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W e should have learned long ago that
Russia has a talent for seducing the We st’s
optimistic expectations of the future, only
to confound us a short time later. So it was
that the collapse of the Soviet Union in
1991 and the buoyant celebration that
accompanied it, should have been tem-
pered by the view that the new millennium
would inevitably see Russia complicate the
soothing, simple vision of a post-cold war
community of liberal, free market societies.
Instead, scholarly analysis initially chose to
reflect the optimism by linking develop-
ments in Eastern and Central Eur ope to the
democratic transitions sweeping thr ough
Latin America (Przeworski, 1991). The
former communist world was firmly linked
to the progr ess of societies that held much
promise for the future. Indeed, comparing
Russia and its companion successor states
to a region as tr oubled as Africa seemed
positively mean-spirited at the beginning
of the decade. While Russia might have a
rougher r oad to travel to enjoy the benefits
of democratic governance and the wealth
of the free market, the W est viewed this as
associated more with the enormity of
communist deconstr uction than anything
intrinsic to Russian culture or society. Once
the institutional infrastr ucture of commu-
nism were dismantled and the country’s
nuclear monopoly eliminated, Russian
economy and society would quickly
respond to the benefits of embracing the
global liberal order. 1 Equal optimism
abounded in the W estern assistance
community, as bilateral and multilateral
aid agencies realized their historic oppor-
tunity to help guide Russia to the Promised
Land of free market liberal democracy.

But the dramatic collapse of Russian
capitalism in August 1998 and the chaotic
and internecine political str uggles in the
spring of 1999 have br ought home to the
W est the r eality of Russia’s failed transi-
tion. Some commentators continue to stress
the successes of democratic r eform
(McFaul, 1999), as doubtless do the admin-
istrators responsible for implementing
foreign aid. But these ar guments now fall

on a far more somber r eality: eight con-
secutive years of economic contraction,
decr epit and inef ficient state institutions,
pervasive criminalization of state and
society, widespread public privation and
ensuing withdrawal from society; and, a
physically enfeebled executive whose chief
skill consisted in shuf fling elites to pre -
serve his own political stability. Even the
most optimistic observers of Russia con-
cede that success has pr oved elusive and
“transition” had pr oduced a failed state,
spent society and a pathetically self-
serving political elite. The r eality of this
sorry state of af fairs was br ought home
when Anatolii Chubais—long hailed by the
assistance community as the linchpin of the
“bold young r eformers”—heaped praise
upon Ser gei Stepashin when the latter was
appointed as Russia’s fourth Prime Minis-
ter in little more than a year. In less than
ninety days, the former head of the Interior
Ministry found himself r eplaced by former
spymaster Vladimir Putin, who pr omptly
set about campaigning for the presidency a
la russe  by launching a withering military
campaign to r eclaim Chechnya.

While the contribution of U.S. and
W estern assistance to this outcome has
proved to be a sensitive and popular
subject for those in the policy world, it has
not pr ovided for an enriching scholarly
debate. Adher ents of the r eform path
encouraged by the W est argue that despite
W estern institutions under estimating the
enormity of the task and the capacity of
Russian society to embrace reform, the
fundamental objective of breaking with the
communist past has been achieved. Oppo-
sition to reform r etains considerable
potency, and as long as these holdovers
from the past remain, Russia is destined for
sti l l  greater pain and instability (Malia,
1999). The blame for failure is ther efore
squarely on the shoulders of the old
communist system and its r emnants.

The contrary view, while not absolv-
ing communism of its r esponsibility in this
historical tragedy,  argues that the We st
made a fundamental error in crafting an
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assistance policy based on values and
institutions alien to the terrain of Russian
political culture. The r esult was an inevi-
table perversion of r eform and the discred-
iting of Western institutions and values
(Cohen, 1999). Russia is a mess—a vast
landscape of despair,  resentment, and
anxiety littered with the r emnants of a
dysfunctional system and stillborn institu-
tional r eforms. W estern funds elevated
only a few to the exalted status of “re -
former,” as Russia’s economy dwindled, its
population suff ered and its political elites
wasted pr ecious time slicing and r eslicing a
shrinking pie of social wealth.

From a scholarly perspective, how-
ever, the contr oversy over the r ole of
assistance is intellectually barren. 2 The
larger problem is that we still have no
sense of the overall direction of Russia’s
development. Policymakers are left with
the frustrating r ealization that they know
only what Russia is not—neither commu-
nist nor liberal democratic. This naturally
leads to the question of what Russia is
becoming? Can we discern amidst the
chaos and despair of contemporary Russia
any familiar dir ectionality to its develop-
ment?

Ironically,  i t is here that a close
examination of the disappointing contribu-
tion of W estern assistance can adumbrate
the outline of Russia’s future development.
And its trajectory leads beyond the “Good”
(i.e., liberal democratic) state and hoped-
for liberal free market society toward a
“third  road” conver ging with the political
and economic pathologies in many African
societies. 3 Indeed, there  are striking paral-
lels between the Russian and African cases
in terms of the criminalization of the
economy, widespr ead corr uption, weak
legal and administrative institutions, and
the proclivity for personal r ule. Not
surprisingly, then, some of the prevailing
appr oaches in African studies constitute a
useful theoretical context for compr ehend-
ing the modalities of post-Soviet experi-
ence. The emer ging Russian polity will
reflect the amalgamation of traditional
authority in new socioeconomic surr ound-
ings. Russia is headed not for liberal
democracy, as Fritz Ermath has observed
(1999), but “some form of weak irr espon-

sible state authority over a disordered
society” that could r etain considerable—if
precarious—stability.

 How was it the case that W estern
efforts to move Russia toward the higher
ground of free market liberal democracy
actually r esulted in conver gence with
critical aspects of African experience? The
answer to this question is presented in
several parts: 1) Explanation of the critical
intellectual and policy moments when
American and international assistance
programs played a cr ucial r ole in moving
Russia toward the “third  road.” 2) A brief
analysis of how foreign assistance came to
encourage the political and economic
pathologies that emerged in Russian
reform. 3) A description of the common
pathologies in (many) African societies and
Russia. 4) Reflections on how enduring
diff erence between the Russian and African
case may lead to vastly diff erent—and far
more troubling—outcomes for the former
Soviet Union and the br oader vision of a
liberal world order.

I. Critical Junctures in WI. Critical Junctures in WI. Critical Junctures in WI. Critical Junctures in WI. Critical Junctures in W esternesternesternesternestern
Assistance: Intellectual Errors and PolicyAssistance: Intellectual Errors and PolicyAssistance: Intellectual Errors and PolicyAssistance: Intellectual Errors and PolicyAssistance: Intellectual Errors and Policy
BlundersBlundersBlundersBlundersBlunders

The central intellectual pr oblem in
American assistance to the former Soviet
Union stemmed from a weak (at best)
conception of how r eform might improve
social development. 4 The United States’
victory in the Cold War permitted it to
assume a casual attitude, which only
contributed intellectual sloppiness to its
assistance paradigm. Simply put, we had
no need to be efficient because there was
no longer a competing social system that
struggling societies could turn to for
support. International aid shed its geopo-
litical component and consisted solely of
what Grant and Nijman termed its “mod-
ernist” component (Escobar, 1995; Grant &
Nijman, 1998). Modernism in aid came to
signify a belief in the uninterr upted
progre ss from traditional, authoritarian,
and irrational society to the haven of the
professional, stable, and democratic
W estern state. The great ideological contest
of the cold war had ended in the decisive
victory of the W est, leaving little doubt
(supposedly) as to the objectives of interna-
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tional assistance: linear development
toward the end of liberal fr ee-market
democracy. Subsequent events have
profoundly shaken W estern scholarly faith
in this simplistic modernist approach to the
post-Soviet world; but the aid commu-
nity—or much of it—clings persistently to
it.

The modernist conception of societal
development permitted an international
aid policy toward Russia that r ested
heavily on faith in the power of market
forces and tr ust in the essential decency of
Russian reformers. This coincidentally
diminished the potential contribution of
scholarship in addressing the Russian
condition, as the envisioned time frame for
the realization of r eform was too short to
permit serious inquiry. Consequently,  the
bulk of assistance eff orts rested on the
slender base of macr oeconomic theory and
its claim of a rapid transformation of the
economic or der; little or nothing was
devoted to considering how r eform could
accomplish all of its objectives given the
absence of suitable administrative capacity
for effective governance. Indeed, Russia’s
first generation of r eformers focused—with
the explicit knowledge and consent of
external institutions—on a simple formula
for a speedy transition: destruction,
stabilization, and construction. The princi-
pal logic embedded in this formulation
first entailed the destr uction of Soviet-era
institutions of state power to clear a path
for realizing the ostensible benefits of
market for ces. Once the institutional
infrastr ucture of the Communist state was
demolished, the challenge of r eform could
be turned over to a new gr oup of stabiliz-
ers who would focus on cr eating the
conditions for stability and future eco-
nomic gr owth. Finally, a new generation of
builders (pr esumably those skilled at
wealth cr eation rather than destruction)
would be given the mantle of power,
providing for the consolidation of a
productive capitalist economy.

Policymakers, especially those
responsible for for eign aid, found the
modernist paradigm—with its assump-
tions of linear progr ess—reassuring: the
world can indeed be molded and shaped in
the dir ection of positive outcomes. Unfor-

tunately,  this proved an intellectually
misguided view that pr ovided only a false
sense of security. In a significant number of
African societies, and now in the former
Soviet Union, the r eality is that pr eexisting
political culture  remains suf ficiently
powerful to overwhelm even the best of
W estern intentions. Grant and Nijman r efer
to this phenomenon as the “postmodern”
perspective of development, which signi-
fies “a pr ocess of social change without a
blueprint, a pr edictable path, or even a
purpose, and largely beyond the contro l  of
governmental and non-governmental
agencies” (Grant & Nijman, 1998). Hence,
Russia can absorb W estern institutions and
the vocabularies of macr oeconomic theory
yet remain unchanged in its traditional
authoritarian pr oclivities for elite r ule. The
new Russia conforms neither to the We st’s
desired image of it, nor is it a simple r eturn
to the past. Western assistance providers to
Russia fail, by and large, to appr eciate that
rather than slipping into the past, it is
actually moving forward in a dir ection that
W estern institutions and norms cannot
compr ehend—the tsars and their boyars
have blended the dark arts of autocracy
with the dismal science.

A postmodernist reconfiguration of
power in Russia implies that we cannot
fully control the essence of development,
nor can we be secure in the knowledge of
what can be achieved within a given
society. Consequently, a postmodern policy
response r equires gr eater complexity,  a
greater infusion of r esour ces and, ulti-
mately,  greater risk. Yet all of these factors
are hostile to the bur eaucratic context
within which transitions are formulated
and r eform strategies mapped out. Far
more comforting is a strategy designed to
persuade W estern audiences that the
images of change r eflect a real change in
the essence of social and political life in
Russia. Moreover, it would r equire a rare
act of political courage for W estern institu-
tions to acknowledge that the r esult of their
efforts in a place like Russia will fall short
of the free market liberal state. Such
courage has not been fashionable in
W estern policy cir cles of late.

Relatedly, the W est has pr oceeded in
its reform eff orts from a false dichotomy:
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the traditional (r ead: authoritarian) world
of the past, and the democratic legal order
that it pr omises to usher in. This view also
fails to appreciate the elasticity of tradi-
tional political culture, a feature that is at
the heart of the r econfiguration of power.
W estern appr oaches have wr ongly as-
sumed that the systemic crises in Russia
and African societies r eflect a rejection of
traditional forms of domination. In r eality,
they are merely another turn in the cycle of
perpetual instability that has characterized
domestic politics. In sum, W estern assis-
tance institutions took advantage of the
strategic br eathing space engendered by
the end of the cold war to transplant a
dubious intellectual appr oach toward
assistance onto the post-Soviet world.
When the anticipated r esults failed to
materialize, political r ealities bound them
to undertake a major ef fort at spin contro l.

