courts
of the Kyrgyz Republic are completely under the control
of the president and hisgovernment. In apress confer-
enceintheJogorku Keneshon March 22 hesaid: “I was
ajudge myself and never encountered such apractice.
This shows once again how both our deputies and our
courtsbow only to ordersfrom above’.

Thereisonly oneconclusionto bedrawnfromthis: The
case against deputy Beknazarov was brought by the po-
litical order of President Akaev.

Prospects for further political developments

At this press conference, Beknazarov made another ob-
servation: “ Throughout the whole affair, the president,
the head of the Law Enforcement Coordination Council
and Interior Minister Akmataliev have blamed thetrag-
edy on the opposition, deputiesand hu-
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my supportersare al-Qaidaterrorists. It'sagood thing
that no one called for air and ground support from the
Americans based at Manas Airport. But serioudly, this
was a defeat for President Akaev at the hands of his
people. After these events, he should ask the people’s
forgivenessandjust leavequietly,” said Beknazarov.

However ironic the tone of Madumarov’s account of
Biibosunov’s statement, it should be understood that
herein lies another major reason for the tragedy that
unfolded. The fact isthat, while there are over thirty
political partiesregistered in Kyrgyzstan, therearein
fact two more unregistered ones—the northerners and
the southerners. At present the North holds power. As
soon as Akaev announced that he would not be stand-
ing intheforthcoming presidentia e ections, thestruggle
for power in the republic began. In Beknazarov, the
southerners have an unexpectedly strong political card
to play: patriotism. Inlight of this, the Akaev regimeis
making yet another foolish mistakein claiming that the
bloody disturbanceswere organized by a“ gang of dema:
gogsandintriguers.” Blinkered political thinking of this
kindisevidenceof just how isolated therepublic'slead-
ershipisfrom present day reality. Even the weakest of
oppositions could now effortlessly turntherepublic’'s
popul ation—90 percent of which isimpoverished—
against theregime.

For over ten years, the Akaev regime has represented
thenortherners. But aschism hasnow

manrightsactivigs. Thishasgonedown
very badly with the people of Aksy and
intengfiedtheir grievances.” Alsoat the
press conference was parliamentary
deputy Adahan Madumarov, who
backed him up and reported astatement
made by Karybek Biibosunov, one of
the president’ s strategists, and deputy
director of theInternationa Institutefor
Strategic Research, which answersto

“After these events,
he should ask the
people’s forgiveness
and just leave
quietly,” Beknazarov

said.

developedintheir ranks, and former
Vice President Feliks Kulov has
formed a breakaway grouping even
though, unlike Beknazarov, hehasnei-
ther astrong political hand to play nor
any ideaswith popular appeal. Onthe
contrary, Kulov hasalways said that
he supportspresident Akaev'spalicies.
All hehasdoneisto proposethat they
be modernized. Yet, for this modest

the president of the Kyrgyz Republic.

Biibosunov’sview wasthat the situation could be stabi-
lized by putting all the deputies from the south of the
country behind bars. Hearing this, Beknazarov joked: “As
| said at one of my hearings, it'sasif I'm bin Laden and

criticism of Akaev’sreforms, Kulov
hasbeen sent to prison for seven years. Thishasearned
him the peopl €' ssympathy, rather than any solid political
backing. It is for this reason that the people have not
come out so militantly in Kulov’sdefense.
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Theobviousquestionis: How arepolitical eventslikely to
unfold?Kyrgyzstan’s Bloody Sunday has shown that the
Akaev regime can only beeffectively opposed by aunited
force. Therefore, in recent days, action has been taken
by supporters of Jalgap Kazakbaev, adeputy of the As-
sembly of Peopl€ sRepresentatives, and hisbrother, who
have been unjustly imprisoned for fourteen years. On
March 26, thevillage of Tel’ manin Panfilov region and
inthetown of Kara-Baltain Zhalyl region saw demon-
strations by some 700 of Kazakbaev’'s supporters.
Speakersat the meeting told how, on February 26, par-
liament had sent aletter to President Akaev asking why
so long had passed without the amnesty law being used
in the case of the Kazakbaev brothers. Only when the
head of the presidential administration, Amanbek
Karypkulov, reported that he would give hisanswer to
parliament within two days did the demonstratorsdis-
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perse and go home. Kulov’s supportersrecently held
another meeting to demand hisrel ease from detention.
If the supporters of other persecuted political figures
also take action to oppose the Akaev regime, then the
republic’spresidential e ectionsmay be brought forward.
But whether the el ectionstake place at term or prema-
turely, the power struggle between Akaev’sintended
successor and the opposition candidateislikely to be
uncompromising and may well seefurther bloodshed.
Inview of this, the presencein Kyrgyzstan of the anti-
terrorist contingent of U.S. and Western armed forces
may prove to be just the stabilizing factor needed to
prevent more bloody clashes at the forthcoming elec-
tions.

Sadji isan independent journalist from Bishkek.




