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ikhail Beketov, a newspaper
editor in a Moscow. sub-
.urb, had been warned, but
he would not-stop writing—
about dubious land deals,
c1ookcd foans, under-the-table hush money. It
was all evidence, he arghed, of rampant gov-
emment corruption.

Notlong afier, Beketov was savagely beaten
outside his home and left to bleed in the snow.
Now he’s in a wheelchair, his brain so dam-
aged that he cannot utter a simple sentence.

The attack against Beketov in 2008 was
the first of a wave of attacks against and
harassment of Russian journalists, human
rights activists, and opposition politicians.
These attacks, along with the abolition of
some local elections and other maoves to can-
centrate power in the hands of the Kremlin,*
are all evidence that Russia is becorning an

increasingly authoritarian country.

When the Soviet Union collapsed in 1991,
1t looked like Russia might emerge as a tue
democracy. But democracy is not a natural
fit for Russia.
was ruled by powerful czars, and the Soviel

For 350 years, the country
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Union-—America’s adversary doring the Cold
War---was a bratal Communist dictatorship
dating back to the 1917 Russian Revolation.

Gorkachev Speaks Qut

In the last.decade, the Russian economy
has thrived and foreign investinent has soared.
Consumer goods.- are widely available, and
millions of Russians, part of a growing middle
ciasﬁ, are able to afford them. But at the
same time, the country has become less free.
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Mikhail Gorbachev, who inttodueed-a wide
range of poelitical and econoemic reforms as
the Tast leader of the Soviet Union, has now
become a prominent critic of the Kremlin,
Prime Minister Vladimir Putin, he says, is
undermining Russia’s fledgling demeotracy by
crippling opposition forces.

“He thinks that democracy stands in his
way,” says Gorbachev, who won the 1990
Nobel Peace Prize for his refonm- policies.

The U.S. shares his concemns. The release
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.vedcv as hig: successer ‘and
hidslide, Medvedev appoint-

Prime Mxmstcr Alttioigh

ediatev:is. techmcaliy the Coun-

-continueés ti wneld consid-

‘One of the leaked diplomatic

cable 'deSG, bes Medvedev ag “playing Robin
to Pulin

ack oit: the road 0 demecracy
: ke US: on isstes of comifion
inierest; hkc locking Iraii’s miclear program::
_But-xf any{hmg, Russia has shpped back-
i Putin’s 2004 decision “fo" eliminate
elections” for key: regiona] govértors -and

‘ties- would': cncourage'

s, fncluding

rile’ of Aaw, ‘.wluch i Russm g frequenﬂy
maniptlated o serve the | ‘Bovernment’s needs.
Critics of the Kremlin are: routinely denied per-

miission for ‘rllies, and thé’ police detain atry-

ong afteiding unAuttorized demonstrations.
“We:still dive fi-a police state,” says Eduard
Limonov, leader of a banned oppesition groug.
Take: the case of Mikhail Khodorkovsky,
who unt11‘2003 ‘was the billionaire head of
Yukos Ol the country s:biggest oil com-

- pany. After ‘offering:suppart to opposition

pohtwal pitties; he tias spent the: last seven
' : on trignpedsifp charges (His
fate——and thes fac athis company was sold
Gffito Putin supportérs after he wentto jail—
has made:foreign investors wary.}
Khoderkovsky s-.cé@se .is just the most
hlgh-proﬁle -example - of ‘how corrupt
Russia’s: ]usnce system has become.

Soldners in Moscow's
" Red Square fora

go\remmcnt “alrmiost always Convic i
jury of ordifary people was expect_qd, to. be

more fa;r '

The ove,raIl effect‘ 1s a usuce' system
that in some ways, has i hanged tittle since
Soviet- days. That seems to be exactly what
concerns Gorbachev, .
“Russia has-a long way to go ‘to-usher in »
new: system.of values, 10 create and provide
for the proper functior ng. of the msututlons
and mechamsms f democracy—-~thc instinu-

: 8 ; ‘.rough a- major
transformation it people s brdins. And this,
clearly, is changmg very. slowly

With re;vam'ng by Elien Barry and C.J. Chivers
of The New York Times.
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The once and future president

Viadimir Putin bas just been elected to bis third terim as Russia’s president. Do Russians really respect him?

Was Putin fairly elected?

Nor remotely, but that’s not to say anyone
could have beaten hirn. Since he first took
the helm in Russia, in 1999, Vladimir Putin
has ruled with a modified form of Soviet-
style authoritarianism that he calls “managed
democracy.” The idea is that weakened state
mstitutions, including the electoral system,
yield to the designs of a strong leader. That
entails some outright fraud; monitors found
evidence of “carousel voting,” in which bus-
loads of vorters travel around casting ballots
under different names, and in Chechnya,
more pro-Putin votes were counted than
there were registered voters. But managed
demaocracy relies even more on subtler mampu[amons Technical
reasons are found to prevent opposition parties from registering.
Massive state resources, including almost all TV and radio news,

are brought to bear in favor of the Kremlin, Phony “opposition can-

didates” are put forward. Those tactics delivered Putin an official
victory of almost 64 percent. That number was surely inflared, but
Putin does inspire heartfelt devotion among many Russians.