The intellectual weakness of the
W est’s appr oach to assistance was com-
pounded in Russia by several decisive
errors that set Russia on a course toward
under development. While assistance
officials point energetically to the institu-
tion of elections, it was the disastrous
privatization pr ogram—the of ficial mast-
head of America’s post-Soviet assistance
effort—that r esulted in the cr eation of new
financial oligar chy that quickly acquired
the same political ambition and style of the
preexisting elites. Indeed, U.S. policy was
often appeared to operate accor ding to the
bizarre logic that an initially unjust distri-
bution of pr operty was pr eferable to
waiting for a more rational and equitable
means of privatization, as eventually even
those who benefited unfairly would be
drawn by the magnetism of capitalist
activity.  Yet this has been pr oven wr ong: the
size of the Russian shadow economy has
actually gr own (Kosals, 1998), while the
productivity of the open economy continues
its secular decline. Even more  remarkably,
American assistance of ficials gave a select
group of Russian “reformers” virtually
complete autonomy in designing and
implementing the privatization pr ogram
(Wedel, 1999). American assistance policy
was, in ef fect, in Russian hands.

This error might have been manage-
able, had U.S policy made a serious eff ort

credibly to support ef forts to cr eate the rule
of law in Russia. Had legal institutions and
practices been endowed with the resourc es,
skills and—most important—political
support r equired, it might have been
possible to ar gue that oligarchic capitalism
could at least be r estrained by legal institu-
tions. But this never acquired any momen-
tum, principally because the core  of
Russian r eformers tapped by American
assistance officials to implement r eform
prevailed in their ar gument that times of
crisis necessitated cir cumventing legal
institutions. Hence “crisis management”
meant undermining the principles that
would have moderated the evolution of a
new type of unr estrained power in Russia.
This harkens back to African experience,
where democratic law-governed initiatives
were set aside in favor of pr eserving
progress in economic reform. But in Russia,
there was not even economic progr ess to
point to, with the r esult that many African
states have wound up performing better
than Russia in recent years.

These strategic intellectual and policy
weaknesses cr eated the substratum in
which the rest of the Russian tragedy
unfolded. The r emaining sections detail the
type of political and economic dynamics
emanating from this initial context and
reinforce the conclusion that W estern
assistance has contributed in Russia to the
emergence of many of the pathologies first
identified in African societies.

II. WII. WII. WII. WII. W estern Aid and the Shaping of theestern Aid and the Shaping of theestern Aid and the Shaping of theestern Aid and the Shaping of theestern Aid and the Shaping of the
New Russia—Political EfNew Russia—Political EfNew Russia—Political EfNew Russia—Political EfNew Russia—Political Ef fectsfectsfectsfectsfects

W estern assistance pr oved important
in nurturing a political practice that
exacerbated the impact of economic policy
and further degraded the pr ospects for
development of state institutions. On one
level, the West, with the United States in
the lead, focused paramount attention on
elections, political parties, and the separa-
tion of powers. While the focus on political
party formation fizzled early on, America
aggr essively sought to implement parlia-
mentary and pr esidential elections. Under
the watchful eyes of hundr eds of interna-
tional observers (many of whom pr eferred
the comfort of their hotels to going out on
the hustings) Russians went to the polls in
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December 1993 and December 1995 and
both times r eturned a parliament domi-
nated by Communists and for ces lar gely
hostile to the r eform program. The center-
piece was, of course, the pr esidential
election in June 1996 in which Y eltsin
staged a r emarkable comeback to defeat
Gennadi Zyuganov, his Communist
opponent. Americans congratulated
Russians for fr eely electing their first
president in history. Few seemed to be
bothered by the fact that the choice was
between a despot and a tsar.

In retrospect, a massive international
effort was r equired to pr oduce the appro -
priate election spectacle sanctifying Russia
as “on track” toward democracy.  Yet
considerable evidence indicated the
elections were  far from free and fair. The
European Institute for the Media, pointing
to the overwhelming monopoly of the
airwaves by pro-Y eltsin for ces, concluded
in i ts final  report that the elections were not
free and fair. Mor eover, Chubais did his
best to rifle the government budget and
foreign assistance funds to throw money at
the Yeltsin campaign. The most glaring
example of this was the “disappearance” of
a $250 million tranche from the W orld
Bank designated for r elief of the mining
sector, including payment of back wages.
Not a nickel materialized there, instead
winding up in Y eltsin campaign coff ers
(Kramer, 1998). 5 The financial oligarchy
created by earlier privatization policy
made no secret of its massive assistance in
support of Ye l tsin’ s reelection bid. What
they demanded in r eturn was nothing less
than a further crippling of state capacity to
accommodate their personal intere sts.

The fact that the W est did not pr otest
these disturbing developments r eflected
the gradual emer gence of the international
community’s r eal priorities for Russian
political r eform. If Russia embraced the
rhetoric of r eform and made mar ginal
substantive steps—in short, if it pr ovided
the W est with an imagine of pr esentability —
W estern agencies and governments would
pronounce Russia to be a r eform “success.”
The shift from substantive policy r esults to
appr opriate genuflection before the icons
of free market democracy pr oved r emark-
ably easy for the Russian elite to do, and it

was not long before virtually every politi-
cal party and or ganization spoke the
language of r eform with accomplished
fluency. Only the Communists—in contrast
to their pr edecessors—found this a chal-
lenge.

International assistance agencies also
found that the ritualistic embrace of
transition goals pr ovided them with the
kind of flexibility r equired to navigate
difficult moments in the transition, yet
without having to claim that democratiza-
tion had suff ered serious r everses. Hence,
Russia could now have a parliament, it
could be populated with opposition forc es,
and it could even pass legislation that
conflicted with the Y eltsin government’s
objectives. A strongly pr esidential constitu-
tion empowered Y eltsin to circumvent or
ignore such negative developments in
virtually all cases.

The West’s superficial investment in
democratic institutions in Russia also
meant that it would continue to tolerate
endless conflict and political jostling
between informal clan networks that were
the essence of Russian political life. Even
when the clan nature of Russian politics
was publicly r evealed to the W est (Gra-
ham, 1995) it caused only a momentary
ripple in the pr essure of W estern govern-
ment and IFIs to cast developments in the
most favorable light. Hence, Russian
political life acquired a two tiered nature :
the level of formal institutions that satisfied
the rhetorical and ideological demands of
W estern policy, and the level of informal
clan str uggle, where the serious political
issues were  resolved.

Accountability of elites to the pub-
lic—the sine qua non of genuine demo-
cratic government—was the principal
casualty of this system, but W estern
officials attempted to deflect this by
stressing that the mere fact of elections was
a major success for Russia at this point in
its history. This was the ultimate irony: the
fabled Potemkin V illage, long the symbol
of the Russian state’s craven attempt to
obscure its political backwar dness, was
now embraced by the W est with r elief. The
style of Russian politics had thus suc-
ceeded a r emarkable pr ocess of adapting to
new conditions. The r hetoric and institu-
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tional framework had changed, and several
new clans af filiated with the W est entered
the political fray; but the hankering to live
above the law and r esolve questions of
power thr ough semi-clandestine str uggles
continued unabated.

The result of W estern emphasis on
economic r eform, the pr esentability of
political r eform, paralleled by the tolera-
tion of unr econstructed clan politics helped
produce the “quasi-state” r eferred to by
Robert Jackson: endowed with juridical
statehood, yet lacking the political will,
institutional capacity, and or ganized
authority to pr otect human rights and
provide socioeconomic welfare (Jackson,
1990). Indeed, were one to consider
Russia’s accomplishments against the
standards expected of modern states—
provision for national defense, ensuring
broad macr oeconomic stability, maintain-
ing social equity at politically manageable
levels, and insuring economic gr owth
(Mkandawire, 1999)—the Russian state in
1998 had failed in all respects.

And yet, despite the deplorable
condition of its formal institutions, Russia
nevertheless accomplished some important
(albeit contested) goals, including the
transfer of state property to a select entre -
preneurial elite, muzzling much of the
mass media and mobilizing for popular
elections to pr ovide the patina of respect-
ability required for international consump-
tion. Ther efore, the web of informal clan
alliances among the Y eltsin political elite
filled the void left by the br eakdown of
formal state capacity. Since the essence of
clan politics involves the amassing of
power transcending institutional bound-
aries; the triumph of traditional political
behavior ef fectively destr oyed the bound-
aries between state, society, and economy
required to sustain modern state institu-
tions. W ith the triumph of traditional
political style, international institutions
were placed in the awkward position
described by W illiam Reno: implementa-
tion of transition policy r ested in the hands
of elites whose own power and influence
would be undermined by pursuing these
objectives (Reno, 1995).

 The primacy of informal clan politics
allowed Y eltsin to develop a style of r ule in

the 1990s, which was ef fective in pr event-
ing challenges to his authority, even as it
debilitated the pursuit of rational policy
goals. In essence, Y eltsin followed the
example of Zaire’s Seke Sese Mobutu by
superimposing himself above elite politics,
defining and enfor cing the r ules of engage-
ment in order to balance competing clans
(Schatzberg, 1988). This accounts for years
of reshuf fling his “r eform team,” which
changed its political complexion on a
regular basis. Hence, to balance off  the
influence of Chubais and Boris Nemtsov,
Yeltsin tolerated Prime Minister V iktor
Chernomyr din and his ally Boris
Berezovsky. Then, as Chernomyrdin
acquired too much pr esidential character,
he was sacked and r eplaced by political
neophyte Ser gei Kiriyenko. The latter ’ s
appointment—hailed externally as a
triumph for “r eform”—was actually
designed to stabilize domestic politics and
temporarily restrain personal ambitions.

More recently,  Yeltsin’s erratic behav-
ior has incr eased the tempo of the pr ocess.
In Spring 1999 he sacked Prime Minister
Evgenni Primakov evidently out of fear at
the latter ’ s growing popularity and will-
ingness to attack high-level corr uption in
the Kremlin. Ser gei Stepashin, his succes-
sor, began his tenure crippled by Y eltsin’s
maneuvers. Russia’s mer curial pr esident
accordingly crippled his fourth govern-
ment in little more than a year by insisting
on the appointment of Nikolai Aksyonenko
as First Deputy Prime Minister and depriv-
ing Stepashin of the authority to appoint
his own team. W ith Stepashin supported
by Chubais, and Aksyonenko by
Berezovsky (and per haps Roman
Abramovich), the new government ap-
peared complete. Even so, Stepashin lasted
little more than eighty-four days, as Y eltsin
feared that he nevertheless exhibited too
much pr esidential ambition and an uncom-
fortable closeness to Y uri Luzhkov. This
occasioned another cycle in the seemingly
unending Kr emlin political str uggles, as
Yeltsin selected for the pr emiership and
publicly anointed him as his designated
successor to the pr esidency.

The policy dir ection of the Putin
government make it dif ficult at best to speak
of Russia as a “victory” for democratization
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and the consolidation of a modern state.
Surely,  i t strains credibility beyond any
reasonable limit to describe as “democratic”
a government that pr osecutes a war in
Chechnya as an election campaign strategy
and prides itself on embracing a quasi-
imperial or der of succession to the throne.
Contemporary Russia is ther efore better
understood in the framework of Mobutu-
style of governance, where enfeebled state
institutions succumb to the despotic ambi-
tions of its leader.  And since no one in the
W est would consider elevating an African
despot to the status of “democrat” and
“reformer, ” there is no reason for tr eating
Yeltsin’s Russia any diff erently.

Understanding why W estern institu-
tions tolerated this patrimonial style of rule
allows us to achieve a closure between
W estern aid policy, Russian domestic
politics, “pr esentability” and the r hetoric of
reform. 6 Once W estern states had r esolved
that only Y eltsin could push thr ough the
reform pr ocess, it became imperative to
permit him to secure his domestic political
position. Y eltsin, however, had learned his
political survival tactics in the old school;
hence, if the Pr esident were to survive, he
had to do so his way. This meant r ecourse
to the comforting world of clan politics and
clandestine intrigue, rather than demo-
cratic pr ocesses. The W est was forced to
accept this r eality, and did so on the
condition that the leading clan r eflected the
intere st of free market democratic reform.

In the turbulent world of Russian
domestic politics, however, no one could
credibly guarantee the primacy of a single
group of neoliberal r eformers; moreover,
this also risked depriving the Y eltsin style
of el i te reshuf fling of the very flexibility it
required for success. The only way all of
these contradictory imperatives could be
reconciled was thr ough the W est’s aban-
doning its insistence on purely substantive
reform and instead accepting a presentable
image of Russia as in transition. Y eltsin, for
his part, r esponded by developing what
might be a textbook r ecipe for a “present-
able” transition: 1) seizing the rhetorical
high gr ound and imposing upon all
Russian elites (excepting the Communists)
the vocabulary of r eform; 2) pr oducing
sufficient substantive changes to permit the

W est to declare transition a success; 3)
exploiting Communist ineptitude to cast
them as the perfect villain (Aleksandr
Lebed is also assigned this r ole by Moscow
elites). This, as Tim McDaniel has noted
(McDaniel, 1996), allowed Y eltsin to
declare outright war on the “r ed-br own”
opposition while simultaneously replacing
many of his shock therapists with conser-
vative economic managers and r estoring
state subsidies to enterprises. Reform
moved ahead as economy and society
reversed course.

One genuine diff erence between
Contemporary Russia and the Soviet era
was in center- regional r elations. Yet even as
it distanced itself from the communist past,
this area of political behavior began to
acquire some of the characteristics manifest
in the African case. At no point in Russian
history had the likelihood of the disintegra-
tion of the Russian state appeared as great
as in the past decade. The period of
greatest danger in this r egard was in 1992–
93, when the central government had to
confr ont the consequences of economic
collapse outside Moscow, yet lacked the
institutional r esour ces to do so. In a
manner not unfamiliar to African states,
Moscow adjusted to the “temporary”
reality of its diminished power by sustain-
ing r egional r elations thr ough a web of
compr omises and concessions to regional
leaders (Rothchild, 1987). As Russia
achieved a modicum of stability in the
middle of the decade, opinion was divided
as to whether it would move in the dire c-
tion of a federation or a r ecentralization of
power.

At present, it appears that those
optimistic about the emer gence of a
functioning federalism in Russia have been
disappointed. 7 Despite the best ef forts of a
minority of r egional leaders, the weakness
of Moscow and r egional governments left a
de facto str ucture tentatively in place—
until one side or other can impose another
solution. Hence, personal r elations be-
tween the pr esidency and the r egions are
preferred to legally binding federal prac-
tice, and r egional governments are pre -
dominantly content to sequester substan-
tial portions of their budget to pr ovide for
goods and services off the books. This
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reflects that, with rare exception, the
present economic crisis in Russia has
brought about the system-wide failure  of
public institutions. Gogol’s satirical
depiction in the Inspector General of the
mutual mistr ust and manipulation of both
center and r egional governments has
retained its curr ency.

The West largely missed this opportu-
nity to assist in the decentralization of
political power. Part of the cause for this
can be attributed to the inherent contradic-
tion between the political and economic
dimensions of the international r eform
agenda. The logic of democratic r eform
suggests that decentralization of power
and the creation of functioning federal
structures were essential for the consolida-
tion of democracy.  Yet IFIs, followed
somewhat less ar dently by the United
States, were openly hostile to any substan-
tive decentralization. Their r easoning
stemmed from the primacy, in their view,
of economic r eform: macr oeconomic
targets were best achieved only by strength-
ening  central government institutions
(Tanzi, 1993). The IMF and World Bank
obviously had in mind the ministries of
Finance, the Central Bank, etc. but to the
early neoliberal r eformers this was political
salvation. They could now use the guise of
international aid to demolish the institu-
tional bases of their political opponents.
This also left r egional leaders in the
awkward position of being on the
frontlines of democracy without the
support of the central government; for they
stood first in line to bear the br unt of
public disaf fection with the consequences
of shock therapy.

The United States eventually grasped
the need to adjust its aid policy toward
di rect support for r egional economies and
governments, but this came late in the day
for Russia. 8 Moreover, the United States
remained concerned lest dir ect assistance
to regions of fend central authorities in the
Kremlin. Hence it proved dif ficult to avoid
foreign assistance money disappearing in
the black hole of Moscow. The most
successful international initiative (and
earliest) was the Eur opean Bank for
Reconstruction and Development’s Re-
gional Lending Pr ogram. Generally,

however,  foreign investors seeking pr omis-
ing opportunities in the r egions were  left to
fend for themselves. Some r egions, such as
Veliki Novgor od, succeeded in for ging
ahead with r eform and the attraction of
foreign investors, 9 while others found
themselves mired in Moscow politics. In
sum, the emer gence of r egional politics in
Russia pr oved an opportunity missed fro m
the standpoint of international aid policy.
Instead of being the centerpiece of a bold
initiative in democratization, it lived in the
shadow of macr oeconomic imperatives
and pr esidential politics. Not surprisingly,
the pattern of center- regional relations
drifted in the dir ection of personalistic and
feudal linkages present in some African
societies.

III. WIII. WIII. WIII. WIII. W estern Aid and the Shaping of theestern Aid and the Shaping of theestern Aid and the Shaping of theestern Aid and the Shaping of theestern Aid and the Shaping of the
New Russia—Economic EfNew Russia—Economic EfNew Russia—Economic EfNew Russia—Economic EfNew Russia—Economic Ef fectsfectsfectsfectsfects

From the outset, the W estern ap-
proach to “transition” from Communism
rested heavily on neoliberal economics,
with a secondary emphasis on building
formal political institutions. International
assistance institutions, however,  presented
no credible or persuasive ar gument as to
how these two dimensions of the assistance
in program could be coher ently r econciled.
Russia thus entere d i ts reform era plagued
by the same inher ent contradiction be-
tween neoliberal economic r eform and
democratic reform that characterized
W estern appr oaches towards assistance to
the south. International financial institu-
tions (IFIs), led by the International Mon-
etary Fund (IMF) and the W orld Bank,
concentrated their ener gies on macr oeco-
nomic r eform. W estern states, the United
States in particular,  directed their assis-
tance ef forts toward the cr eation of new
political institutions and a non-governmen-
tal sector that was deemed essential in
catalyzing the transition.

In 1992, when the reforms first began,
it was not unusual for Russia’s “bold
young reformers” to assume—with the
hubris characteristic of those secure in their
knowledge of economic science—that the
entire pr ocess could be accomplished
quickly. Their conviction was bolstered by
the unabashed ef forts of Jeff rey Sachs and
his acolytes to accelerate the process of
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macr oeconomic stabilization still further.
Sachs excoriated the IMF in particular for
being insuf ficiently aggressive in the
application of “economic” shock therapy in
Russia. The faster shock therapy was
implemented, the faster r eformers would
be able to deal a mortal blow to the scle-
rotic infrastr ucture of the Soviet command
economy and facilitate the consolidation of
a capitalist economy. Russian r eformers
and their international supporters ac-
knowledged that such an appr oach was
bound to impose still more pain on society.
But this was considered to be a r easonable
price to pay for a rapid transformation of
economy and society.

The r eform of Russia’s political
institutions played a secondary r ole behind
this larger economic undertaking, yet it
was no less important; for the W est had to
demonstrate that no political alternative
existed to the contemporary liberal state.
Elections, a new constitution for the
Russian Federation, and the cr eation of
effective legislative and judicial institutions
were the principal foci of bilateral Western
assistance to Russia’s political transition.
Even so, the commitment to political
reform r emained detached from macr oeco-
nomic policy, though the United States
Agency for International Development
(USAID) and the European Union’s
Technical Assistance to the Commonwealth
of Independent States (T ACIS) and others
initially assumed that political r eform
could be smoothly integrated with eco-
nomic r eform. When tension subsequently
emerged between the political and eco-
nomic dimensions of international assis-
tance, the W est left little doubt that it was
committed first to defending the ar chitec-
ture of economic reform in pr efer ence to
the consolidation of democratic political
institutions.

The implementation phase of the
assistance policy pr oved to be as important
to Russia’s evolution as its concomitant
theor etical blunders. It r evolved ar ound an
unavoidable r eality: Russia possessed
neither the institutional infrastr ucture nor
the cultural legacy to serve as the basis for
the norms and institutions of the modern
liberal state, however logical and desirable
these aims might be. How then, could a

rational-legal or der and the Good State be
built if the only implements and r esources
at the W est’s disposal were  rooted in past
institutions and practices? The answer
appeared to be simple in concept: interna-
tional assistance pr oviders were to place
thei r trust in a select core of self-styled
“reformers” whose macr oeconomic creden-
tials were beyond question. Hence, the
fresh, young—and appr opriately west-
ern—faces of Y egor Gaidar,  Anatoli
Chubais, Peter A ven and others suddenly
appeared extr emely appealing. If such a
group were pr ovided access to central
power and given political cover by none
other than Pr esident Boris Y eltsin, they
would be able to run the state in the
absence of normal institutional develop-
ment and rapidly push thr ough needed
reforms. The new elite with a r esounding
affirmation answered Dostoyevsky’s
concern a century earlier as to whether a
just society could be built on the basis of a
single injustice. Western institutions
shunned other domestic gr oups and
alternative r eform pr ograms and invested
its financial, moral, and political support in
a narrow clique of elites (W edel, 1999).
Moreover, the linear logic of development
that now pr evailed indicated that r eform-
ers had no other alternative than to aspire
to the goals set for them by W estern
assistance institutions.

Not surprisingly,  Yel tsin’ s reform
team was soon described in most favorable
terms—“radical,” “bold,” “young,” “pro -
western,” “pr o-capitalist”—while anyone
who voiced doubts or opposition to the
new course soon had a host of negative
adjectives pr eceding his name in the
press—“har d-line,” “conservative,”
“nationalist,” or “anti-r eform.” The We st’s
need to find loyal cadres in Russia who
promised rapid solutions had at a stroke
reduced a r emarkably complex array of
social for ces to a simplistic dichotomy: our
reformers (the W est), and the rest. Later,
this acquired a more damaging dimension,
as Western policymakers found it easy to
slip into the habit of equating Slavophilic
tendencies with an anti-reform orientation.
At a stroke, the W est made it impossible for
Russia assert its own national identity
without offending the pr emises of eco-
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nomic r eform. This dichotomy had now
been str etched beyond the br eaking point,
as we must now consider whether indi-
viduals such as Putin fit the “pr o-capital-
ist” mold.

The substance  of the Russian r eform
and Western assistance policy genuinely
reflected a radical departure  from the
Russian past, but the political  style of i ts
implementation r emained gr ounded in the
more familiar terrain of personalistic and
clientelistic elite gr oups and a highly
authoritarian str ucture. Once the basic
reforms were put in place, however,
W estern policymakers pr esumed that
Russian r eformers—who now stood to be
the chief beneficiaries of a jury-rigged and
deinsitutionalized system—would lead the
way in supporting r eforms the would
undermine their own positions. Like
Cincinnatus in Ancient Rome, the We st
relied upon Russia’s first wave of r eform-
ers to take on the mantle of authoritarian
power during the crisis period, only to
shed it once the crisis had passed and
normal governance emerged. The W est had
not provided for the possibility that
Russia’s new elites would find the tradi-
tional mantle of power so appealing that
they would r efuse to take it off .

There were two justifications for
delinking economic r eform from public
accountability, each of which were clearly
recognizable to societies with similar
reform experiences. First, the impact of
macr oeconomic stabilization policies
imposed such har dship on the population
and pr oved so politically unpopular that
only an authoritarian leadership could
secure the stable implementation of
macr oeconomic policy.  Yeltsin’s confr onta-
tion with Parliament in October 1993 was,
confirmation that a firm (r ead: non-
democratic) hand was justified. Anti-shock
therapy elites in Parliament, bitter at their
effective disenfranchisement in the face of
the government’s economic policy, seized
upon gr owing public discontent in an
effort to pr essure the Y eltsin government
into making concessions on the new
Russian constitution. Both sides in the
constitutional debate—pr esident and
parliament—r efused to budge, leading to
political stalemate in late summer 1993.