Why do they admire him?

Putin represents stability, a welcome contrast to the chaos of

the first decade after the Soviet Union dissolved, in 1991. Under
Boris Yeltsin, a few tycoons, known as oligarchs, were allowed
to plunder state resources in a period of wild privatization that
plunged millions into poverty. Putin reversed that process, reas-
serting firm central control over Russian resources. During his
reign, the Russian economy has grown by an average of 7 percent
a year, poverty has been halved, and the average monthly salary
of Russians has more than tripled. High global prices for Russia’s
vast oil and natural gas resources played a big role in that suc-

cess. But many Russians give Putin credit for the fact that they are

much better off than ever before.

How Putin came to power

Putin owes his ascent directly 1o the bloody
second war in Chechnya, the separatist
Muslim province in the south, He was head
of the FSB, the successor to the KGB, when
Yeitsin named him prime minister in 1939,
saying Putin would “solve the Chechen prob-
jem for good!” Pisin famously vowed to hunt
down separatist leaders “even when they're
taking a crap.” Just weeks later, 360 died in a
series of Moscow apartment bombings that
was biamed on Chachens. Russia invaded,
Yeltsin resigned, and Putin was elected
president t¢ prosecute g brutal war that kilied
tens of thousands, mostly civilians. Several
Russian reporters and whistle-blowars have
amassed evidence that the FSB staged

the apartment bombings to propel Putin

to power. At least four of them have been
murdered, including Anna Politkovskaya, a
reporter gunned down outside her home,
and Alexander Litvinenko, an FSB whistle-
blower poisoned with radicactive polonium.

How did he tame the oligarchs?
He opened fraud proceedings that lefr
sore, like Mikhail Khodorkovsky, in jail,
and drove others, like Boris Berezovsky,
out of the country. But some oligarchs,
notably Roman Abramovich, remain
close to Putin. Hedge fund manager
William Browder, a former Putin admirer
who was banned from Russia in 2005,
says Putin moved against the oligarchs
mainly to secure their wealth for himself
and his cronies. “They’ve now consoli-
dated their position 1o such an extent
that Putin is likely to be one of the
richest men in the world,” he said last
month; by one estimate Putin is worth
$40 billion. Still, Putin’s battle against
the oligarchs helped establish him as a
nastoyashi muzbik, or “real man” In
& country where the Stalin era is often

. wistfully recailed 25 a time of Russian

% glory, that is an important image.
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A ‘real man’ for Russia

“Russia needs a strong leader,” a Moscow
vendor told the Toronto Globe and Mail.,
“It’s such a hig country, with so many. dif-
ferent ethnic groups, that ic’s very difficult
to unite. It requires toughness.”

How does Putin project strength?
Through relentless propaganda aimed at
promoting a cult of personality. Putin,
59, is physically fit—he doesn’t drink and
was a judo champion in his youth—and
he makes sure the Russian public knows
it. State television routinely shows him
engaged in manly pursuits like racing cars,
hunting big game, piloting fighter jets, I‘Jd-
ing bare-chested on horseback, and zooming around unhelmeted
on a Harley-Davidson. During the terrible forest fires of 2010,
Putin personally dumped tons of water on the flames froma
water bomber. In one of his more ridiculdus photo ops, just last
year, he was shown scuba diving in the Black Sea, where he con-
veniently “discovered” two ancient but curiously pristine Greek
urns in just seven feet of water.

Do people believe these stunts?

They seemed to, unti recently, but the un find was 3 ipping
point. The international press quickly mocked Put;.u, and even
Russian commentators expressed skepticism, forcing the Kremlin
to finally admit that the episode had been staged. Since then, more
cracks have appeared in Putin’s popularity. Last September, when
he announced his intention to take back the presidency, Russians
began grumbling openly about the dearth of democracy in “man-
aged democracy.” They were further offended by what looked

like the outright stealing of the December parliamentary elections,
which Putin’s United Russia party won despite trailing badly in
exit polls. Tens of thousands of people protested the resuits, and
Putin’s approval rating dropped to below
50 percent, down from 73 percent as
recenstly as February 2011,

Will his rule now be challenged?
Yes, but the opposition has yet to prove
it has staying power. The series of mas-
sive protests since December, particu-
larly of middle-class Muscovites, clearly
took the Kremlin by surprise. Anti-
corruption blogger Alexey Navalny,
who dubbed United Russia the “party
of crooks and thieves,” has emerged as
a grassroots leader, and may be able to
better galvanize the anti-Putin move-
ment than more traditional opposition
figures. But the protests are already
petering out. “We have to think of
something more concrete, something
other than protests,” says Nikolal
Belyaey, a businessman who quit his job
to join the protest movement. “I very
much want to hope that society is not
going to fall asleep agam.”
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