Yel tsin resolved the issue thr ough the use
of force, bombing parliament, arr esting key
leaders and calling for new elections and a
refer endum on his version of the constitu-
tion. On 12 December 1993, the Russian
electorate r endered a split decision on
Yeltsin’s actions by giving Vladimir
Zhirinovsky’s Liberal Democratic Party of
Russia a stunning plurality of the public
vote, yet appr oving the highly centralized
Yeltsin constitution. 10

Second, W estern elites considered
Yeltsin’s authoritarian r esponse as a
necessary aspect of crisis management. At
the beginning of Russia’s reforms, the
W orld Bank spoke appr ovingly of the need
for a “crisis management” style of policy-
making. The situation in Russia required
urgent action, and state institutions either
did not yet exist or were too fragile to
respond adr oitly. Hence, a tightly knit
reform team could navigate thr ough the
institutional wreckage of the old r egime to
achieve the first, essential goals of macro -
economic stabilization (W orld Bank, 1992).
The ur gency of the task also dictated that
they be freed from the usual and custom-
ary legal and political constraints in
implementing their policy. Once the critical
phase had passed, the W orld Bank rea-
soned, it would be desirable to br oaden the
base of governance and link it firmly to
formal institutions. Yet the Bank pr ovided
no insight as to how this would be accom-
plished, or how it would be possible to
dislodge a highly centralized government
that soon had the force of constitutional
authority behind it. Not surprisingly,  as
Russia lumbered from crisis to crisis,
international aid providers found it easier
to sustain the existing style of r ule and
postpone into the indefinite future the era
of normal government.

But it was the privatization pr ocess—
especially in its second stage—that dealt a
mortal blow to the future of the Russian
state. In a r emarkable tour de force of
political arr ogance, Anatoli Chubais and
Vladimir Potanin, former head of
Uneximbank, concocted a “loans for
shar es” arrangement in which a select
group of seven “court” banks were pro -
vided contr olling shares in the crown
jewels of the Russian economy in exchange
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for loans the Russian government needed
to cover its budget deficit. Theor etically,
this arrangement was to permit the govern-
ment immediate access to finances, while
preparing the gr ound for the sell off of key
industries that would generate still more
revenue. The pr oblem, however, was that
the scheme was blatantly corr upt: the
favored banks all had intimate links to the
reform government, and they subsequently
purchased Russia’s richest assets at far
below the market value (Boldyrev, 1996). 11

This deprived the government of its
anticipated r evenue stream and left the
attraction of for eign investors as the lone
remaining option for generating r evenue.
Equally important, the financial oligarchy
created as a consequence pr omptly en-
gaged in the speculative sale of its new
assets, undermining still further the
chances for the restoration of a pr oductive
economy.

Privatization policy also undermined
the government’s ability to develop a
professional civil service. In an ef fort to
assume dir ect control over the pr ocess,
Chubais used for eign assistance funds to
constr uct Russia’s massive privatization
program. Russian Privatization Centers
(RPCs) were  created to implement the
program, yet the RPCs needed to recru it
personnel. A ready pool of labor was found
among government personnel loyal to
Chubais, who were secr etly paid for their
consulting services. Chubais could count
on finding many recr uits, in large part
because his government was r esponsible
for the low wages paid to civil servants.
Privatization thus triumphed in Russia
only by compr omising the possibility of a
genuine civil service (Stavrakis, 1998;
Boldyrev, 1996; W edel, 1996).

The enervation of the state was
paralleled by the emergence of speculation
as the dominant form of activity. Lacking
either legal pr otection or political support
for their activities, enterprises rapidly saw
that gr eater advantages accr ued to them
through asset-stripping (and subsequent
sale on the black and/or international
markets) rather than continued pr oduction
of goods for which demand had collapsed
and raw materials gr own scare . Tax
revenues accordingly shrank and enter-

prise managers sought to avoid payment of
taxes altogether. The Russian state, as
Pi roska Nagy ar gued (1999) had fallen
victim to the zeal of its economic r eform
agenda. The lone remaining option for
salvation now r ested in attracting for eign
investors to the recently cr eated Russian
government tr easuries (GKO) market.

The GKOs initially proved successful
as the Russian government pr omised
extr emely attractive rates of r eturn on two-
year bonds and it succeeded in obtaining
emergency IMF funding to bolster its
depleted cof fers. So successful was the
GKO market that, within a year, the W orld
Bank was pleased to anoint Russia as the
world’s most attractive emerging market.
But, as Ser gei Glaziev (1999) has recently
noted, there were never suf ficient funds for
the government to pay them on maturity.  It
was a house of cards that was bound to
collapse. Major W estern investors had
already begun to cool their ar dor for the
Russian bond market in 1997, concerned
that Moscow would be unable to honor its
debt commitments. By 1998, the imminent
withdrawal of for eign investment had
reached critical dimensions. As foreign
investment lagged, the financial crisis
returned with r enewed force and Chubais
was dispatched to W ashington to negotiate
an IMF bailout package designed to r estore
investor confidence. The operation pr oved
a success, as the IMF pledged $22.6 billion
in support of Russian r eform. 12 Unfortu-
nately, the patient died, as Western inves-
tors failed to be swayed by the IMF en-
dorsement. Confidence in the Russian
government’s ef fort to persevere along the
reform path evaporated and with it went
bond prices and the stock market. Prime
Minister Ser gei Kiriyenko (another young
reformer) initially attempted to stay the
course, but less than three days later was
forced to announce a debt moratorium and
effective devaluation of the ruble. Shortly
thereafter, Kiriyenko r esigned, along with
the entire complement of r eformers in
government.

The appointment of Yevgeni
Primakov as Prime Minister eased the
political crisis but Russia r emained in deep
economic crisis. Primakov’s deliberate
slowness in addressing the economic
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situation left Russia suspended at the
lowest point it had been since r eforms
began. For the international assistance
community however, the problem was
even more pr ofound, for they no longer
had a single individual they could point to
that could serve as the cr edible standard -
beare r of reform. If Russia was to be
rescued with r enewed international
assistance, a new accommodation had to be
reached with the new elite that came to
power in the Kr emlin. This r equired time;
Russia’s future would have to wait. As it
happened, Y eltsin did not want to take the
time, and his sacking of Primakov pre -
vented any serious movement toward
accommodation. Stepashin was never
given time to achieve this, and Putin
appears to have concentrated his ener gies
on building his domestic popularity
through the war in Chechnya.

The Russian economic reform pro -
gram endorsed by the W est thus had a
powerful corr osive effect on the state,
neglecting or undermining the very
institutional infrastr ucture  responsible for
managing the transition. Economic pr oduc-
tivity,  already r eeling from the Soviet
collapse, could not endure the plundering
of a financial oligar chy cr eated by a
reformist clique that employed the per-
petual crisis as a persuasive ar gument for
operating above the law.  As the legal order
was compr omised, economic managers
ventured into the darker corners of the
speculative economy, compromising the
much-desired br eakthr ough to a normal
economy.

Reformers in the allegedly “new”
economic institutions also learned the
darker arts of global finance. The Russian
Central Bank r ecently admitted that it
channeled per haps as much as $50 billion
of i ts reserves into FIMACO, an obscure
off-shore corporation in Jersey, principally
to prevent its r ecapture  from Western
creditors. 13 In its final moments, the
Kiriyenko government r evealed that their
commitment to transforming Russia was
secondary to the perquisites of power.  As
Kiriyenko and a str eam of “bold young
reformers” r esigned en masse and decried
the collapse of r eform in Russia, the
political decr epitude of Y eltsin, and crisis

that now confr onted Russia in the hands of
the inept old guard. It was a r emarkable
performance, inasmuch as their actions
were as much r esponsible for the collapse
of reform as any one else’s, and it was they
who massaged Y eltsin’s ego and hid
behind his political shadow to cling to
power.

Eurasian and African ConvergenceEurasian and African ConvergenceEurasian and African ConvergenceEurasian and African ConvergenceEurasian and African Convergence
The pr eceding sections indicate that

W estern assistance played an important
role in fostering in post-Soviet Russia the
types of state pathologies more commonly
found in Sub-Saharan Africa. Despite the
formally distinct imperatives of “develop-
ment” and “transition,” the striking
parallels between the two r egions in the
areas of state failure and economic stagna-
tion attract more attention than do their
di ff erences. The Tsarist Empire and the
African continent are pr oducts of widely
di ffering patterns of historical develop-
ment but, since 1991, the international aid
regime has been a fixed constant in the
efforts of these states to sustain political
viability and economic gr owth. The
imprint of this r egime can be discerned in
several key ar eas, and it is to this that we
now turn.

The T riumph of Neoliberal Economic Ideology
The West’s triumph in the cold war

explains a r emarkable conver gence in the
economic dimension of international aid
policy. Neoliberal economics, now unchal-
lenged, stipulated that W estern aid be
di rected less toward enhancing state
capacity, than to social for ces deemed
capable of satisfying the macr oeconomic
constraints establishment by the new
government. Hence, African and post-
Soviet states could be viewed as identical
in the sense that while the causes of the
problems confr onting African states in the
NIS diff er, the solutions are the same.

A substantial deconstr uction of the
state was, ther efore, essential to develop a
viable private sector in a society that did
not possess one. De-emphasizing the state
also initially served a dual political pur-
pose: intentionally, it undermined the
Soviet power structures that challenged
American primacy, and domestically,  it
demolished the basis the command
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economy. W eak states were now seen as
indispensable for the development civil
society and private enterprise, and they
conveniently minimizing any potential
threat this region may pose to the We st.
Only later in the r eform pr ocess did it
become appar ent that the state had been so
critically impaired that it was unable to
defend itself against the new social forces
unleashed by r eform (i.e., the economic
oligarchy).

The demise of the African state as the
agent of social transformation followed a
diff erent path, only to arrive at the same
result. Despite efforts to shore up weak
administrative capacities, the African
state’s success in speeding the emer gence
of civil society pr oved disappointing. A
growing number of scholars came to see
the state as primarily concerned with
producing and sustaining a new class of
bureaucratic bour geoisie (Shivji, 1975), as
aid intended for impr oving government
capabilities was dir ected toward a new
class who used the r esour ces for its own
benefit (Leys, 1975). Str engthening an
interventionist state in these cir cumstances
amounted to supporting an exploiting
class’ effort to mold African society to its
inter est and appr opriate for itself the
benefits of state contro l.

The solution to the pr oblems caused
by the overdeveloped state lay in the donor
community r edir ecting aid and technical
assistance away from the state bur eaucracy
and toward nongovernmental or ganiza-
tions. This blended conveniently with a
new international emphasis on str uctural
adjustment, economic liberalization, and
privatization to support policies that
explicitly bypassed the public sphere: the
state “had been eclipsed in the eyes of
donors by a veil of pr esumed obsoles-
cence.” In its place, the new international
community pursued the following objec-
tives: 1.) Advocacy of privatization and
incr easing involvement of private enter-
prise in aid arrangements; and 2.) Diver-
sion of aid funds via nongovernmental
organizations; f ormation of donor coord i-
nating consortia, with corr esponding
counterpart “front” or ganizations, which
assume major policy r oles; prefer ence for
working with autonomous quasi-govern-

mental or ganizations; and in troduction of
highly advanced monitoring methodolo-
gies for which national expertise is often
insuf ficient to constitute an effective
counterpart in policy discussion and
implementation (Doornbos, 1990).

In Russia, as in Africa, the r esult was
a state chr onically incapable of achieving
basic societal objectives, let alone r eform
goals. 14 This ideologically mandated
weakening of administrative capacity did
have one perverse benefit for the strategy
of shock therapy: it pr ovided clear and
convincing evidence that state institutions
were not up to the task of transition. The
only alternative had to be devolving
policy-making authority to a cohort of
reformers.

The triumph of ideology over r eform
also meant the victory of a more severe
vision of what had to be done and how it
should be accomplished. Now, nothing less
than a radical and painful re structuring
(which in Russia had to be done wholesale)
would suf fice, and it had to be done with
all deliberate speed. Advocates of a more
moderate, conservative appr oach were
denounced as defenders of the old r egime.
The tension between radical and piecemeal
reform described by Hirschman more than
three decades earlier (1963) had been won
decisively by the new Stakhanovites. The
harsh edge of reformist ideology also
deprived post-Soviet states of some of their
most important resources: economic
managers. Neoliberal ideology depicted all
Soviet-era managers as thor oughly incom-
petent, or corr upt, or both when, in fact,
this was not entire ly true. 15 A  substantial
number of managers were competent at
their jobs and sincere in their desire  to
pursue r eform—albeit they were unsure  of
how to pr oceed. But the very idea of
economic management had (now) unac-
ceptable communist overtones. T ransition
policy, rather than making administrative
competence the touchstone of acceptability,
instead excluded everyone from the
previous regime on the basis of their
political coloration. Ir onically, even the
Bolsheviks’ system of commissars suc-
ceeded in partially avoiding this erro r.

Finally, ideological militancy in
economic r eform had the eff ect of replicat-
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ing in Russia the same “choiceless” democ-
racies described in the experience of
African states (Mkandawire, 1998). Institu-
tional democracy was unpackaged in all its
splendor in Russia, yet neither elections
nor the formal separation of powers have
restrained the traditional circulation of
elites. The exigencies of economic transi-
tion, as Mkandawire notes, r equire an
undemocratic r emolding of the traditional
world and thus comfortably embraced
authoritarian legacies in Russia and Africa.
Especially important was the need to
insulate institutions such as the Central
Bank, and key ministries from the demo-
cratic pr ocess lest the transition be compro -
mised. This explains the continuation of
excessive secrecy, a lack of transpar ency
and the absence of accountability in fr eely
elected governments. The public’s acquies-
cence is also easily understood: if the
democrats are themselves authoritarian, to
whom can they turn?

The Recomposition of Power
The Russian case bears a close

resemblance to the “reconfiguration” or
“recomposition” described in African
experience (Mbembe in Joseph, 1999).
While international assistance focused on
the objective of linear transitions to known
societal destinations, traditional sources
and forms of Russian power have in fact
proven r emarkably adaptable, making
political and social development an
unpr edictable, multidimensional pr ocess.
Russia is, in the words of Grant and
Nijman (1998), “postmodern” given its
unrestricted ability to absorb Western
institutions and the vocabularies of macro -
economic theory yet r etain its traditional
authoritarian pr oclivities for elite r ule. The
new Russia is on the “third  road” of
development similar to African experience,
neither W estern nor a simple r eturn to the
past. W estern policymakers have failed to
appr eciate this allowing a contradiction to
develop within aid policy that gr ows with
each further decline in economic perfor-
mance, despotic dismissal of a govern-
ment, or deterioration in the life expect-
ancy of its citizens.

This is not a happy outcome, for the
contradictions embedded in such

recompositions cannot be suppr essed
indefinitely,  creating systems that are
perennially unstable and pr one to cycles
alternating between spasms of develop-
ment and collapse. This has been vividly
demonstrated in recent months by the
Russian economic collapse, which now
leaves the country gloomily awaiting
another r ound of mobilization. Whether it
will be externally driven by the demands
of IFIs and W estern states, or domestically
determined by the emer gence of a new
authoritarian elite (in the form of a Yu ri
Luzhkov or Aleksandr Lebed) remains to
be seen.

The most disturbing element of this
process is the extent to which “normal”
politics and economic behavior have been
overtaken by pervasive corr uption and
organized crime. In the earliest days of
Russian r eform, foreign capital was to
provide the backbone of a new economy
and new practices. Bound as they were by
the rule of law and norms of W estern civil
society, it seemed a r easonable bet that they
would insist on nothing less in their
dealings in Russia. This assessment was, by
and lar ge, corr ect. The principal failings in
America’s r eform approach were twofold,
however. U.S. policy tolerated the subse-
quent deviation from the attraction of
foreign investment and concentration on
the speculative r edistribution of r esources
to the newly cr eated domestic economic
elite. For eign investors thus had to sit out a
critical window of opportunity and, when
they r eturned to consider Russia, a finan-
cial oligar chy was in place and accorded
prefer ential legal status. Russia had taken,
in keeping with Reno’s analysis, the “low”
road of informal and illegal links to the
international economy.

Second, American policy failed to
grasp that the state in contemporary
Russia, far from being a virtuous alterna-
tive to or ganized crime, had instead
become the ultimate racketeer. In his study
of the r ole of violence in Russian business,
V. Radaev (1998) observes that the state
emerged not as an alternative to criminal
rackets, but as a kind of ultimate racketeer.
The state was less concerned about the rule
of law than in its more familiar r ole of
extracting tribute. Clearly, a state oriented
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toward criminal behavior carries pr ofound
consequences for legal institutions and
civil society. Russia’s state was more  a
constellation of traditional and newer
adaptive r esponses by the political elite
than anything on the or der of the rational-
legal state.

Presentability and “V irtual Democracy”
The toleration of a pr esentable

external image of r eform is where interna-
tional aid to Russia r eflects its most damag-
ing similarity to recent African experience.
IFIs and Western governments were too
willing to tolerate the deformation of
“reform” and the concept was converted
into a hollow shell whose content was to be
filled by the elite who pr omised much yet
produced little. The level of toleration in
the case of Russia, however, strains credu-
lity: as evidence mounted of the pervasive
corr uption within the government and its
core program of privatization, W estern
off icials retreated to a r emarkable defense.
The r eform pr ocess might be unfair and
corr upt at the start, but it nonetheless
achieved the most important task of
redistributing pr operty. Now,  provided the
conditions were in place to guarantee the
free and unfettered flow of information,
property would eventually change hands
unti l  i t reached the most ef ficient pr oduc-
ers. The lack of democratic accountability
was similarly easy to rationalize: Russia
had made an excellent electoral start and,
with several more it erations, would surely
get it right.

How can one compr ehend policy-
makers adopting such a view when
evidence mounted that Russia possessed a
“virtual economy,” consuming more value
than it pr oduced (Gaddy and Ickes, 1998),
and the public continued a still deeper
withdrawal from civil society, only to have
the absence filled by or ganized crime?

The answer is that W estern institu-
tions cir cled their wagons still closer
around their chosen instr uments and
settled for a pr esentable image of transition
from the Y eltsin government. The We st
responded to the “reconfiguration” of
power by reaf firming its faith in “transi-
tion,” a position not diff erent from African
el i tes rhetorical embrace of democratiza-

tion (Mbembe, 1990). Another description
of African pr esentability to the outside
evoked haunting r eminiscences of Russia:
“hybrid r egimes [in which] an outward
democratic form is energized by an inner
authoritarian capacity, especially in the
realm of economic policy” (Mkandawire ,
1999). The “virtual economy” in Russia
was thus paralleled by the constr uction of
the “virtual democracy” described by
Richard Joseph (1999, 1997), the elements
of which are : formal basis in citizen rule
but with key decision-making insulated
from popular involvement; m anipulation
of democratic transitions by political
incumbents, including the use of violence
and election fraud; w ider popular partici-
pation, but narrow policy choices and
outcomes.

Crisis Management
The per ception of a severe crisis, the

consequences of which will be catastr ophic,
is a common feature sustaining r eforming
elites on both continents. The only option—
presumably—is to r ely on an insulated core
of technocrats to weather the storm. The
reality of institutional collapse made this a
reasonable initial position. But it quickly
became appar ent in both r egions that
neither IFIs nor domestic elites were
serious about r estoring institutional
capacity as quickly as possible. Mor eover,
key elements of the crisis management
perspective were needlessly anti-demo-
cratic. In particular, a negative popular
response was singled out as the gr eatest
potential thr eat to neoliberal r eform, as
efforts to ameliorate economic and social
hardships and shelter productive sectors of
the economy would compr omise the basis
premises of str uctural adjustment
(Mkandawire, 1999). 16

These considerations suggest further
that the crisis management style was not a
temporary device, but an alternative style
of rule, one whose authoritarian character
resonated favorably with traditional
political culture. The need to r espond
decisively to social discontent emanating
from harsh adjustment policies r equired
that a coer cive apparatus be added to the
financial and economic institutions that
constituted the core of the crisis manage-
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ment team. The ostensibly “pr ovisional”
government would have to grow by
incr emental accretion into a much more
durable entity. Significantly, this is the one
aspect where Russia’s evolution diff ers
from the African case; for the Kr emlin
proved incapable after 1993 of mustering
the military forc e required to assist in the
implementation of policy. Russia’s calami-
tous defeat in the 1994 war in Chechnya
persuaded all those who might still have
entertained hopes for the quick restoration
of Russian military pr owess. The Y eltsin
government had so thor oughly alienated
the military-industrial complex and
starved it financially that when striking
Russian miners blocked the T rans-Siberian
rai l road in mid-1998, troops refused the
government’s dir ect or der to forcibly
disperse the miners. But the debilitation of
the Russian military was an important
distinguishing element in Russia’s case. A n
African military government, while
undesirable was still a tolerable option.
Not so the Russian case, where even the
whisper of the term “Russian military
government” made many in the We st
shudder.

E. Creating the Commer cial Class
The international emphasis on mass

privatization in Russia also helped cr eate a
form of state-economy r elations with
greater aff ini ties to African experience.
Despite formal privatization, Russia never
succeeded in enforcing a meaningful
distinction between public and private
spher es, and monitoring the limit of state
intrusion into social processes and institu-
tions. This was due to the fact that Russian
privatization, channeled thr ough the hands
of an unaccountable elite, created a corrupt
fusion between the public and commerc ial
sectors. Olga Kryshtanovskaya observed
that a process was at work in R ussia not
dissimilar from private sector development
in some African societies: “reformist” elites
played a cr ucial r ole in determining the
specific content and character of the
financial and entrepr eneurial strata in
capitalist Russia (Kryshtanovskaya, 1996;
Reno, 1995; Stavrakis 1998). Having
created the private sector, it would be
foolish not to rely on their r esour ces in

political struggles; new Russian capitalists
likewise saw this as an opportunity to
build their own political base in govern-
ment. But this could only function if r ule of
law were  relaxed to permit a porous
boundary between the two.

An internationally acceptable image
of distinct “state” and “private” sectors
was cr eated in Russia, but the r eality of
their interaction is still best captured by
Jean Francois Bayart: “In Africa, the state is
the prime (though not the only) channel of
accumulation...Even the successful busi-
nessmen in the informal sector are highly
dependent on the state because they need
constantly to cir cumvent r egulations and
obtain of ficial permits. It is, ther efore ,
otiose to seek to establish a conceptual
di ff erence between the private and public
sectors.” (Bayart 1986, in Reno, 1996). Only
following 1996 did an innovative departure
from this comparison emer ge, as Russian
bankers (the “oligarchs”) acquired suff i-
cient str ength to become the dominant
element in the state-economy r elationship.
The 1998 financial collapse has provision-
al ly returned the state to its more familiar
position as master over a disintegrating
economy. The political str uggles in the
Kremlin have thus r eturned to their
historic object of fascination.

F. The Russian State—Pr edator in the Shadows
Parallels between Russian and

African politics r evolve ar ound the “weak”
state, the existence of which has now been
acknowledged by many observers of
Russia. Unfortunately, the subsequent calls
for strengthening state capacity dire ct
attention away from the central issues of
the post-r eform era. Chief among these is
the need to explain the appar ent paradox
of power in Russia and Africa: If the state
has under gone institutional collapse, what
accounts for its continued existence? How
has it been possible for a Russian “hobbled
Leviathan” to push thr ough, among other
things, the most painful and massive
transfer of pr operty and r esourc es fro m
public to private ownership in history?

As in the African case, the core  of
Russian state power which has sustained
itself is a fusion of traditional Russian
political practices with the economic
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dynamism unleashed following the first
stages of r eform. Thomas Graham (1995)
has accurately described the clan nature  of
Russian politics, an aspect of political life
with historic roots in the Soviet and tsarist
eras. In an atmosphere of conflict among
competing clans, the logic of political
survival dictated an accommodation
among old elites, the incorporation of new
economic elites spawned by reform, and
the mar ginalization of political mavericks
that risked upsetting the apple cart.

It is this shadow state in Russia that
frames the political context within which
questions of Russia’s socioeconomic
development, national identity and global
role will be answer ed. Many state institu-
tions have collapsed, and the vacuum has
been filled by a constellation of govern-
ment and “new” commer cial elites whose
existence r ests upon a denial of the funda-
mental institutions and practices of the
rational-legal state. The epitome of this was
reached in Russia with the consolidation of
power in Moscow by a narrow array of
politicians and bankers overseeing the so-
called “court banks.”

The r ole of W estern assistance in
creating the context for the emergence of
the financial oligarchy at the heart of the
Russian shadow state has alr eady been
noted. In this r egard, it is important to
point to a second sin of American assis-
tance policy, namely, having spawned the
unpr oductive Russian oligar chic economic
structure, U.S. and IFI policy sought to
support it at every conceivable juncture ,
rather than moderate or dismantle it. This
is reflected in the ur ging of the United
States and German governments to con-
tinue massive extension of cr edits to Russia
through the International Monetary Fund,
even though many in the business commu-
nity alr eady were convinced such mea-
sures were bound to fail. It is at pr esent
unclear why this was the course of action
taken, one that resulted in thr owing good
money after bad.

A second pr ominent feature of the
shadow state is a pr edatory elite-society
relationship in which a congeries of elites
scavenges off the pr oductive elements of
society with little or no r egard for the rule
of law.  Productivity that emer ges outside of

central control is either quickly co-opted or
taxed, or re treats still further—often into
the illegal economy—to pr eserve its
autonomy. This has had a particularly
damaging ef fect on for eign investment, as
W estern investors confront legal conditions
that turn against their advantage almost as
soon as their ventures develop some
promise. The arbitrary nature with which
tax laws were interpr eted and enfor ced, for
example, so frustrated General Electric that
it elected to close its Moscow subsidiary
(Financial Times , 20 March 1997). Similarly,
Australia’s Star Mining recently learned
that its pur chase of part of Lenzoloto, a
small gold mining business, was invali-
dated because it purportedly violated
privatization r ules. The pr oblem, as noted
by The Financial Times , is that “the laws are
so vague, the bulk of the Russian stock
market could easily be deemed to have
breached these r ules” ( Financial Ti mes, 10
April 1997). T rans-W orld Metals, a London-
based metals company that has acquired a
substantial portion of the Russian alumi-
num industry, has also been caught in the
maelstrom of elite conflict. T rans-W orld’s
sin, appar ently, was to acquire its invest-
ments under the patronage of former
Kremlin security chief Aleksandr
Korzhakov and former First Deputy Prime
Minister Oleg Soskovets. Once Ye l tsin fi red
both of these men and the aluminum
industry came under suspicion of support-
ing Lebed, T rans-W orld became an easy
target for state agencies contr olled by
Chubais and Chernomyr din. Not surpris-
ingly, local Russian officials soon nullified
its stake in at least one major smelter. 17

Domestic actors are also fair game for
the pr edatory state. Moscow Mayor Yu ri
Luzhkov r ecently succeeded in using a
modest municipal payr oll tax on Moscow
residents to generate a r oad fund of
appr oximately $645 million. Yet the federal
parliament has entered the picture and
passed a law r equiring that at least half this
amount be spent on the national road
system. Parliament, evidently with execu-
tive support, ef fectively stripped the mayor
of control over part of the municipal
budget ( Moskovskii komsomolets , 23 May
1997). Similarly, the central government
has been assiduously diverting tax rev-
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enues for its own, unspecified, purposes.
Accor ding to Argumenti i Fakti , the Ac-
counting Chamber of the Russian Federa-
tion discovered that, while the government
collected all taxes due for 1995, it paid out
only two-thirds of the budget funds
earmarked for “social spending, including
salaries and pensions.” The government
also overspent by a factor of four on grants
to private companies, and cr eated a
separate fund—in excess of $600 million—
out of “temporarily free monetary funds.”
Not surprisingly,  the Accounting Chamber
also determined that “budgetary payments
are not made accor ding to the law, but by
uncoor dinated instructions, decr ees, letters,
and telegrams.”

Societal W ithdrawal and Economic Decline
Russia reflects the excessive depre s-

sion of economic pr oductivity and societal
withdrawal characteristic of many African
societies that is part of the “pathology of
state decay” (Y oung and T urner, 1985).
International financial institutions and
W estern states are right to encourage the
Russian government to pursue sound
financial policies and macr oeconomic
stabilization. Unfortunately, the manner in
which this policy was pursued—at the
expense of virtually all pr oductive plants
in the country—simultaneously destr oyed
substantial valuable assets and engendered
a population deeply suspicious of W estern,
especially American, for eign “assistance.”

Parallel to this has been the pervasive
withdrawal of Russian society fro m
politics. The famed political quiescence of
the Russian public—its unwillingness to
participate in mass strikes and other forms
of social unr est—is eagerly seized upon by
W estern politicians as evidence that things
are “on track” in Russia, despite the
difficulties. This might indeed appear to be
the case, as widespread wage non-pay-
ment, shortages in some r egions, and a
steep drop in the pur chasing power of the
ruble have failed to catalyze social unre st.
But from the African pers pective, societal
withdrawal emer ges as the more plausible
explanation. Why should ordinary Rus-
sians take their demands to a government
that evinces no intere st in remedying its
ills? This resonates deeply in Russian

history, where articulating one’s grievances
inevitably brought still worse conditions.
The logical r esponse is to amass as much
wealth as possible without drawing the
attention of the tax police or the local
mafia, or both. Sequestering r esourc es fro m
a predatory state, whether food or money,
is a common feature of developing societ-
ies and conforms well to Russian/Soviet
experience. Reform-era Russia continues in
this tradition as r eflected by the amount of
personal income that goes unr eported:
average household incomes in 1997–98
were appr oximately US$205–220 per
month, well above the of ficial figure  of
US$120–130.

W ithdrawal has its analog among
regional authorities who are as aware  of
the center ’s acquisitive tendency and
depr essive macr oeconomic policies, as they
are the need to sustain local pr oductivity.
Regions ther efore have str ong incentives
either to mask productive enterprises, or
reach an accommodation with central elites
in advance. Their diff erential abilities to
pursue either course will further fuel the
development of feudal r elations.

The Personnel Factor—Domestic and
International

The genuinely surprising aspect of
international aid to the Newly Indepen-
dent States (NIS) of the former Soviet
Union has been almost exclusively ne-
glected: the personnel responsible for
shaping and administering bilateral
international assistance policy were drawn
predominantly from African, South Asian,
and (to a lesser extent) Latin American
postings. USAID, for example, had no area
competence in the NIS. Early on, the
Agency scornfully r ejected the ar gument
that existing personnel had to be r etrained
before being posted to the NIS or, alterna-
tively,  area specialists had to be br ought
into the USAID bureaucracy.  In eff ect,
USAID staf fed its NIS missions with
individuals ignorant of the cultural and
political context within which they oper-
ated. It was not surprising, for example, to
find key assistance personnel in Moscow,
Kyiv,  Almaty, and elsewhere whose pr evi-
ous postings had never allowed them to set
foot outside of Africa and Asia. Conse-
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quently, the implementation of aid policy
was seen lar gely as a matter of bur eau-
crati c routine developed in other ar eas of
the world. If the NIS were indeed diff erent,
few in the bilateral assistance community
were prepared to understand this r eality
and act accor dingly.

A  related pr oblem was the extraord i-
nary number of for eign nationals that
W estern assistance agencies employed.
While this produced the superficial sensa-
tion of “working among the people,” it
facilitated the corr uption of the aid process
and, by extension, the objectives of assis-
tance. In Russia, for example, W estern
personnel failed to appr eciate that for eign
nationals would not be the dispassionate
providers of information, but would seek
to channel assistance funds toward their
circle of friends (Stavrakis, 1996). Conse-
quently, Russian or ganizations quickly
realized that the aid distribution str ucture
was corr upted by personal contacts; they
had to choose between playing this game
or shutting themselves off  from interna-
tional support.

Personnel in IFIs repr esented a
diff erent pr oblem. The ideology that
animated Bretton W oods institutions in the
past several decades was that of macroeco-
nomic stabilization and str uctural adjust-
ment, regional specialization was irr elevant
for the implementation of IMF and W orld
Bank policies. Hence, as the IMF engaged in
a massive hiring binge to meet the ex-
panded demands of assistance to the post-
Soviet world it sought personnel whose
knowledge r einfor ced IMF values. The goal,
after all, was to make these states adjust to a
new economic r eality and cultural variables
counted for little in this r egard.

Finally,  there was the key pr oblem of
finding a r eform team that could be tr usted
to administer the entry of Russia into the
global economy and community of fre e
market societies. Yet the pr oblem here was
similar to that examined by W illiam Reno in
Sierra Leone: the success of externally-
imposed r eform r ested upon its implemen-
tation by individuals who stood the most to
gain by their success (Reno, 1995). Hence,
Yegor Gaidar, Chubais, Gennadi Burbulis
and others were called upon to faci l i tate
reforms that would lead to their ultimately

giving up the r eins of power to more
“normal” governance. Pr edictably,  this
proved unr ealistic and the r eform team
preferred to lurch from crisis to crisis
rather than give up their power.

ConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusion
In sum, the current Russian state

resembles in important r espects the shadow
state present in certain African societies and
stands at a far r emove from the liberal
democratic vision held out for it in the early
era of reform. This entity emer ges despite
(and per haps because of) formal institu-
tional decay with the objective of sustaining
a particular elite in power rather than
producing a rational-legal framework
devoted to societal transformation. This
explains the apparent paradox of Russia’s
simultaneous “weakness” while possessing
remarkable political strength in selected
areas. The primacy of clan politics Russian-
style over legal and social institutions
reflected a substantial r ecomposition of
traditional forms of Russian power in
contemporary setting. It also indicates that
further reform will be a function of elite self-
inter est, rather than any sense of commit-
ment to societal development.

It is not di fficult to imagine contempo-
rary Russia comfortably fulfilling every one of
these cri teria. It is also relatively easy to
identify where W estern assistance played an
influential role in bringing this state of aff airs
to pass. Per haps the only significant diff erence
between Russian and African experience is
that the latter can be permitted to fail while,
for the time being, Russia is viewed as too
danger ous to be left to the whim of entropic
forces. Hence, the dialogue between the
Russian Prime Minister du jour  and IFIs and
major W estern cr editors focuses on finding an
appr opriate mix of symbols, gesture s, and
minimal substantive commitment that will
keep open the gates of W estern assistance.
Sadly, if past experience is any guide, any
results will be the pr oduct of institutions
whose concern is that Russia appears—in the
words of Leo T olstoy— comme il faut.

Russian and African Divergence:Russian and African Divergence:Russian and African Divergence:Russian and African Divergence:Russian and African Divergence:
Imperial Legacy and National IdentityImperial Legacy and National IdentityImperial Legacy and National IdentityImperial Legacy and National IdentityImperial Legacy and National Identity

Defenders of the uniqueness of
Russian experience will doubtless take
issue with the pr esent comparison on the
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ground that r esorting to African experience
to explain the phenomenon of Russia’s
paradoxically “weak” state does violence
to the r ole of cultural variables. They may
also point to instances where post-Soviet
developments seemingly can be explained
within the frame of Russian historical
experience. The focus of this analysis,
however, was not to show the irr elevance
of idiosyncratic factors, but to demonstrate
that a process of r ecomposition of power
and the syndr omes of shadow state, virtual
democracy, eviscerated economy, and
withdrawn society are pathologies com-
mon to a broad spectrum of societies. But it
is also pr ecisely at this juncture that the
diff erences between Russian and African
experience acquire  crucial importance.
Whereas Fritz Ermath is concerned that
Russia as a defunct society might not be
able to survive (1999), the concern emanat-
ing from this analysis is the opposite.
Namely, what if Russia can not merely
survive as a deformed society and polity
but achieve a substantial measure  of
political stability and economic prosperity?
Russia’s past success in sustaining itself for
three quarters of a century on deformed
and dysfunctional communist institutions
certainly suggests that it can successfully
institutionalize—albeit not permanently—a
conception of political power substantially
di ff erent from Western standar ds. This is
potentially of exceptional importance given
Russia’s r ole in the pr esent century as
W estern liberal democracy’s rival. Research
by David Br own (1989) further suggests
that this is more than a mere historical
fluke as “viable bur eaucracies may be
sustained by elaborate r ule str uctures that
bear little relationship to the Weberian
ideal-type. Such r ule str uctures need not
necessarily be fully transpar ent to their
publics and practitioners, though they may
nevertheless have considerable power to
order the social world.”

Is it possible that Russia’s shadow
state succeeds in surviving to become a
model other state elites might seek to
emulate? Those skeptical of such an
outcome, might consider more closely the
November 1999 Ukrainian pr esidential
elections, in which Pr esident Leonid
Kuchma appears to have copied Y eltsinite

electoral democracy. Having co-opted
centrist opposition to his candidacy,
Kuchma was able to cast himself as the
only alternative to a communist r evanche.
In addition, the president utilized his
control over the privatization pr ocess in
Ukraine to cr eate and monopoly his own
private monopolists and muzzle the media
criticism over what is one of the worst
economic r ecords among the Newly
Independent States. Finally, as with Ye l tsin,
Kuchma r eceived the pained acquiescence
of the W est, which accepted the validity of
the results even with its widespread
government interfer ence and irr egularities
at the polls. If the touchstone of state
politics is mere elite survival—as opposed
to socioeconomic development—Y eltsin’s
and Kuchma’s experiences r eflect that the
virtual democratic variant can be an
attractive one. Russia may just have
stumbled onto a formula for r etaining
power that will r etain its curr ency in the
next millennium.

Several unique attributes of Russian
social and historical experience wil l  unques-
tionably influence political development.
First, Russia (and the Soviet Union before  it)
possesses extensive experience in the global
competition for power. In this century,  as
well as the next, global power pr ojection has
become a key aspect of the state system.
Jackson notes that, with few exceptions,
others either penetrated states or they
became the objects of territorial aggrandize-
ment. Russia has vivid memories of both
and its r uling elites would find it intolerable
to again be at the mercy of the state system.
The pr esent dictates of the IMF alr eady
grate against its sensibilities and Russia has
the potential to be far less patient with the
constraints imposed by international
assistance than many other societies.
N ATO’s war in Kosovo further r einforced
the desire on the part of Russian elites to
position themselves out of the grasp of
W estern institutions they per ceive as
depriving them of sover eignty. The re -
newed Russian of fensive in Chechnya
reflects how skillfully Y eltsin and Putin
have exploited the vocabulary of W estern
politics, ar guing that their actions follow
the NATO pr ecedent and seek the objective
of destr oying alleged Chechen terro rists.
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Ironically, were the W est to point to the
blatant hypocrisy of such claims, the
Russians could point to W estern conniv-
ance in the deformation of genuine democ-
racy in Russia and wonder why hypocrisy
is tolerable in one area yet not another.

The globalization of capital and
investment flows has compounded the
predicament of quasi-states as economic
processes compromise sover eignty without
resorting to territorial expansion. While
much of the rest of the world has grappled
with this r eality for several decades, Russia
remained insulated behind the walls of
communism. To the loss of imperial
territory and status in 1991 came a second
shock to the Russian psyche: economic
progre ss required a loss of control over
domestic life. The travails of economic
reform for the r uling elite are thus little
more than a prelude to the lar ger need to
organize societal for ces to restore to Russia
the full sovereignty of a nation-state.
Ironically,  the requir ements of competition
in the state system appear as the only
factors capable of persuading Russian
elites to take their societal obligations
seriously—even if only in an instr umental
sense. Absent a major shock to the sys-
tem—the death of Y eltsin, mass social
unrest, or clan warfare—global rivalry will
eventually compel Russia’s r ulers to focus
on raising pr oductivity and r estoring the
institutions (i.e., the military) that can
return Russia to the concert of Great
Powers.

A second factor with a distinctly
unique impact on Russia concerns still
unresolved questions of national identity.
Where African societies can at least point
to the colonial metropole as the ar chitect of
their despair, Russia lies at the heart of a
multinational empire that denied the
existence of nations. Recent imperial
memory lingers in the Russian conscious-
ness, interacting with memories of power
lost. These myths of empire  are powerful;
so powerful that, as S. Frederick Starr
notes, they are capable of penetrating
W estern scholarly discourse. To the extent
that the Soviet mythic legacy continues to
dominate Russian thinking, elites will find
fertile soil in the public mood for building
a Russian state that matches the contours

of the communist era. Even if not expan-
sionist in content, such a conception r etains
the close link between identity and state
power. National self-definition, most likely
with prodding from state elites, will
reinforce the sentiments arising from the
loss of sover eignty and control in the state
system. Permeating all of these issues is the
central tension between empire and
multiethnic polity, which r ecent experience
reveals ends either in conflict or disintegra-
tion.

Finally, Russia possesses a human
and natural r esource base that defies
comparison with the African continent.
Even with its envir onment and population
threatened, the enormous investment in
education and training in the natural
sciences by the Soviet regime has left a
skilled workforce that can be harnessed
quickly. Unlike postcolonial societies that
tend to bristle with economists and politi-
cal scientists, Russia can marshal trained
engineers, physicists, chemists, and other
professions essential to catalyzing a post-
Soviet economic transition.

The darker scenario is that the
cumulative impact of these factors will
create a dynamic environment that pr esses
the Russian political elite to find a way to
cobble together a social system that re -
stores the link between politics and societal
development, even as it remains distinct
from the We st. A key element of its distinc-
tiveness will be continuing rivalry with the
W est, if not for ideological primacy then for
a sufficient share  of resour ces to assure
independent survival.

Given the r ole of for eign assistance in
sustaining this state of af fairs, supporters
of foreign aid will find this an uncomfort-
able scenario. Consequently, they would be
tempted to ar gue that a “virtuous cycle”
might eventually emer ge—a kind of self-
perfection pr ocess, wher eby a Russian state
is gradually constructed r esembling
W estern experience. A self-inter ested elite
may not wish it, so this logic goes, but the
exigencies of the global r ole it hopes to
restore compel state and economy to
function more  effectively.

Is such a “gradualist” thesis that
holds out the pr omise of Russia being
made modern piecemeal too optimistic?
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Probably so; for, as Robert Jackson has
pointed out, “even in corr upt societies
governments can set standards of pr obity
and try to enforce them.” Hence, even if
Russia were to develop a more  efficient
economy and a modestly responsive
political system, it will carry with it the
historical imprint of the shadow state. The
state will preserve its pr edatory pr oclivities
and the elements of a democratic polity
and civil society will be tolerated only to
the extent they do not infringe upon the
imperatives of elite political survival. The
developmental trajectory established
during the r ecomposition of power will
require extraor dinary ef fort to divert to a
more constructive dir ection.

Favorable conditions can also be
undone by the tragic tendency of Russia to
fall victim to ideologues. Communist r ulers
evinced little concern as they savaged their
own society and jeopar dized its future for
the sake of a doctrine from which only a
few stood to benefit. Sadly, Russia’s new
reformers appear to have emulated their
communist pr edecessors in this respect.
Most disturbing, however, is that Russia
can avoid this fate and head in a more
constr uctive dir ection principally by basing
a vision of the future on its legacy as a
global power. Successful r eform will bring
with it a more contentious international
envir onment.

In musing on the Russian future ,
David Remnick (1997) sees no r eason why
Russia cannot over come its absolutist past
much in the same way that Germany and
Japan did during this century. There is
considerable truth to this, as Russia today
has opened doors of opportunity that
previously never existed. Yet comparison
with German experience can be deceptive.
W eimar Germany str uggled with thr eats to
security and stability following military
defeat and economic collapse, only to
conclude that regime survival lay in
permitting rulers to operate above the legal
order. Such comparisons are less instruc-
tive than the African case because they are

insuf ficiently attentive to fundamental
di ff erences between postwar German and
Japanese development and post-cold war
Russia. The path of the former never
entailed the moral degradation and
wholesale criminalization that has been a
distinguishing feature  of reform-era
Russia. German and Japanese cultures and
political institutions, mor eover,  recognize
the autonomy of society and economy,
even as their state traditions permit these
spheres to be shaped and molded. Euro -
pean states have developed car efully
calibrated institutional mechanisms for the
deployment of state power in pursuit of
socioeconomic development. In Russia the
exercise of power r emains a much cr uder
aff air.

The unique factors affecting Russian
elites suggest that the opportunity exists to
modify the African shadow state to pro -
duce a substantial measure of economic
stability. The price for success within this
framework will be high, as Russia will
retain its authoritarian character and state
tradition. The associated criminality,
violence, and excessive concentration of
power that envelope such a state will
confound hopes for a democratic br eak-
through and sap the pr oductive potential
of society. More disturbing from the
W estern standpoint, however, will be the
subor dination of constitutionalism and
civil society to the dictates of elite politics.
The charitable explanation is that political
elites, unwilling to believe that their
subjects or their rivals will be constitution-
alists, feel obliged to be authoritarian.
Whatever the r eason, pr esent r eform
policies open the opportunity for Russia’s
return to the community of great powers;
but the deformations of state power that
reform has institutionalized carry the
unsettling pr omise that the next century
will be one of challenge for the We st in i ts
relations with Russia. That is the discom-
forting legacy of W estern assistance to
Russia.



23

BibliographyBibliographyBibliographyBibliographyBibliography

Bates, Robert H. “The Economic Bases of Democratization,” in Richard Joseph, ed. State,
Conflict and Democracy in Africa  (Boulder, Co.: L ynne Rienner, 1999).

Bayart, Jean Francois, Stephen Ellis, and Beatrice Hibou. La Crminialisation de l’Etat en
Afrique . (Brussels: Editions Complexe, 1997).

Brown, Ar chie. “Russia and Democratization,” Problems of Post-Communism 46 (September-
October 1999) no. 5.

Brown, David. “Bur eaucracy as an Issue in Third W orld Management: An African Case
Study, ” Public Administration and Development  9 (1989).

Clapham, Christopher.  Africa and the International System: The Politics of State Survival  (New
York: Cambridge University Pr ess, 1996).

Cohen, Steven F. “Russian Studies without Russia,” Post-Soviet Affairs  15 (January-March
1999) no. 1.

_____. “’Transition’ is a Notion Rooted in U.S. Ego,” The New Y ork T imes , March 27, 1999.

Colton, T imothy. “Understanding Iurii Luzhkov, ” Problems of Post-Communism  46 (Septem-
ber–October 1999) no. 5.

Coulloudon, Vi rginia. “Moscow City Management: A  New Form of Russian Capitalism?”
in W inners and Losers: Business Elites and Economic T ransition in Russia ,  Peter Rutland, ed.
(Boulder: W estview Pr ess, 1999).

Dietz, Ton and John Houtkamp, “The Rise and Fall of Str uctural Development Aid,” in
Richard Grant and Jan Nijman, eds. The Global Crisis in For eign Aid  (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse
University Pr ess, 1998).

Doornbos, Martin. “The African State in Academic Debate: Retr ospect and Pr ospect,”
Journal of Modern African Studies  28 (1990) no. 2.

Dornbusch, Rudiger and S. Edwar ds, “Macr oeconomics of Populism,” in Dornbusch and
Edwar ds, eds. The Macr oeconomics of Populism in Latin America  (Chicago: Chicago Univer-
sity Press, 1992).

Ermath, Fritz W. “Seeing Russia Plain: The Russian Crisis and American Intelligence,” The
National Intere st  (Spring 1999).

Forrest, Joshua B. “State Inversion and Nonstate Politics,” in Leonardo A. V illalon and
Phillip A. Huxtable, eds. The African State at a Critical Juncture: Between Disintegration and
Reconfiguration  (Boulder, Co.: Lynne Rienner, 1998).

Gaddy, Cliff ord and Barry W. Ickes. “An Accounting Model of the V irtual Economy in
Russia,” Post-Soviet Geography and Economics 40 (March 1999) no. 2.

Glaz’ev,  Sergei. “Krakh ‘stabilizatsionnoi pr ogrammy’ i imperativ pr erkhoda k
mobilizatsionnoi modeli,” Rossiskii ekonomicheski zhurnal  (September–October 1998) nos. 9–
10.

Graham, Thomas. “A W orld W ithout Russia?” paper pr esented at The Jamestown Founda-
tion, June 9, 1999.

_____. “Novyi r ossiiskii r ezhim,” Nezavisimaia gazeta,  November 26, 1995.

Grant, Richard and Jan Nijman eds. The Global Crisis in For eign Aid  (Syracuse: Syracuse
University Pr ess, 1998).

_____. “The Emer ging Liberal Order and the Crisis of Modernity,” in Richard Grant and
Jan Nijman eds.  The Global Crisis in For eign Aid  (Syracuse: Syracuse University Pr ess, 1998).

Gulhati, Ravi, “Who Makes Economic Policy in Africa and How?” W orld Development  18,
no. 8.

Hutchcr oft, Paul D. Booty Capitalism: The Politics of Banking in the Philippines  (Ithaca, NY:
Cornell University Pr ess, 1998).



24

Illarionov,  Andr ei. “Kak byl or ganizovan r ossiskii finansovyi krizis,” parts I & II, Voprosy
ekonomiki  (November and December 1998) nos. 11 & 12.

Israel , Arturo. “The changing Role of the State: Institutional Dimensions,” W orking Paper,
WPS 495, Public Sector Management and Private Sector Development, The W orld Bank,
August 1990.

Jackson, Robert H. Quasi-states: Sover eignty, International Relations, and the Third Wo rld
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Pr ess, 1990).

Joseph, Richard , ed. State, Conflict and Democracy in Africa  (Boulder, Co.: Lynne Rienner,
1999).

_____. “The Reconfiguration of Power in Late T wentieth-Century Africa,” in Joseph,
Richard ed. State, Conflict and Democracy in Africa  (Boulder, Co.: L ynne Rienner, 1999).

Kosals, L. “T enevaia ekonomika kak osobennost’ r ossiskogo kapitalizma,” Voprosy
ekonomiki (October 1998) no. 10.

Malia, Martin. “Communist Legacy For eclosed Choices,” The New Y ork T imes , March 27,
1999.

_____. Russia Under W estern Eyes: From the Br onze Horseman to the Lenin Mausoleum  (Cam-
bridge, MA: Belknap/Harvard Pr ess, 1999).

Mandeville, Bernard . The Fable of the Bees and Other W ritings , abridge and edited by E.J.
Hundert (Indianapolis, IN: Hackett Publishing, 1997).

Maravall, Jose Maria. “Myth of the Authoritarian Advantage” Journal of Democracy  5 (1994).

Mau, Vladimir. “Politicheskaia priroda i ur oki finansovogo krizisa” Voprosy ekonomiki
(November 1998) no. 11 .

Mbembe, Achille. “Pouvoir, violence et accumulation,” Politique Africaine  39 (1990).

McFaul, Michael. “The Demon W ithin,” The Moscow T imes , March 2, 1999.

Michalak, W ieslaw. “Assistance to Transitions,”in Richard Grant and Jan Nijman, eds.  The
Global Crisis in For eign Aid  (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Pr ess, 1998).

Mkandawire, Thandika, “Crisis Management and the Making of ‘Choiceless’ Democra-
cies,” in Joseph, Richard ed. State, Conflict and Democracy in Africa  (Boulder, Co.: L ynne
Rienner, 1999).

Nagy, Piroska. The Meltdown of the Russian State: The Collapse and the Future of the State in
Russia  (London: Edward Elgar, 1999).

Radaev,  V. “O roli nasilliia v rossiiskikh delovykh ontnosheniakh, Voprosy ekonomiki  (Octo-
ber 1988) no. 10.

Reddaway, Peter and Dimitri Glinski (V assiliev). “What W ent Wr ong in Russia? The
Ravages of Market Bolshevism,” Journal of Democracy  (April 1999).

Remnick, David. Resurrection: The S truggle for a New Russia  (New Y ork: Random House,
1997).

Reno, W illiam. Corruption and State Politics in Sierra Leone  (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge
University Pr ess, 1995).

 _____.“Sierra Leone: W eak States and the New Sovereignty Game,” in Leonardo A.
Villalon and Phillip A. Huxtable, eds. The African State at a Critical Juncture: Between Disinte-
gration and Reconfiguration  (Boulder, Co.: Lynne Rienner, 1998).

Rothchild, Donald. “Hegemony and State Softness: Some V ariations in Elite Reponses,”
Zaki Er gas, ed. The African State in T ransition  (New Y ork: St. Martin’s Pr ess, 1987).

Russian Economic Reform: Cr ossing the Threshold of Structural‘ Change  (Washington, DC: The
W orld Bank, 1992).

Schatzberg, Michael G. The Dialectics of Oppr ession in Zaire  (Bloomington, IN: Indiana
University Pr ess, 1988).



25

Shane, Scott. “Russia, Though Muddling, W ill Recover Its Imperial Role,” The Baltimore
Sun, March 7, 1999.

Shivji, Issa. Class Struggles in T anzania  (Dar es Salaam, 1975).

Simes, Dimitri K. After the Collapse: Russia Seeks Its Place as a Gr eat Power  (New York: Simon
& Schuster, 1999).

Starr,  S. Frederick. “Intr oduction: the Legacy of History in Russia and the New States of
Eurasia,” in The Legacy of History in Russia and the New States of Eurasia , S. Frederick Starr,
ed. (Armonk, N.Y.: M.E. Sharpe, 1994).

Stavrakis, Peter J. “Bull in a China Shop: USAID’s Post-Soviet Mission,” Demokratizatsiya  4
(Spring 1996) no. 2.

_____. “The East Goes South: International Aid and Conver gence in Africa and Eurasia,” in
Beyond State Crisis? The Quest for the Efficacious State in Africa and Eurasia , Mark R.
Beissinger and M. Crawford  Young, eds., forthcoming.

_____. Shadow Politics: The Russian State in the 21 st  Century”  U.S. Army War College, Strate-
gic Studies Institute, Carlisle, Pennsylvania, December 1998.

_____. “The Soft State and the Emergence of Russian Regional Politics,” in Michael Kraus
and Ronald Liebowitz, eds. Russia and Eastern Eur ope After Communism: The Search for New
Political, Economic, and Security Systems  (Boulder, Co.: W estview Pr ess, 1996).

_____. “State Building in Post-Soviet Russia: The ‘Chicago Boys’ and the Decline of Admin-
istrative Capacity,” Kennan Institute Occasional Paper #254, October 1993.

Summers, Lawr ence. “Forward,” in Stephan Haggard and Sylvia Maxfield, eds. Voting for
Reform (New Y ork: Oxford University Pr ess, 1994).

Tanzi, Vi to, ed. Trasnsition to Market: Studies in Fiscal Reform  (Washington DC: International
Monetary Fund, 1993).

Villalon, Leonardo A. and Phillip A. Huxtable, eds. The African State at a Critical Juncture :
Between Disintegration and Reconfiguration  (Boulder, Co.: Lynne Rienner, 1998).

Van de Walle, Nicolas. “Globalization and African Democracy,” in Joseph, Richard ed.
State, Conflict and Democracy in Africa  (Boulder, Co.: L ynne Rienner, 1999).

W edel, Janine. “Clique-Run Or ganizations and U.S. Economic Aid: An Institutional Analy-
sis,” Demokratizatsiya  4 (Fall 1996) no. 4.

_____. Collision and Collusion: The Strange case of Assistance to Central and Eastern Europe
(New Y ork: St. Martin’s Pr ess, 1999).

Young, M. Crawford and Thomas T urner,  The Rise and Decline of the Zairian State  (Madison,
WI: University of W isconsin Pr ess, 1985).



26

NotesNotesNotesNotesNotes

1. An unspoken yet important factor that buoyed hopes of Western policymakers was the
belief that Russia was a part of Europe and, as such, possessed intellectual and cultural
resourc es required to avoid the disastr ous failures so pr evalent on the African continent.
Unlike Yugoslavia, whose violent disintegration led The Economist  to deem it a disappoint-
ing spectacle of tribal politics in otherwise civil Eur ope, the USSR’s r elatively peaceful
disintegration demonstrated that, for the time being, the successor states were considered
better able to manage the “transition” from Communism.

2. We also now have a much better appr eciation of the fact that it will have negligible
policy impact. Despite clear and persuasive evidence of the deficiencies of assistance
programs, W estern governments appear firmly committed to permanently devoting a
portion of their national wealth to for eign aid.

3. A  note of caution: “Africa” is used here in the sense of r eferring to a set of syndr omes
commonly found in many, but not all, African states. Mor eover, some sub-Saharan states
have actually been far more successful in political and economic development than Russia.

4. U.S. aid personnel were also r emarkable unpr epared fore dealing with the former Soviet
region. See Section III below for a discussion of this.

5. The W orld Bank, for its part, pr oceeded in the issuance of the second $250 million
tranche, after formally concluding there was no impr opriety. The money, however, has
never been found.

6. Russian elites tolerated this process but for diff erent reasons. The mutability of elite
constellations under Yeltsin meant that even if you were down, you were not yet out.
Hence, it was better to find a sinecure in Moscow, bide your time and hope to r einsert
yourself into the pr ocess at a later date. The example of this par excellence was Chubais,
who r otated in and out of government three times. Chernomyr din was set to do the same
in 1998.

7. This includes the pr esent author as well, who earlier maintained that Russian r egional-
ism was moving toward the institutionalization of federalism, (Stavrakis, 1996).

8. Richard Morningstar, former U.S. Coor dinator of Assistance to the Newly Independent
States, after years of dismissing Russian r egions as mar ginal factors, eventually conceded
their importance in 1997 and cr eated the Russian Regional Initiative. Of course, by then,
reform in Russia was five years old.

9. Veliki Novgorod Governor Mikhail Pr usak has admitted that the August 1998 financial
crisis has had a pr ofound chilling ef fect on for eign investments in his r egion; interview
with the author,  August 4, 1999.

10. David White recently noted that the Chairman of Russian Central Electoral Commis-
sion during the vote admitted that the r efer endum, while r eceiving a plurality of the
popular vote, pr obably fell short of the absolute majority r equired by Russian law for
adoption. Confirmation of this surprising admission is unlikely, as many of the ballots
were destroyed in a fire shortly after the ballot; Kennan Institute, April 1, 1997.

11. The author also interviewed Boldyrev on this theme in December 1996.

12. In a subsequent interview, Chubais claimed to have “conned” the IMF out of this
money, reasoning that if the tr uth were known the IMF and W estern investor would
abandon Russia and reform. Chubais subsequently r esponded to this allegation, expressing
regret that his words were interpr eted in this manner. He did not, however, categorically
deny the substance of the accusation, or demand a r etraction.

13. Serg ei  Aleksashenko, former Deputy Chairman of the Russian Central Bank, conceded
that the sequestering of bank funds was done to pr otect them from W estern creditors.
FIMACO was a Fr ench corporation chartered in Jersey. Surprisingly, it was 78 per cent
owned by the Russian government. The r eform team had thus deftly exploited western
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financial practice to secur ely channel money to themselves—out of the r each of cr editors.

14. A  case with striking similarities to that of Russia is the Philippines, where Paul
Hutchcr oft has r ecently described the r elationships between a weak, patrimonial state and
a powerful oligar chy of bankers (Hutchcr oft, 1998). The r ecent collapse of the Russian
banking system indicates that, despite its weakened status, the Philippine state is still
faring better than its Russian counterpart in r eaching compr omise with social forc es.

15. A similar example is the unsparing criticism Jeff rey Sachs had for the first Russian
Central Bank Chairman, V iktor Gerashchenko, whom Sachs described as “the world’s
worst Central banker.” Gerashchenko was no prize, but the r evelations that his successor,
Sergei Dubinin pr ofited by investing Central Bank r eserves and possibly pocketing the
profits does little to distinguish high-minded r eformers from their communist pr edeces-
sors.

16. Ironically, postwar Germany and Japan were pr ovided with such minimal social and
economic guarantees. The United States permitted the pr otection of some industries,
reasoning—corr ectly—that rapid economic r econstr uction was impossible without a
vibrant core of economic activity. Of course, in the 1940s, economic science had not yet
graduated to the stage of neoclassical economics. Mor eover, in the 1990s, there was no
longer a competing power center in the international center that might make a better off er.

17. The Independent , March 15, 1997; as cited in “Johnson’s List.” An even more blatant
expr opriation of western inter ests occurred last autumn when the Russian government
terminated the work of NM Rothschild in developing a US$1 billion telecommunications
share  off er. The government turned it over to MOST Bank and Alfa Bank, both of which are
members of the charmed “gr oup of seven” The Financial Times , November 26, 1996, p. 1.


